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      I hope you enjoy this Rumpelstiltskin retelling. It is based on the Brothers Grimm version of the fairytale, and it takes place in the same universe as the Perrault Chronicles and shows how Millissa, the daughter of a miller and a major character in The Academy, became the Queen of Autumn.

      This Rumpelstiltskin story also combines elements of Donkeyskin and The Tinderbox, and it contains a few dark themes.
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      Millissa was brewing ale when the Soldiers of Fortune rapped on her door. It wasn’t the first time they had come to arrest Father for being drunk and disorderly, and she was sure it wouldn’t be the last. Recently, Father had taken to spending his evenings in the tavern, drinking strong beer and telling outlandish tales of sorcery and riches. This suited her fine, as alcohol turned him into a monster, only fit to be locked outside. She secured the lid on the wooden barrel and wiped her hands on her apron. 

      If they were in any other country in the United Kingdom of Seven, Father’s fantastical tales would get him arrested. Luckily, for them, the Soldiers of Fortune cared little about keeping magic under control. They were just puppets, working for the usurper, Donovan the Tinder King. 

      “In the name of the King, I demand you open this door!” shouted a soldier.

      Millissa pursed her lips. Didn’t these people understand that mills were bigger than cottages? She jogged to the front door. “I’m coming.”

      The soldier continued to bang, and Millissa felt the first rumblings of fear in her gut. She stopped at the front door and checked that her wimple wasn’t revealing any hair. Why Father insisted she wear the ridiculous garment, she didn’t know, but she’d learned the hard way not to let even one strand show in the presence of a man.

      Millissa cracked open the door, letting in a gust of fresh air, along with the scent of rotting leaves. Instead of the usual foot soldiers, a captain, two sergeants and a dozen corporals lined up on her garden path. She frowned, making sure to hold the back of the door with her weight. “Yes, officers?”

      “Mistress Barleigh?” said the captain. He was an imposing man of six feet, with hair the color of wheat, and eyes as hard and gray as flint. “King Donovan requires your presence.”

      Her heart ground to a halt. A cold wave of shock rocked her body, but she tried not to let it show. “You mean Father? He’s not home.”

      “His Majesty asked specifically for you,” he replied.

      Millissa’s heart restarted, clanking hard in her ribcage.  Everyone knew that when the King requested a young woman, she came back days later, damaged, if she returned at all. Making sure her feet were firmly behind the door, she said, “All right. Let me put on some shoes and turn off the stove.”

      The officer nodded and stepped back. Millissa closed the door and slid both bolts, smooth as an eel, so they wouldn’t make a sound. She rushed toward the back door. It would be easy enough to sneak out through the back gate and into the cornfields. Aunt Clover lived in the next village, and she could help Millissa hide for some time until the Tinder King’s attentions had moved on to someone else.

      She cleared the hallway, entered the kitchen, turned to the back door and skidded to a halt. Half a dozen soldiers stood at the back window.

      “Captain!” shouted a rotund man with ruddy cheeks. “She’s making an escape!”

      “Ram the doors down!” yelled a voice from the front of the house.

      A whimper escaped Millissa’s throat. It would take only a few kicks to break down the back door, and then...She shook those thoughts out of her head and started up the spiral stairs, each footstep pounding hard on the stone tread. The staircase wound around the circular interior of the mill. Millissa had to steady her palm against the stone walls in case her nerves caused her to tumble over. 

      At last, she reached the ceiling, and with fingers as jittery as spiders’ legs, she fumbled open the window latch and crawled out to the roof.

      A cool breeze meandered around the tower, and although Millissa’s toes teetered over the ledge of the roof, she felt a calm run through her body. It slowed her heart and deepened her breath. She hoped the soldiers would give up on her if she threatened to jump, but she thought the prospect unlikely. And if she broke her neck, she wouldn’t have to endure the unspeakable torments suffered by those blonde women summoned to the palace.

      Millissa closed her eyes and exhaled. The sloshing and clanking of the water mill drowned out the panicked shouts of soldiers below. Birds chirped in the distance, and Millissa wondered whether she would drown or break her neck. Either was preferable to being captured by the Tinder King. Leaning back on the sloped roof, she edged around to the East side, furthest away from the window.

      She thought about another blonde woman, Lunette, who had returned from the Palace a decade ago. She had raved of three monstrous hounds. One with eyes as big as saucers, the other’s bigger than mill wheels and largest had eyes bigger than the Round Tower of Clement. Lunette would rattle on about their mesmerizing gazes and the horrific torments she suffered. No one had believed Lunette until other girls returned just as crazed, telling garbled tales of similar ill treatment. Now, Lunette and the others roamed the forest in rags, shadows of their former beauty and sanity. 

      “Mistress Barleigh, please come back.” The soldier’s voice shook.

      Millissa supposed King Donovan would punish the soldiers for failing to bring in his prey. She felt no remorse for the plight of these men. Any of them could depose the usurper and be a better ruler. The man after all had been a soldier who deposed the rightful King by slaughtering the entire royal court. He’d left one survivor, Princess Acacia, whom he had married to secure his claim to the throne. But now that his wife was dead and his daughter, Princess Calluna, was missing, anyone could depose the Tinder King.

      Her toes teetered over the edge of the roof and she swallowed.

      “Millissa!” 

      She turned, her breaths coming out in shallow pants. The captain’s head poked around from the curve of the roof.

      “Don’t jump.” He held out his hand. “Please, come back to the window.”

      A hysterical laugh escaped her throat. “I know what the King wants, and I’d rather jump to my death than end up like all those other girls.” She straightened and spread out her arms, her heart clattering like out-of-control gears. “Goodbye.”

      “Wait!” There was something in his voice. A desperate whine that spiked her curiosity. 

      “King Donovan has your Father.”

      She snorted, still feeling the effect of his last drunken rage. “Maybe when the King finishes with him, he’ll learn not to drink so much!”

      “He’s going to be executed if you don’t come!”

      [image: ]
* * *

      If Millissa hadn’t been frantic with worry about Father, she would have felt humiliated at being paraded through the village like a prized pig. The captain put her in a golden litter, and the soldiers carried her through the main road. She couldn’t decide whether she was in a coffin or a cage, but she, along with everyone in the village knew of her condemnation. People left their houses to stare, and many women she’d known through the years shed tears for her. Even Marjorie, who never had a kind word to say to Millissa stared on in open-mouthed horror. 

      The butcher’s son ran alongside the procession, his eyes wide. “Where are you going, Millissa?”

      She bowed her head, not wanting the boy to say something wrong in front of the Soldiers of Fortune. These days, even a small child could be arrested on charges of sedition. 

      Nobody spoke to her for the rest of the journey. She supposed it was because the wrath of King Donovan knew no bounds. Ever since Princess Calluna had disappeared, the soldiers had dragged more and more girls to the palace and fewer came back.

      They left the village and marched over the road separating orchards of Golden Kallisti apple trees. The fruit glistened in the morning light, reminding Millissa of her peculiar shade of hair. Her heart sank, and a lump formed in her throat at the thought of the only person who had seen her hair. Father. She didn’t want to imagine what the King was doing to him, but she hoped he would recover in time.

      At last, they reached Majesty Mount, the hill that housed the palace and its grounds. As usual, the sight of the place made her shudder. Not because of the rumored atrocities that took place within the King’s residence but because of what sat next to it. Next to the splendid building was a rusted copper palace, which was home to the remains of previous monarch whom the Tinder King had murdered. Some said the spirits of the dead would howl at night, rattling the walls with their anguished wails. Others talked of the blood splatters that would appear and disappear on the walls, driving King Donovan crazy. Millissa hadn’t believed any of those tales. It was more likely that Princess Acacia refused to dwell in the place where the bodies of her family still lay, ripped apart and unburied.

      New Autumn Palace was a marble imposition which stood twice as tall as its predecessor. With its windowless facade, intricate carvings and domed roof, it reminded Millissa of a nobleman's mausoleum. A pediment depicting a scene of three monstrous dogs ripping apart a royal court stood on six ornate pillars.

      The soldiers stopped in the courtyard of the new palace and set down the litter. Captain Sprout helped her out and marched her to the front steps. A small figure, obscured in a cloak made of donkey pelts, knelt next to a pail, scrubbing the marble steps.

      “Make way for the King’s guard,” shouted a soldier.

      The person stood, picked up the pail and turned. It was a girl, about three years younger than Millissa. Underneath the grime on her face were full lips, high cheekbones, and eyes the exact same shade of Millissa’s aquamarine.

      As soon as the girl locked eyes with Millissa, she gasped, spilling water over her grimy, bare feet.

      “Shouldn’t you be in the kitchens, Donkeyskin?” Captain Sprout’s voice was not unkind.

      “I’m sorry, Captain,” whispered the girl. She glanced again at Millissa before scurrying away.

      Despite her terror, she wondered why the girl would keep herself so filthy, and why everyone seemed to tolerate her appearance. She walked with the guards through the doors and down the widest marble hallway she had ever seen.

      On the wall hung portraits of a handsome, bearded, young soldier in various scenes of victory. He wore a foreign, white uniform with a gold-edged cap and gold epaulettes. On his breast were medals of varying sizes, worn over a red sash. As they progressed down the hallway, the portraits of the soldiers depicted a more mature man. He donned the same uniform but with more medals and wearing the cloak and crown of the Kingdom of Autumn.

      At last, they reached a set of wooden double doors. Four guards holding spears saluted, and the most senior in rank shouted, “Captain Sprout has arrived with the girl, Your Majesty!”

      The door opened, letting out a gust of warm, yeasty air, which made Millissa frown, despite her nerves. Instead of a throne room, she walked into the largest tavern she had ever seen. She took in the sights of cob walls, oak floors and beams on the ceiling. The head of a dragon hung mounted above a roaring fireplace. Along one wall stood barrels, piled on top of each other. Another wall was lined with shelves containing bottles of wine and spirits. 

      To Millissa’s surprise, Father sat at a wood table opposite a huge man of about the same age. A wave of relief washed over Millissa and calmed her erratic heart. Her shoulders fell, and she smiled. Father was well if not a little stooped by drink.

      He raised his pewter tankard, sloshing ale all over himself. “There she is, Your Majesty! Ain’t she a beauty?”

      Millissa sucked in a breath. This fat, common-looking man was the Tinder King? Apart from the beard, he looked nothing like the solider in the portraits. She ducked her head, not wanting to make eye contact.

      Wood scraped against wood, and Millissa peered through her lashes. The King stood and strode into her space. Millssa’s nose twitched. The only thing drowning out his pungent body odor was the stench of urine on his fingers as he lifted her chin.

      Her entire body tightened, her face scrunched, and she squeezed her eyes shut, ready for a blow, but he let go and stepped back.

      “A comely wench, but I’ve had better.”

      Father roared with laughter. Although Millissa had experienced far worse from him when he was drunk, the barb still stung. Since she wasn’t good enough for the King, she hoped he would let her go.

      “Do you know the penalty for sorcery in these lands?” asked King Donovan.

      Millissa nodded.

      “Good, because in exchange for not reporting you to the Anti-Magic Army, you will spin an acre of straw into gold.”

      Millissa’s eyes widened. “Your Majesty, I can’t do—”

      He pointed his gold tankard toward the soldiers at the door. “Make the gold, or I will have you executed as a witch.”
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      No matter how many times Millissa protested, the King would not believe her. Captain Sprout led her to an underground chamber wider than the entire mill. Stacks of straw filled the room, reaching almost to the ceiling. A single lantern shone on a spinning wheel and reel, which stood in a clearing along with a stool and chamberpot. He pushed her into the room and shut the heavy, wood door.

      Millissa whirled around and banged her fists on the door. “But I don’t know how to make gold. It’s impossible!”

      The hatch opened, and the King’s ruddy visage loomed into the window space. “Your dad tells me you do it all the time. Consider this task taxation on witchcraft.” He grinned, revealing blunt, yellow teeth. “Because if this room isn’t filled with gold when I return tomorrow morning, I will make you suffer before you’re executed.”

      Millissa’s mouth hung open, and her shallow breaths made her lightheaded. Her legs trembled, and she staggered to the stool and wrung her hands. How she was going to get out of this predicament, she had no idea. If she had jumped instead of believing that Father would be killed if she didn’t come, she would be free of her awful life and reunited with Mother.

      Father poked his drunken red face through the hatch. “Do as the King says and spin the gold, will you?”

      “You know I can do nothing of the sort.”

      Father snickered. “That’s what a witch would say, ain’t it, Your Majesty?”

      “She sure sounds like a witch to me.” The King’s voice echoed from afar. “Come, Bartlet, let us sup while we wait for the gold.”

      “Why are you doing this?” Millissa shrieked.

      “Be a good girl, poppet. See you in the morning.” Father left, and his running footsteps echoed away.

      Millissa’s head hung to her chest, her tears splattering on her embroidered apron. The drink had finally gone to Father’s head and rendered him insane. And he’d dragged the King into his madness. This time, no apologizing for his drunken acts would fix this mess. She gripped the sides of the stool. Only a miracle could save her now. She would have called on her fairy godmother for help, but the opening of the fairy iron mine had driven all such beings from the Seven Kingdoms. Millissa sniffled. Ever since Mother had died, her life had been one miserable day after another.

      She waited for the footsteps to recede and checked her pockets for useful items. There was only a handkerchief and a wooden comb. A story came to mind of Simon the Thief who had been hung for burglary a few years ago. He would use his wife’s hairpins to force open locks. Millissa searched under her wimple, pulled out her thinnest metal hair stick and walked to the door. There was no keyhole, and she wondered how in the Known World Simon had managed to open doors with such an implement.

      When that plan failed, she burrowed into the straw, trying to feel around for a window, a grate, or a second door. She was glad her clothing covered so much of her body, as the straw scratched at her exposed skin and made her sneeze. For what seemed like hours, she scrambled around on her hands and knees, searching for a way out. But she stopped when the sounds of boisterous laughter exploded from behind.

      A familiar face leered at her from the opening in the door. “Well, well, well, if it isn’t Prim Mill.”

      Millissa stood and brushed off the straw. She had nothing to say to Gustav, Marjorie’s older and much more spiteful brother.

      “Let’s have a look at the new prey.” Another soldier pushed him aside and grimaced. “I thought she’d be more appealing.”

      Gustav shoved his way back to the opening. “That’s the thing. No one’s seen Mill uncovered since we were small. I for one am looking forward to seeing her brought low when His Majesty turns her over to us for the hunt.”

      Millissa’s heart stuttered, and she could not stop the whimper escaping her throat. It was clear Gustav still resented Father’s rejection of his proposal of marriage. But no sane father would wed their daughter to a Soldier of Fortune. Especially to one who’d been a bully all his life and had gotten Maud the Idiot in the family way. Although no one could prove he had killed her, the woman had drowned a day after declaring her baby’s father on market day.

      “Your old dad’s finally lost his mind. Either way, you’re finished. If you spin the gold, you’ll be executed for being a witch, and if you fail, you’ll hang for defying the King.”

      She trembled at the thought.

      “But I can help you,” said Gustav.

      Her head snapped up. “R-really?”

      His grin broadened. “Take off the wimple first.”

      Millissa’s hands shook, and she reached for the garment. The men snickered, and her hands stilled. She glared at Gustav’s leering face. “Why should I take it off?”

      “We want to see what we’re getting.”

      She stepped back. “What?”

      “You don’t expect us to risk the King’s wrath to save your hide if you ain’t worth the effort.”

      Millissa dropped her hands to her sides. “I don’t think you mean to rescue me at all.” She folded her arms across her chest and turned. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m rather busy.”

      Even though she could not see her childhood tormentor, she could hear his angry, panting breath. The sound of fists banging against wood made her jump.

      “You mark my words, Millissa Barleigh.” His voice was a low growl. It shook with barely concealed rage. “When he turns you over to us for the hunt, me and me mates are going to make sure there’s nothing left of you to stagger home.”

      “Oh, I believe you,” said Millissa. She had nothing to lose, but hysteria pulled the next words from her lips. “I expect you said something similar to poor Maud before drowning her.”

      An explosive roar echoed in the chamber, and he pummeled the door with his fists and feet. Millissa shrunk away to a part of the cell out of view of the door, but she felt some vindication that she could regain control, however petty, over the man. She leaned against the wall, listening to the other soldiers tell Gustav to calm down or someone would come. Their mutterings proved to her two things: that she’d identified Maud’s killer and that Gustav and his companions had no intentions to assist her. If they had a key, the man would either be unlocking the door right now, or bellowing for his companions to open it for him.

      They left soon after that, and Millissa studied the ceiling for weak points. It was a futile effort, but what choice did she have? She still couldn’t fathom what had possessed Father to make such outlandish claims. He wasn’t even that drunk, and up until last year, he’d been a shrewd and calculating man. Nothing significant had happened, apart from him rejecting the proposal of a nobleman when she’d turned eighteen. Father was the first person who believed Lunette’s story, and had immediately forced Millissa to cover up, so she would never fall prey to the King’s hunts. Now, she didn’t know what to think. Father wouldn’t spend a decade protecting Millissa, only to hand her over to the very man later.

      She sat at the stool and turned the spinning wheel and laughed sadly. As a miller’s daughter and an alewife, she’d never been required to learn to spin. It just seemed so unfair.

      The spinning wheel tilted, and Millissa stood. Something underneath it was moving. She pushed the heavy, wooden item out of the way, only to see a loose floor stone underneath. Hope flooded her chest like water going over a wheel. Small fingers poked through the gap in the stone, and Millissa helped her savior by wedging it to the side.

      A furred head poked out of the hole. It was Donkeyskin, the girl from the palace steps, her face even grimier than before, but her eyes shone in the lantern light. “Come with me, Miss. I know a way out.”

      Millissa could have wept with gratitude. “Thank you so much!”

      “The tunnel leads to the old palace. You’re okay with that, aren’t you?”

      Gulping, Millissa nodded. Anything, even howling ghosts, was better than being in this cell. Donkeyskin’s head disappeared down the opening, and Millissa lowered herself into the hole. Her feet hit dry soil, and she had to crawl to traverse the low space. It was dark in the tunnel, and even darker when the girl dragged the stone to cover their escape route.

      “Where’s my father?” asked Millissa. “We need to get him, so we can all leave together.”

      Donkeyskin stilled. “He’s in the dungeons. The King locked him up when he admitted you couldn’t even spin. If you don’t make the gold, he’s going to be hung.”

      Millissa froze. “Is there a tunnel leading there?”

      “No. We’d better hurry before someone finds out you’re missing.”

      “I can’t leave him.” As soon as the words left Millissa’s mouth, she cringed.

      “And you can’t spin straw into gold,” said the girl. “There’s no way of rescuing your father without getting caught and I’m not risking my life for someone who’d put his daughter in peril.”

      Millissa stilled. Father could be a violent bully and a brute, and his actions were unforgivable, but she couldn’t save herself while he languished in a dungeon. “It was the drink talking, not him. Whatever he’s done, he’s the only parent I have left.”

      “So you’re not coming with me?” asked Donkeyskin, her voice flat.

      A sob rushed out of Millissa’s chest. Of course she wanted to escape with the girl. Every fiber in her being was urging her run, start a new life and leave Father to face the consequences of the mess he’d created. But she knew in her heart that if she followed her common sense, her conscience would plague her for the rest of her days.  “I can’t, if he’s going to be executed because of me. Somehow, I have to find a way to spin that gold.”

      After some shuffling and huffing, Donkeyskin lifted the boulder, and light streamed into the tunnel. Millissa crawled past, stood into the opening and climbed out. She gazed into Donkeyskin’s eyes, still marveling at their color. “I appreciate what you’ve tried to do for me, and I’m sorry for not coming with you.”

      The girl bit her lip and lowered her gaze. “There is a way to make that gold, but there’s no guarantee the King won’t execute you afterward.”

      Millissa’s heart sped up. She knelt on the stone floor, leaning as close to Donkeyskin as she could. “Please, tell me.”

      “And it’s dangerous if you don’t know what you’re doing.”

      “I’ll try anything.”

      “I can show you the ritual for summoning an imp.”

      Millissa’s mouth dropped open. “I thought they couldn’t appear in the Seven Kingdoms anymore because of all the fairy iron.”

      “This one can.”

      “Aren’t they evil tricksters?”

      “That’s why you have to be careful. It will try to help you in exchange for a boon, but they can be worse than death. If you have anything of value, offer it up. That will be a fair exchange, and it won’t be able to demand anything else.”

      Millissa’s hand flew to the gold necklace she always wore under her clothing. It was finer than anything she’d ever seen on a noblewoman and was the only thing she had left of Mother. She’d pressed it into Millissa’s hand on her deathbed, warning her never to show it to Father, or he would sell it for drink. Swallowing, she nodded. It would hurt to hand over her only heirloom, but to save her last remaining parent, she would sacrifice anything. “Thank you, Donkeyskin. But I have to ask, why are you helping me?”

      The other girl stood and grabbed Millissa’s hand. “He usually keeps the girls in the dungeons, where I can’t always reach them. I can’t tell you how hard it is to be powerless to stop someone from suffering.” Tears filled her eyes. “And you remind me of my mother.”

      Millissa guessed that Donkeyskin’s mother died when she was young. She didn’t want to ask, because she knew the pain of talking about Mother, and she wouldn’t inflict it on anyone else. Donkeyskin handed Millissa a small knife and explained the ritual, drawing out runes on the stone floor with saliva and dirt from the tunnel. It seemed easy enough, but the thought of approaching such a creature for help made her flesh crawl.
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      Several minutes after Donkeyskin had left, Millissa stared at the palm of her left hand, working up the courage to pierce it with the dagger. The anticipated pain wasn’t a problem for her, but she recalled the girl’s warning not to express any shock at the imp’s appearance. She sucked in a deep breath, wondering how hideous the creature must be to warrant such advice.

      Millissa shook her head and exhaled. The more time she wasted pondering these matters, the closer she got to dawn, and the less time the imp had to spin the gold. She pierced the heel of her hand, let the blood pool in the palm, and traced over the runes on the floor. Strangely, she had seen them several times around town, never knowing what they meant, but now, she supposed that lots of people had made deals with imps.

      With a faint pop, a small, hooded figure knelt in front of her. It was the size of a ten-year-old child, but had the smell of a slaughter house. She gulped and stared off to the side, so as not to view the creature full in the face and react.

      “Who calls me?” said a high-pitched voice.

      Millissa’s insides jumped. She had not expected the imp to sound female. “I-I do. My name’s Millissa Barleigh, and I’m in trouble.”

      “Speak then, and I will consider your request.” It did not raise its head.

      “W-well, for some reason, the King thinks I can spin straw into gold, and he’s going to execute my father and me if I don’t.”

      “That usurper,” it spat.

      Millissa gulped. She had always supposed that if magical beings dwelled within Autumn, they would be neutral about politics. “So, I need your help to make all the gold.”

      The imp stood and stared Millissa in the face. Since her jaws were already clamped, and she wasn’t looking directly at the creature, all she saw was a pale visage within the hood, framed with silver hair. She turned her gaze to the imp, bracing herself to see three eyes, a pit for a nose or sharp, pointy teeth, but froze at what she saw instead.

      Two eyes, shimmering like liquid mercury, stared back at her. The imp’s lashes were as silver as its hair, and it had an attractive face, with rounded features. Millissa made sure not to marvel at the creature’s beauty, but instead, stared back without expression.

      After a few moments, the imp nodded, seemingly satisfied with Millissa’s reaction. “It will be my pleasure to help you.”

      Millissa pulled the necklace from around her head and held it in front of the imp. “This belonged to my mother, and it’s very dear to me, but I want you to have it in exchange.”

      The imp stretched out its hand and scooped the pendant into its palm. “Why would a commoner be in possession of King October’s personal seal?”

      Millissa gasped. “My mother worked at the old palace, but she would never steal—”

      “And I am suggesting nothing of the sort. This is an item offered only to those who held the favor of the deceased King. My mother was a lady-in-waiting to the former Queen, and she possessed a pendant similar to yours.”

      Nodding, Millissa suppressed the urge to ask how a noblewoman could birth an imp. If the creature didn’t like people reacting to its appearance, it probably wouldn’t take kindly to her questioning its parentage. “My mother was a servant.”

      The imp pushed the necklace back into Millissa’s hands and turned to the spinning wheel. “Keep it. I will make the gold.”

      Millissa’s insides turned to ice. “No!” She hoped the imp wouldn’t take offense and her tone of voice. “It’s only fair that you have this in exchange for your efforts.”

      The imp took back the necklace and shoved it into the pocket of its cloak. It dragged the stool to the spinning wheel and sat. With a wave of its hands, the straw gathered itself into fleece-like clumps. It flew through the orifice of the spindle, around the flyer and onto the bobbin.

      Relieved, Millissa sat on the floor and crossed her legs. The spinning wheel moved at a ridiculous rate, and in seconds, the bobbin was filled with golden wool.

      “Stop looking at me,” the creature snapped.

      “I wasn’t,” said Millissa. “It’s just that I’ve never seen anyone turn straw into gold.”

      The imp turned to Millissa, its eyes cold. “Fine.”

      She froze, but when it turned back to the spinning wheel, she exhaled. Perhaps the imp had been shunned by humans because it looked different to everyone else. Her gaze drifted to its back where two sharp lumps protruded through the cloak. Millissa gulped, imagining stunted wings underneath the fabric. She dropped her head and stared into her hands.

      “He was a soldier, you know,” it said.

      Millissa’s head snapped up. “Huh?”

      “The usurper.” The words came out through gritted teeth. “He fought against the ogres on behalf of the fairies.”

      “Oh.” Snippets of information about the King were passed around the populace, but very few people in Autumn liked to talk about him. Even the most innocent comments overheard by the wrong ears could get a person thrown into prison or executed for sedition. It was safer to pretend the King didn’t exist.

      “He deserted and found himself an enchanted tinderbox.”

      Millissa’s mouth opened. She’d always wondered why they called him the Tinder King.

      “I remember when he arrived in Autumn, looking like a Duke and talking like a gong farmer.” The imp snorted. “Everyone laughed at him behind his back, putting on airs and graces like that. Some of them even mocked him openly.” The imp turned its quicksilver eyes to Millissa. “He lacked the subtlety to recognize a well-crafted barb.”

      “I didn’t know…”

      “Of course you wouldn’t. How old are you, fifteen?”

      Millissa bristled. “Eighteen.”

      “You would have been three when the Tinder King arrived on our shores.”

      Millissa nodded. “How did he manage to take over?”

      “Maybe he knew he was the butt of everyone’s jokes, but he didn’t care, because he was at court, living a lifestyle a soldier could never dream of. The idiot had no clue he was the unwitting court jester. He seemed to have an endless supply of money and thought he could buy the court’s affections.”

      “Let me guess. The money ran out, and they ditched him.”

      The imp grinned. “Not only that, but the barbs weren’t so subtle anymore. Mother told me he actually wept when King October ejected him from the palace. I even felt sorry for him at the time.”

      Millissa leaned forward, elbows propped on the floor, resting her chin on the heels of her hands, careful to avoid her cut. The straw flew through the mechanics of the spinning wheel, turning from a dull yellow to a shimmering gold. When the bobbin filled, a ball of wool the size of a tankard rolled to the side.

      “Only one person felt pity for the wretch: Princess Acacia. She was about your age at the time. Perhaps a year younger. A beautiful girl.” The imp stopped and stared hard at Millissa. “Take off your wimple.”

      “Why?”

      “Do as I say!”

      Millissa’s throat went dry. She stared back at the creature, not knowing how to proceed. It didn’t look male, but then, it definitely was no woman.

      It rolled its eyes. “I have no interest in your virtue. Let me look at you for a second.”

      After a brief hesitation, she pulled off the garment. Cold air rushed to her neck, making her shiver, but she thought the imp’s intense gaze could be partially to blame.

      “Unpin your hair.”

      Millissa’s gaze darted to the mountain of straw. She had no idea how many hours she’d been stuck in the dungeon, but the longer she dithered over the imp’s demands, the less time it had to make the gold. The King seemed the type of man to execute her for a job half-done, so she loosened her hair, letting her golden curls fall to her shoulders.

      The imp’s eyes grew wide. Then it snorted and continued its work.

      “Why did you want to see me uncovered?” asked Millissa.

      One side of the imp’s mouth curved upward. “I can tell you everything in exchange for a boon.”

      She shook her head. “No thank you.”

      The imp laughed and doubled the speed of its production. Millissa raised her arms, ready to braid her hair and put on the wimple, but the imp held out a hand. “If you want to guarantee your survival, keep your hair loose.”

      Millissa’s hands dropped to her sides. She refused to ask why, in case the imp offered her another boon. “So the Princess took pity on him?”

      “Yes. Princess Acacia was beautiful, clever, but soft-hearted. She used to order the stable master to splint the legs of infirm horses to save them from slaughter. It was this misguided kindness that got her family killed.”

      The imp rolled its eyes. “Who knows how it happened, but the Princess began a clandestine relationship with the unworthy soldier. When King October discovered the secret trysts, he ordered the man to be hanged.”

      Millissa gasped. “Did he punish the Princess, too?”

      “If you call locking her up in a tower punishment, I suppose he did. She wasn’t even permitted to attend the execution, but she could watch it from her window.”

      Millissa pictured the town square where people were routinely hanged or decapitated as a warning to others. “How could she see anything from so far?”

      A bitter laugh came from the imp. “Do you think King October would advertise that a common soldier had sullied his daughter? He planned on hanging the man in the palace gardens. Only his closest companions attended. King October asked the soldier whether he had any last requests. Maybe he wanted to hear the man beg for one last kiss from the Princess, then laugh in his face and refuse. Who knows?”

      “What did the soldier ask for?”

      “His tinderbox.”

      Millissa’s hand flew to her mouth. “The enchanted one?”

      The imp nodded. “He said he wanted a smoke and to light it from his beloved box. Since it seemed like a harmless request, the King allowed it. I was watching from my room as I’d never visited the grounds.”

      So the imp had been kept hidden by its mother in the palace. Millissa kept her silence and waited for the imp to continue. Its beautiful face wrinkled into a scowl. It hunched on the stool, looking like it could incinerate the spinning wheel with its eyes. “The soldier struck a match on the tinder box, and three monstrous hounds appeared. The smallest had eyes the size of saucers, the next eyes like waterwheels and the third’s eyes were as large as a round tower.”

      Millissa gulped, unsure whether she wanted to hear the rest.

      “They tore through the court, killing everyone.” The imp gulped. “Even Mother.”

      Millissa’s mouth opened, a question on her lips, but the flashing eyes of the creature made her freeze.

      “Don’t you dare ask me why I didn’t use my magic to save her!”

      “I wasn’t…” Millissa’s words trailed off. She couldn’t complete her lie.

      “I was bound to my rooms.” The imp’s eyes glistened. “Still am. I can’t leave unless somebody summons me. And my father never returned after going to Prince Evander for some mission.”

      Millissa nodded and left the imp to work in silence. Everyone knew of Prince Evander. He was the lost heir to the Fairy throne who had once been kidnapped by ogres. The story explained why the imp had been born to a Lady. She had probably fallen in love with her own fairy godfather and had a child. The conventional wisdom was that imps were monstrous, twisted creatures of unspeakable horror. Millissa wondered why the rumor persisted when imps were only the offspring of a fairy and a human.

      Eventually, she dozed off, but every time she woke, the story haunted her. She’d sat at her own mother’s bedside, watching her lingering on the brink of death from a mysterious wasting disease. It was painful, but she’d treasured those moments. Millissa could not fathom what the imp had gone through, watching its own Mother being torn apart by dogs. The situation was even worse because it could not move out of a place that held such harrowing memories.

      “Done!”

      She opened her eyes to find the room filled with balls of gold, and not a single strand of straw in sight. The imp stood next to the spinning wheel, making a triumphant pose.

      Without thinking, she rushed forward and hugged the creature, careful not to crush its wings. “Thank you so much! And I’m so sorry for what you went through.” She stepped back, gazing into the creature’s wide, astonished grey eyes. “Is there anything I can do to help you stay out of your rooms?”

      The imp parted its lips, as though not knowing what to say, but its face twisted into a devious scowl. “My magic keeps me apprised of all the boons hanging over people. Your Tinder King made an interesting one with Princess Acacia. He must never harm his wife, never sleep with any woman except his wife, and if she died before him, never marry another unless she was as beautiful as she.”

      Millissa nodded. “But he never remarried. Princess Acacia couldn’t have been the most beautiful woman to have ever lived.”

      It shook his head. “Oh, there are many Princesses more beautiful than Acacia. But which King would allow their daughter to marry a usurper who could threaten their throne?”

      “I’m surprised King Donovan didn’t threaten them with his dogs.”

      A malicious giggle escaped the creature’s lips. It made Millissa’s stomach jump. “Without his tinderbox, he can no longer summon the hounds.” The imp had probably stolen it, and Millissa was glad that such beasts would no longer be able to terrorize people. “Come closer, and I will outline a plan to set me free and bring vengeance to those who have wronged you.”
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      The imp had long gone by the time footsteps echoed closer, and Millissa stood from the stool and stretched. Although the creature had assured her she and Father would not be executed, she had her doubts. Spinning straw into gold was sorcery, and that was a crime punishable by death.

      The keys clinked and in the silence of the basement, the movement of the lock mechanisms echoed like thunder. Millissa’s heart jumped, and she stepped back and bowed her head.

      “What’s this?” The King’s voice was breathy. “The girl can indeed produce gold as you said.”

      Father let out the kind of nervous chuckle he reserved for bailiffs. “I told you she was talented.”

      “Step forward, child,” said the King.

      Millissa stiffened. In all her imaginings, she’d pictured either being seized by guards or being allowed to leave the palace. Still, she obeyed the King’s order. The man’s fingers still stank of urine and ale, but now the warm hum of excrement rose from his skin. He tilted her head up, and they locked gazes. His eyes widened, nostrils flared and his mouth fell open, revealing those yellowed, worn-down teeth.

      The King turned to Father. “You did not tell me she was such a beauty.”

      “I’m not the sort to brag, Your Majesty.”

      “What is her name?”

      “Millissa, sire.”

      “Very well. Since Millissa has spun her dowry, we will wed on the morrow. Captain Sprout, tell the staff to prepare a wedding feast!”

      Millissa’s stomach churned like rancid butter. “But I don’t want to be married.”

      The two men chuckled, and Captain Sprout bowed and disappeared down the corridor. The King put his arm around Father and they turned and followed the captain. Millissa stepped out of her cell and watched their retreating backs. Perhaps if she waited for them to leave the hallway, she could escape down the hatch. The King had his gold now, and while Millissa did look better without the wimple, she certainly wasn’t beautiful enough to be a Queen. The words, ‘I’ve had better’ echoed in her mind and she smiled. All that talk of marriage had been a joke.

      The King stopped walking and glared over his shoulder. “What are you doing, standing there like a scarecrow?”

      Millissa jumped and stepped towards the snickering pair. The King placed a massive arm over Millissa’s shoulders, and a wave of body odor, sharp as vinegar and pungent as cheese collided into her face. She suppressed the urge to buckle to her knees, heaving. Not just because of the smell, but the arm was heavy as a log.

      They walked up the stone stairway like that, the two men laughing at in-law jokes. Father’s voice had a nervous tinge, but he seemed pleased enough with the developments. Millissa herself could not believe that Father had gotten her into this predicament. Servants stopped their work and gaped at Millissa as she passed. Why, she had no idea. Perhaps the King was not known for showing affection to others.

      A breakfast of roast boar, bread and gravy was served in the strange, tavern-like room. Millissa sat next to the King, and she picked at her food, shooting Father questioning looks. As much as she tried to catch his eye, his gaze was fixed on the King or on his plate.

      “No one must know of your skills, my honey,” said the King. Chunks of meat flew from his mouth.

      “But the captain—”

      “Doesn’t count. He’s my most trustworthy man.”

      “What about Gustav and his friends? They probably know everything by now.”

      The King set down his leg of boar and frowned. “No one was to know of your stay here.”

      She suppressed a scoff at the understatement. “They visited me last night and seemed to know everything about my having to turn straw into gold.”

      “Sprout!”

      Millissa jumped, and the ale Father was supping spilled from the corner of his mouth.

      “Sprout, get in here, now!”

      “But you told him to make wedding preparations,” said Millissa.

      “Ah, yes.”

      A servant poked his head around the door. “Captain is in the kitchens, sire. Is there anything I can help you with?”

      “Fetch Gustav and whoever came with him to the dungeons last night.”

      “Right away.” The servant bowed and closed the door.

      They ate in silence after that, and Millissa drank her ale. She had no idea what was going to happen next, or whether the King was serious about marrying her, but she hoped there would be another opportunity to escape.

      Moments later, the servant said, “Sergeant Gustav and his companions.”

      “Let them in,” muttered the King.

      The door swung open, and the men from the night before swaggered in. Gustav faltered when he caught sight of Millissa, but his grin widened and his stare turned even more predatory than usual.

      “Are we hunting today, sire?” asked Gustav, his gaze still on Millissa.

      She stiffened in her seat, not knowing whether forcing girls to make gold then releasing them into the forest when they failed was the norm around the palace.

      “It’s going to be a slightly different hunt, but yes.”

      Gustav licked his lips. “I’ve had my eye on this one for years.” An excitement which made Millissa’s stomach turn tinged his voice. “Thought she was better than the likes of me, but me and the lads will show her, won’t we?”

      The other men snickered.

      “Sit,” said the King. “Have a drink before the hunt begins.”

      Gustav frowned. “Don’t we usually drink after the hunt, sire?”

      The King grinned. “This one is rather special.”

      The men sat at the bar, and the female servant poured drinks into tankards. While they drank and shared bawdy jokes, the King beckoned over another servant and whispered in his ear. The man bowed and left the room. The King turned to Millissa and winked.

      She turned to Father, whose face had broken into a sweat. Millissa supposed that his plans had backfired, and Millissa was going to become prey to these men, and Father would be forced to watch. It felt disloyal to think it, but Millissa couldn’t help getting satisfaction from him being in the presence of a bigger bully.

      A servant took the platter of boar to the bar where the men were making merry and brought over a platter of sweet cakes.

      “I have it, sire,” whispered the servant from before. He knelt on the floor, holding aloft a broadsword.

      The King grunted and stood. With a benevolent smile, he took the weapon and calmly approached the men at the bar. Without a word of warning, he swung the sword at the first man’s neck. Blood spurted over the King’s face, as the man fell on his companions, toppling them to the floor.

      Millissa screamed, bringing her hands to her temples. Father dropped his ale with a whimper on his lips.

      King Donovan stabbed, plunged and slashed at the fallen men, grinning at their screams. The front of his uniform was so drenched with blood, only a few patches of white remained

      Gustav crawled away with his back to the ground. “But why, sire?” Sobs wracked his body. “We’ve done everything you said.” He scrambled to his knees. “Is it because of the girl? I can get you better ones.”

      “Silence! No one is to speak of the new Queen in that manner.” He raised the sword and decapitated the other man.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Millissa awoke to the smell of roasted chicken and a dull throb in the back of her head. She had probably fainted from seeing Gustav’s head fly across the tavern room. Her stomach roiled at the memory of all that carnage. She opened her eyes to find herself within the white canopy of a four-poster bed. Someone, she hoped it was the servant and not that awful King, had changed her into a silk nightgown. She checked her hands. They’d been cleansed of the blood spatters, too.

      She sat up, ignoring the pain in her head, and swung her body off the bed. She opened her curtains to find herself in a plush, bright bedroom. Everything in the room, from the drapes to the seat cushions and the wall tapestries, were in shades of white. The only thing that stood out was a painting of…herself? She padded to the portrait. It was of a woman about her age, perhaps a year or two older, with the same aquamarine eyes and blonde hair, the same nose and the same deep cupid’s bow.

      “You’re up, then?” Father emerged from another room, holding a tankard.

      “What is going on?” She pointed at the eerie picture.

      “I knew the second the King saw you, he’d propose. You look so much like Queen Acacia.”

      “Is that why you told him I could spin straw into gold? To get his attention?”

      Father shrugged and walked back to the other room. “Worked, didn’t it?”

      Millissa gaped at the man. The shock of his callousness coalesced into a cold anger she’d never felt before. She followed him into the other room, seething as he downed a bottle of wine. All those years she’d to endure his drunken rages, being cut off from Mother's side of the family and for what? To be handed over to a barbarian of a King because of a fleeting resemblance to his dead wife?

      She snatched the bottle from his grip and slammed it on the table. “How could you do this to your own daughter?”

      Father’s face hardened, and he barked out a vicious laugh. “I knew from the moment your mother got pregnant that you weren’t mine.”

      Millissa’s heart stuttered, and she stepped back.

      “You see, a witch cursed me sterile when I lived in Monsoon, and no father would marry me to their daughter, so I moved here to Autumn. Of course, I told no one of this, and ended up marrying your mother. Strangely enough, four months after we wed, she gave birth to you.”

      Millissa gulped. “How could you even trust that the witch was telling the truth?”

      “Look at that hair, and those eyes.” He pointed at the portrait of Queen Acacia. “Both your mother and I were dark haired and dark eyed. But you’re the spitting image of her.”

      “Are you saying she’s my mother?”

      “I didn’t bring you up to be an idiot. Work it out for yourself. Your mother made ale for the King, but that wasn’t all she brewed for him.”

      Millissa’s hand flew to her mouth. She couldn’t believe she was the illegitimate daughter of the dead King, but the evidence didn’t lie.

      Father smirked. “Everyone knew the Tinder King couldn’t marry unless it was to one as beautiful as his dead wife.”

      “So you went round telling people I could spin straw into gold until someone brought you to the King?”

      “How was I to know he’d believe my story? No harm done. Tomorrow, you’ll be Queen.”

      Millissa stared at Father’s gloating face. Everything made sense now. The drunken tantrums where he would rant about being burdened with a bastard, the way he would hurl a tirade of insults, ending with ‘you’re no daughter of mine.’ Even forcing her to wear the wimple made sense as did turning down all those proposals of marriage. He had a plan, and it had finally paid off. She looked around the suite of rooms. It was far finer than her room in the mill house.

      “If you’ve been raising me just to hand me over to that brute, I’m leaving without you. There are people loyal to the old King, my real father.” She straightened. “As soon as they realize there’s a viable heir, they’ll help me overthrow the Tinder King.” In her haste to reach the door, she missed Father’s fist, and it struck her on the temple.

      “Guards!” he shouted. “My daughter is getting pre-wedding nerves. Is there somewhere more secure she can stay until it’s time for her to wed?”

      Soldiers rushed into the room and shackled her to the posts of her bed, ignoring her cries of protest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, the King visited her bedside. “I understand you are talking of running.”

      Millissa’s eyes widened. Father hadn’t repeated her talk of overthrowing the King, but then, words like that could get them both executed.

      “I know you are scared.” The King smiled and brushed the tears off her face. “But you must understand, the boon I made with Acacia said that I would never harm my wife, and that applies to you if we wed today.”

      “And if we don’t?”

      His face hardened. “One wench jilted me already, and you will not escape me. If you are not my bride by the end of the day, I will turn you over to the hunt, with your father as my lead huntsman. And there will be no guarantee that you will survive it.”

      Gustav’s taunts of putting her in her place echoed in her mind and she swallowed.

      “I think we understand each other.” The King’s voice was soft. “Now, when the bishop asks whether you will take me as your lawfully wedded husband and master, what will you say?”

      “I do.” Her voice cracked along with her heart.

      The King stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. “The servants will ready you for our wedding.” He gave her an almost fatherly smile and backed away. “Good girl.”

      A horrible idea flashed through Millissa's mind. She immediately thought of Donkeyskin and wept.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The walk down the aisle of the empty palace chapel was excruciating. Not just because Father had punched her in the stomach for being insolent after the King had left. Each step was a move closer to an even worse life with an even more violent man who had a whole tavern of drink and a private army to fuel his rages.

      Father’s fist clamped hard around her arm, and he whispered, “You owe me your life, girl. I could have poisoned you along with your mother, but I kept you, fed you, and even clothed you. Do not mess this up.”

      A sob escaped Millissa’s throat, but the orchestra drowned out her cry. “Why would you do such a thing?”

      He sneered. “She was pregnant again. One bastard was enough, but two? Don’t make me laugh. She and that worthless King got what they deserved.”

      They reached the top of the aisle where King Donovan stood, facing the bishop. He turned and grinned, unaffected by Millissa’s tears. The ceremony was brief and mostly a blur, but she was pulled out of her torpor by Father’s tightening grip every time she needed to speak.

      When the bishop announced them man and wife, Father let go and stood back. King Donovan grabbed her by the shoulders and pressed his hairy maw onto Millissa’s lips, his teeth and tongue devouring her. A couple of soldiers cheered, and a lone fiddler played The King’s Banquet.

      Finally, he let go and swept her into his arms, she squeaked at the sudden movement. A toilet soap-scented cloud engulfed her senses. “Eat, drink, Barlett. The new Queen and I must consummate this union!”

      Millissa’s heart sank. Had the imp tricked her into marrying the King? If so, she could not see how this would bring it the revenge it sought. Perhaps she had done something to offend it, and this was its nasty retribution. She cast her eyes down. While the imp was a volatile, oversensitive creature, it did seem more interested in avenging its mother’s death than in making Millissa’s life a misery.

      “You are quiet,” murmured the King.

      “Yes, and afraid, sire.”

      “Are you a maid?”

      Millissa blushed and nodded.

      “Then I will be gentle with you this first time.”

      Something in her stomach twisted, and she knew that there could be no first time. Not unless she wanted to have her corn ground every day by this brute of a man. She closed her eyes and rested her head against his arm, which seemed to please him, as he made a satisfied grunt and picked up his pace.

      The room he brought her to smelled of rancid wine. Its ceiling was high and the walls stone blocks, decorated with the mounted heads of animals. A fire roared in the hearth, and opposite was an ornate four-poster in mahogany wood.

      King Donovan threw Millissa onto a bed with an unusually hard mattress. Sweat-scented air, sharp as spoiled onions, wafted from the sheets. It made her sneeze.

      “Lift your skirts.” The King loomed over her, a gleam in his eyes that made Millissa’s stomach lurch.

      She scrambled upright and off the bed. “Your Majesty—”

      “Donovan.”

      “King Donovan, I have something to tell you.”

      “You’re not a maiden after all?” He unclasped his cape and let it drop. “That matters not to me.”

      “It’s about the gold.”

      “I told you, no one I don’t implicitly trust knows about your sorcery.” He grinned and advanced on her, wiggling his large, stubby fingers. “Get back on the bed.”

      “I didn’t do it!”

      He stopped, heavy brows furrowed. “What are you talking about, girl?”

      “Yesterday, when you locked me in the room with all that straw, I summoned an imp.” Millissa flinched at the King’s thunderous expression, but she forced herself to continue. “It agreed to spin the gold for me under one condition.”

      He bared his blunt, yellow teeth. “And what was that?”

      “That I would be with child as soon as the marriage was consummated, and it would take both my life and the baby in repayment for the gold.”

      “What?” he roared.

      Millissa shrank into the wall, bracing herself for the inevitable blows, but they did not come. The King grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her up. Then he placed her gently on the bed and stared into her eyes.

      “I do not believe you. This is an excuse.”

      She shook her head, terrified that she would betray herself under the King’s glare.

      “Then summon the imp now and have it vouch for you.”

      “I cannot, Sire. It can only be summoned once by each person.”

      He let go and walked to the wall where his weapons hung. The King selected a dagger and pierced his thumb. “Use my blood to draw the runes.”

      She stood, and on shaky legs, approached the King. Blood oozed onto his cupped palm, and she drew the runes on the wall.

      “I will show you how to deal with such creatures, and then, we will consummate our union. Tell me the chant to bring forth the imp.”

      She got him to repeat the words Donkeyskin had taught her. When he finished, he pulled the broadsword from the wall.

      But no imp appeared.

      King Donovan turned to her, his eyes flashing with mirth. “You are a saucy little jackal indeed. For a moment, I thought you really had bound yourself to the creature, but it looks like I’m going to show you—”

      A high-pitched maniacal laugh echoed around the room. Both Millissa and the King turned to the source of the sound. The imp jumped on the bed, pumping its little fists in triumph. “Thanks, Your Majesties! I am free at last and yelling, for I’ve been summoned by the master of this dwelling!”

      “Get off my bed, imp, and tell me the nature of the bargain you made with my wife.”

      The imp hopped to the ground, its smile unnaturally wide. “I cannot say, sire, I will not tell, for an imp’s boons are secret under spell.”

      “In the name of the King,” he bellowed, “I order you to reveal the boon you made with my Queen.”

      The imp narrowed its eyes. “I will tell you soon, when you take my boon.”

      “I will make no deals with an abominable creature.”

      It waggled its finger. “Do not insult an imp, you stinking, overgrown chimp.”

      The King roared and raised its broadsword and cleaved the creature into two. Millissa screamed and clutched her chest. She could not believe the King had bested the creature. Her eyes filled with tears.

      King Donovan rested his broadsword on his shoulder and smirked. “Come here, wife.”

      Millissa stared at the two bleeding halves of the imp. It seemed so unfair that after witnessing the murder of its mother, it would be killed by the very same man who ordered her death. The King growled his displeasure, making Millissa jump. She turned from the imp’s remains and stepped toward her new husband.

      “Did you think you could get rid of me? Strike again and make us three!” The two halves turned into two new imps.

      The sword swung again, cleaving the new copy in half. Instead of its halves lying on the ground, two imps stood next to the original, giggling.

      “How do I banish the creature?”

      Millissa shook her head. “I have no idea, sire.”

      “If you correctly guess our name, I will return from whence we came!”

      The King turned to Millissa, and she shrugged. His lip curled, and he raised his sword over her head. Millissa cringed away as he swung it downward, but the sword dropped, and the man fell to his knees clutching his chest.

      “Stupid Donovan, the usurper King, You must have known what that would bring!”

      “It appears that the boon I made with my previous wife really does extend to you,” he said, between panting breaths. “Of all the conniving…” He grimaced. “I cannot even insult you.”

      Millissa glanced at one of the imps, who winked.

      “Get out of my sight,” said the King.

      Millissa ran out of the room, relief lightening her steps. One of the imps scampered after her wearing a huge grin.

      “Did you really split in two?” she whispered.

      The imp waggled its finger. “That, sweet belle, I will never tell.”

      “Why are you speaking in rhymes all of a sudden?”

      “Annoying, isn’t it?”

      She nodded, and they laughed together. “You could have at least told me you wanted to trick the King into summoning you.”

      The imp grinned. “If I had outlined my entire plan, you would have looked too confident, and the King would never have taken such a foolish action as to summon me himself.”

      “And what if I hadn’t thought of the lie?”

      “Then your stupidity would have bought you a lifetime of sleeping with that oaf. A fitting punishment, yes?”

      Millissa pressed her lips together and suppressed an angry response. Without the imp’s help, she would either have been executed for being a disobedient witch or turned over for the hunt.

      “Where are you going?” it asked.

      “To the wedding feast. I have one more score to settle.”

      The imp nodded and vanished.

      Millissa strode down the hallway, her head high. From this moment on, she would not be a victim, not to Father, not to random bullies in the village, and certainly not to her new husband. The guards bowed as she entered the banquet hall.

      Father sat at the head of a table filled with Soldiers of Fortune. He held aloft a goblet of red wine and stopped speaking as soon as he spotted Millissa.

      “Do continue, Father. I believe there’s one story you have not yet told.”

      His wine-stained lips parted. “What do you mean? And where is the King?”

      “Donovan’s busy at the moment, but he sent me down to thank our guests.” She took her seat on the smaller of the two thrones. “Tell them of my true parentage, and why I resemble the late Queen Acacia.”

      Father stumbled over the explanation, stammering so much, no one could make sense of what he said.

      “Speak up. There’s no shame in being cuckolded by a King. Even if Donovan was incapable of exercising it, droit de seigneur is legal within this land.”

      The room fell to a hush, and Father slammed down his goblet and snarled. “You’re no daughter of mine!”

      Millissa chuckled. “That’s right. I am King October’s daughter.” She glanced at Father who was clenching and unclenching his fists. “Tell them what you did to my mother.”

      “Nothing she didn’t deserve.”

      “You poisoned her because she was pregnant with a second child by the King.”

      Shocked chatters broke out among the soldiers, and the guards exchanged confused glances.

      “Take him away.”

      Father screamed at Millissa all the way down to the dungeon, but for once, she was unmoved by his plight. Now with him out of the way, and the King unable to harm her, directly or indirectly through the boon, there was one more person she needed to find.

      Millissa searched high and low for Donkeyskin. The younger girl was not in the kitchens or skulking near the dungeons, and every servant she’d asked claimed not to even know about her. Even Captain Sprout denied ever having known any young girl of that name.

      Still she continued to search. Millissa did not believe she had imagined Donkeyskin in her desperation, and there was only one place in the grounds she had not searched: the old palace.
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      Millissa took a lantern out of the building and traveled across the courtyard to where the paving stones ended. The moon shone through the clouds, bathing Majesty Mount in dim light, while the bronze palace glinted like a half-tarnished kettle. She tramped on the overgrown lawn, piles of dead leaves crunching underfoot. Loose paving stones on the old courtyard made her stumble, but at last, she reached the entrance of the former palace. Although the exterior of this building was not maintained, the front steps glistened as though someone had recently polished them.

      Millissa closed her eyes and took a long, deep breath. She knew she would not meet any howling ghosts, but it still shook her to be in the place of such brutal murders. But she could not falter. She needed to find Donkeyskin. Millissa creeped open the door, and a lone figure retreated into the shadows, its footsteps echoing down the hallway.

      “Donkeyskin, wait!” The girl stopped running and turned around. “I’m sorry for not taking you up on your offer to help.”

      She shrugged. “That’s all right. I’m glad you’ve stopped making excuses for your father.” She clapped her hand over her mouth. “I-I didn’t mean to be rude.”

      “You’re Princess Calluna, aren’t you?”

      The girl glanced away.

      “I won’t tell anyone.”

      She nodded. “But don’t call me that. I’m Donkeyskin now.”

      “I’m your aunt.”

      She glanced up, meeting Millissa’s gaze with those eerie aquamarine eyes. “How?”

      Millissa explained Father’s revelation of Mother’s affair with Donkeyskin’s grandfather, King October. She described the jewelry with the royal insignia that Mother had given Millissa on her deathbed, which she’d given to the imp as payment for spinning the straw into gold.

      Donkeyskin shook her head with a hysterical laugh. “And you’re my stepmother now, too.”

      Millissa let out a surprised chuckle. “I suppose I am.” She chewed her lip, not knowing how to phrase the next question, so she blurted, “Why are you hiding here?”

      Donkeyskin ducked her head.

      Millissa held her hand. “You can tell me anything. We’re family, and I think we share a common enemy.”

      The girl nodded, still not making eye contact with Millissa. “On my fourteenth birthday, I awoke to find a wedding dress laid out on the chaise. I thought my betrothal to Prince Heinrich of Clement had gone through, but a female Soldier of Fortune told me that I was to marry my own father.”

      Although Millissa had suspected this was the case, she still clapped her hand over her mouth. The corners of her eyes filled with tears, and she had to sit on a dusty stool in order to hear the rest of the story.

      Donkeyskin wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I did everything I could to delay the wedding. I asked for a dress as bright as the sun, one the exact shade of moonlight, but Father gave me everything I requested, no matter how ridiculous. He even slaughtered his precious donkey that excreted gold, just because I said I wanted it as a cloak.”

      Millissa raised her eyebrows, surprised King Donovan had been so accommodating. “So that’s why people call you Donkeyskin?”

      She nodded. “When I ran out of impossible demands, my lady-in-waiting helped me escape to her home in Harvestown, but Father’s massive dogs arrived the next morning. They brought me, my lady-in-waiting, her parents and brothers to the palace, and…” She sobbed. “He made me watch them all being executed.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Millissa handed the girl a handkerchief.

      Donkeyskin wiped her eyes. “When I refused to marry Father, he made me sit with him on his horse and watch his soldiers hunt down the female Soldier of Fortune who used to be my personal guard. He said he would continue to kill everyone who cared about me until I gave in.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I ran to the old palace, hoping the dogs would be too afraid of the ghost to enter, and I met the imp who offered me a boon. In exchange for keeping it company or finding it a way to escape, it would make Father think I had died the same time as Mother.

      Millissa frowned. “But if he saw you again with your appearance, he’d immediately want to marry you again.”

      She shrugged. “The imp took great delight in telling me that as soon as we’d made the boon. He said the only way to escape Father’s notice was to wear this horrible donkey skin.”

      Millissa pursed her lips. The more interactions she had with the creature, the less she liked it. But then, perhaps it had withheld the flaw in the boon to get revenge on King Donovan’s daughter for the actions of her father.

      “You’ve fulfilled the boon, so shouldn’t you be free of it?”

      She gazed up at Millissa, her eyes bright. “But I have nowhere to go. Even if the imp reversed the spell he cast on Father, I wouldn’t want to live in the same palace as him.”

      “There are people loyal to King October who don’t have anyone to rally around. Why don’t we overthrow your father so you can take the throne? As King October’s legitimate granddaughter, it’s rightfully yours.”

      She bowed her head. “I’ll think about it.”

      Donkeyskin clammed up after that, so Millissa told the young woman she would return the next morning, then returned to the new palace. Her quarters were situated next to the King’s, and the imp’s manic giggles drowned out King Donovan’s yells and bangs and crashes.

      She hoped the imp would drive the King to madness before she could stage a coup. It would be a dangerous endeavor, even if the King couldn’t hurt Millissa. From Donkeyskin’s story, it seemed like King Donovan was not above hurting innocents to coerce people into doing what he wanted. She undressed and sank into the plush, silk sheets of the Queen’s bed, closed her eyes, ignoring the sounds of mayhem from the other room.
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* * *

      Millissa’s plans to spend the next day with Donkeyskin were scuppered by the arrival of a team of advisors, one of whom was a stern-looking General named Dino Cazador. Breakfast was served in the tavern room, and the servants pushed together the wooden tables to accommodate half a dozen guests.

      As soon as he caught sight of Millissa, King Donovan stood with a pained expression and gestured for her to sit. “And here is my afflicted bride. Enchanting, isn’t she?”

      The advisors gave the King polite nods, but General Cazador leaned forward and stared at Millissa with naked scrutiny. The man had a livid red scar running down his left temple, and Millissa tried not to think of how he had gotten it. He picked up his tankard, still not taking his eyes off her, and drank. “It surprises me, Your Majesty, how you were able to find a wife who so resembles your previous.”

      King Donovan coughed. “An unexpected blessing, I suppose, but the child has gotten herself mixed up with an imp, and you’re here to break the boon.”

      “So you're requesting the talents of the Anti-Magic Army,” said the General with a sneer. “Why don’t you put your own Soldiers of Fortune on the job?”

      Millissa stared from her husband to the General, her heart thrumming. The other man appeared to detest the King.

      He shrugged. “They are but an extension of the King’s Guard.”

      “Who happen to take on mercenary assignments in other countries?”

      King Donovan coughed. “We’re here to free my wife from her magical affliction, not to discuss my Soldiers.” He nudged Millissa. “Go on, Pet. Tell them what happened. They won’t hurt you.”

      Millissa recounted the events of the past two days, leaving out her conversations with Donkeyskin and adjusting the story to fit the lie she told King Donovan on their wedding night. All throughout her tale, General Cazador stared at her with raised eyebrows and a smirk flickering on his lips. She gulped and concluded with, “So now, if I lie with my husband, I will be with child and perish.”

      “A sorry tale,” said the General, not sounding the least bit sympathetic. The nameless advisors nodded and murmured.

      “I didn’t call on you to muse on this tragedy,” snapped the King. “Can you or can’t you fix her?”

      General Cazador rubbed his chin. “If you can convince the creature to come down, perhaps I can talk to it.” King Donovan nodded, got up and ran to the door, his cloak flying behind him like a magic carpet. The General glared at the other advisors and spat, “Why are you dithering? Go with him!”

      The men shot out of their seats and scurried after the King. When the door closed behind them, the General turned his steel gaze on Millissa, making her shift in her seat. “You’re King October’s bastard.”

      She swallowed and nodded.

      He leaned forward, indicating for her to do the same. When his lips were close to her ear, he whispered. “How long do you think it will be before the imp betrays you and tells the King you lied about the boon? I don’t know what you did to gain its loyalty, but I’ve seen these ‘deals’ backfire many times.”

      Millissa’s eyes widened. “How do you—”

      “There’s no marking on your wrist, which tells me you must have given the imp something valuable for making that gold.” His gaze bore into hers. “And now you’ve concocted a story to keep your virtue.”

      She parted her lips, trying to form a lie, but nothing came out.

      “I won’t spill your secrets, girl. But you will do me, Autumn, and the United Kingdom of Seven a favor.”

      Millissa glanced around the room to see if the servants were listening in, but they were all chatting among themselves. “What do you want?”

      “We suspect the Soldiers of Fortune are ogre infiltrators.” Before Millissa could respond, he added. “Half-ogre or quarter-ogre. Human enough to fit into polite society. This scourge, including their usurper leader, needs to be cleansed from our lands. Now that we have the offspring of King October, we have a figurehead for a coup.”

      “Oh…” She wanted to tell the General that Donkeyskin, King October’s legitimate granddaughter was a more suitable candidate, but stopped herself. She would wait until she got the girl’s permission before bringing her up in conversation.

      “Are you interested?”

      The door slammed open, and King Donovan stomped into the room. “The blasted creature has sealed the stairs!”

      “So it has a measure of self-preservation,” mused the General. “Perhaps we can approach this problem from a different end.”

      “What do you mean?” The King’s voice was breathy.

      “Your bride is how old?”

      “Answer him!” yelled King Donovan.

      Millissa licked her dry lips. “Eighteen, sir.”

      “With the right training, she may be able to break the boon herself.”

      King Donovan’s eyes lit up, and he gazed at Millissa with a lascivious smile. “How long will that take?”

      General Cazador shrugged. “It’s a time-consuming process. She’d have to complete all three terms of training at the Academy—”

      “Yes, yes. How long, man?” The King grabbed Millissa’s hand, rubbing his greasy thumb along her skin.

      “Upwards of two years. Perhaps three.”

      King Donovan sagged and waved his hand. “Take her.”

      Millissa’s eyes widened. “When will I be going?”

      “Now,” said both men.

      General Cazador stood, gave a shallow bow and held his arm out for Millissa. “Your Majesty?”

      Millissa turned to her new husband, who gave her an eager nod. “The sooner you return, the sooner you can perform your duties as my wife.”

      She suppressed a shudder and stood. King Donovan continued his conversation with the other advisors, and Millissa left the tavern room with the General. The moment the door closed, she said, “I need to pack and say my goodbyes.”

      He nodded. “I will be waiting in my carriage.”
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* * *

      After instructing a servant to pack a few essential items from her half-sister’s bedroom, Millissa visited the dungeons. An overpowering tang of urine drowned out most of the other smells, but underneath lingered the cloying smell of decay. Like the storeroom which now held the spun gold, the dungeons were made of stone, and were equally cold.

      Father rushed to the window of his door. A relieved smile stretched across his haggard face. “Millissa! I knew you’d come for me.”

      “Actually, I’m here to say goodbye.”

      His expression fell, and his hollow, stubbled cheeks hung limp. “What?”

      “I’ll be in Metropole for the next few years.”

      “But what about me?” spittle flew from his lips.

      “Most likely you’ll stay down here and suffer.”

      “How could you be so cruel?” he sobbed. “After everything I’ve done for you.”

      She put her hands on her hips. “I remember saying those exact words to you when you forced me to marry King Donovan. Do you remember what you told me?”

      He bowed his head. “You know what the drink does to me, my love.”

      “Yes, it’s served as an excuse to take out all your anger on me. I hope that during your stay, you’ll feel some of the agony you dished out on Mother. And if you die before my return, you should know you are a failure as a husband, a father, and a man.” She spun on her heel and walked down the hallway, not taking a backward glance, not taking heed of Father’s sobbing entreaties for her to come back.
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* * *

      Millissa returned to the old palace, but Donkeyskin had gone. She walked across the dusty hallways and up and down the stairs, shouting the girl’s name.

      “She left,” said a voice from behind.

      Millissa spun and came face-to-face with the imp’s quicksilver gaze.

      “Oh. Do you know where?”

      It shrugged. “I could tell you, but you’d have to make a boon.”

      “Right.” She glanced away. “I’m leaving for Metropole.”

      “Yes, I heard. And while that General was wrong about my nature, I do approve of you staging a coup.”

      Millissa gaped at the imp. “I thought you would kill the King yourself.”

      “Death is too good for him.” The creature bared its teeth. “No, I will torment him until he’s lost everything, and only then will I kill him.”

      Swallowing, Millissa nodded.

      “Goodbye, then,” it said.

      “Bye.” Millissa ran out of the palace, across the leaf-strewn gardens and to the new courtyard. Her heart thudded hard in her chest, and she was glad to be leaving such a wretched place. With the General’s help, she would be able to depose her tyrant husband. It was a morbid thought, but she hoped the imp would kill the King sooner rather than later.

      Although her enrollment at the Academy was a mere ruse for Millissa to muster support within the capital to overthrow King Donovan and his soldiers of fortune, she hoped to make a few friends and have some fun. These were luxuries Father had denied her. But she knew one thing for sure: she had to maintain the falsehood that she was under a boon, lest word got back to King Donovan and he demanded her return to his bed.
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        As the clock ticks closer to midnight, can Cendrilla escape her enemies and put an end to the chaos?

      

      Cendrilla Perrault isn't much of a catch. She’s not elegant, graceful, charming or hospitable and she's stuck in a life of serving her stepsisters and emotionally abusive “mother.” Cendrilla can't wait to come of age and inherit her beloved mansion - and finally make her own choices.
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      This fast-paced tale will have you hooked, as it hurtles around each twist and turn in a curious backdrop of vindictive Princesses, cunning beasts and one very handsome Prince.

      www.cordeliacastel.com

      [image: ]
* * *

      
        Millissa

        Magic will be her savior. Or her downfall.

      

      Born into a world as cunning as it is magical, one brave young woman must navigate the court of a deranged usurper King and uncover the truth behind its tangled, horrible past.

      To save herself from hanging, she must risk summoning illegal magic into her dungeon cell to fulfill the King’s staggering request: spin straw into gold—or die.
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        There is no rest for the wicked, nor the brave.

      

      Hot on the heels of a band of trolls, Rilla finds herself the only hope of a kingdom fractured by fear and ambition. Having previously saved a group of women from the bowels of the Academy, Rilla is shocked to find they’ve been kidnapped by trolls.

      With a less-than-stellar team beside her, Rilla must pick up the slack and the trail before a terrible fate befalls the women. Over mountains, across forests, and into the depths of the dreaded dragon tunnel, Rilla and her motley crew will face more than just the forces of evil that plague the Kingdoms.
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        The fate of the United Kingdom of Seven rests on the lips of Princess Freida.

      

      Prince Alek has been turned into a frog and needs a kiss from his betrothed to turn him back.

      Too bad Freida's a spoiled, selfish sociopath who won’t kiss an ugly old frog. She has her twisted heart set on the prince's younger and more attractive brother.

      But when Freida has to choose between kissing a frog or banishment, she gambles everything on a plan so dastardly, so insane, she will either get her happy ever after or be executed for treason.
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