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      Bright banners and flags flew from masts and the tops of buildings. Everywhere I looked the sun glinted off a riot of color. I gripped the rail in front of me as the ship rocked gently, pulled along by lines attached to two smaller rowing boats. The harbor already looked full, with several ships anchored further back in the deeper water, so I was glad we weren’t attempting to enter under sail.

      The Duchy of Marin, the city-state we were entering, was a center of trade. At least according to the Marinese Emissary who had brought us here. But I still hadn’t expected it to be so busy.

      Look! I didn’t bother to open my mouth as I called my sister’s attention to a ship with rainbow sails. Our traveling companion, Princess Celine, had gone to see something from the other side of the ship, so neither courtesy nor secrecy demanded we speak aloud.

      How delightful. I’ve never seen such a thing before. Sophie’s projected voice rang in my mind with childish delight. She hung over the railing, her golden curls blowing about in the light wind, a wide grin on her face.

      I wasn’t sure if the enthusiasm was for the exotic-looking port, or the end of our long sea voyage. It would certainly be a welcome relief to feel land under my feet again. And I hadn’t even been seasick like my twin.

      I glanced across at the Emissary and frowned. His eyes were roving over the many ships in the port, and I found the surprise on his face disconcerting.

      I narrowed my eyes and stepped toward him when a loud voice hailed us all from the pier. I swung reluctantly back toward the dock and found Sophie alternating her gaze between me and the Emissary. After seventeen years, we were attuned enough that she could guess a lot of my thoughts, even if I didn’t speak them into her mind.

      He looks a bit odd, doesn’t he? Are you worried? Sophie projected. Outwardly, she had stepped back from the rail and assumed a demure smile for the welcoming party on the pier.

      I don’t know. But he’s the person who gave assurances about our safety. I don’t like to see him looking surprised.

      We haven’t even stepped off the ship, and you’re already worrying about our safety. Why am I not surprised? Sophie’s mental tone swung between exasperation and amusement. You know that’s the Baron and Baroness of Lilton’s role, right? They’re the Arcadian delegation heads.

      On the outside, I maintained the same courtly façade as my sister. But, internally, I sent her a mental image of my shaking head. You know I trust Gregory and Helena, but that doesn’t mean I won’t stay alert.

      I know. Sophie sent the ghost of a laugh along with the thought. You’re hopeless. But one day you’ll have to realize that we’re not on our own anymore. And that my sickness was a long time ago now.

      I sent her an apologetic grimace. She was right, I couldn’t help myself. Our parents had distanced themselves emotionally from us as children, and I could understand the complex dynamics behind that now. After five years of being secure in their love, I could even sympathize a little. They had meant it for the best. They never imagined that you could grow up lonely when you lived in a palace full of people. And, in a way they were right. We hadn’t been lonely, not exactly. Because we’d always had each other.

      How many times had we told each other as children that it didn’t matter if our parents loved us, because we loved each other? Two halves of one whole. It didn’t matter if we were weak on our own—as long as we had each other we were strong.

      I drew a deep breath, almost shaking at the memory of how close I’d come to losing her. To facing it all alone.

      I’m sorry, Lily. Sophie’s apology came quickly. I didn’t mean to bring it back up. There’s enough going on right now.

      I forced myself to smile. Don’t be silly. I’m fine. You’re right—it was a long time ago. So many years ago, in fact, that many of the details had faded away.

      My mother had even recently assured me that I was remembering it all wrong. That Sophie had never actually been dangerously ill. A normal childhood sickness, she’d called it.

      But I knew better. While the facts might have disappeared, as early memories do, the emotions still burned clearly. I knew if I closed my eyes, I could bring them rushing back, as powerful as ever. Fear for Sophie. The certainty that no one saw the danger but me. And the utter terror of being left alone.

      But I couldn’t afford to dwell on those emotions now. I was no longer either helpless or a child. Sophie and I would be eighteen this summer, and I had spent years learning as much about healing as the palace doctors were willing to teach a princess.

      I had no time for clouded judgment, I needed all my wits about me. Because we had finally arrived in this foreign land, and something was wrong.

      And for all she had laughed at me earlier, Sophie’s next projection showed that she shared at least some of my concern. Has it seemed to you like the closer we get to Marin, the more nervous the Emissary has become?

      I bit my lip. It doesn’t quite fit with the idyllic picture he’s been painting of his beloved duchy, does it? I noticed the slightest tremor in my sister’s clasped hands and stepped to her side.

      Do you think we should have let Father send more guards? she asked.

      I shook my head almost imperceptibly. No, Alyssa was right, I projected, referring to our brother’s wife, a favorite with us both. What would be the point? They have six kingdoms full of guards. If it comes to a fight, we wouldn’t have a chance.

      But it won’t come to a fight. Sophie’s answering smile seemed more genuine than her previous attempt. The Emissary has made it clear Marin wants a trade alliance with Arcadia. They wouldn’t do anything to endanger our new ties. Sophie sounded confident now, her tremble gone.

      My soft-hearted sister was brave and determined—she sometimes just needed to be reminded of it. A service I was always on hand to perform. Just as she was always around to remind me that I wasn’t responsible for everything.

      Celine sidled up to us. “Is anyone else getting a bit of an odd feeling?”

      “Absolutely.” I didn’t take my eyes off the people waiting on the dock. The sailors had nearly finished securing our vessel, and the Emissary had already stepped off to consult with the newcomers.

      “Sounds like an adventure to me.” Celine bounced a little on her toes. “It has to be better than four weeks at sea at any rate.”

      Sophie grinned at our friend. “It’s a relief to see land again, isn’t it?”

      I listened with only half an ear to their comments on the unpleasantness of being cooped up for so long on a moving ship. The Emissary was now involved in some sort of heated dispute with the committee on the dock. And he looked increasingly unhappy about it.

      The Emissary had led the deputation from Marin that arrived unexpectedly in our kingdom of Arcadia. He had requested that an Arcadian delegation return with him to his home. When he heard Sophie and I were considering accompanying him, he had given personal assurances to our parents of our safety in his land. I found it unnerving to see him so quickly discomposed upon our arrival. Perhaps we had been foolish to put our trust in his authority.

      But the chance had seemed too good to miss. Old stories held that inhabitable lands existed beyond the Four Kingdoms, but no one in living memory had managed to find one. Any ships that tried to sail westward eventually encountered an impenetrable wall of storms of such severity that they were forced to turn back. So our surprise had been great when, two months ago, an unknown ship sailed into the harbor of Arcadie, the capital of my kingdom of Arcadia.

      The Emissary explained that he came from a duchy nestled amongst another set of kingdoms. That all their attempts to sail eastward had previously been foiled by storms as well, until several fishing boats had recently reported calm seas for as far as they dared sail. His people wasted no time in outfitting their largest ship and sailing into the unknown in search of new kingdoms with whom to establish diplomatic ties.

      It had all sounded exciting and romantic. And it seemed as if the High King himself must have sent his godmothers to open the way between our two lands. He ruled over all the kingdoms from his Palace of Light, helping us to keep the darkness at bay, and his laws decreed that a kingdom ruled by true love would prosper. Several years ago, the Four Kingdoms had seen a run of royal marriages that had been assisted by the godmothers and fueled by love, with the consequence that we were currently in an historic period of peace and prosperity. So, it had seemed only natural that the High King would clear the seas to the fabled other lands.

      Sophie and I had begged to be included in the return delegation, and after much discussion, it had been agreed that we should go. Our southern neighbor, the kingdom of Lanover, was also sending a delegation that was to include our friend Celine, the youngest Lanoverian princess. No one had stated outright the reason for our inclusion, but none of us were foolish. We knew we were the only three unmarried princesses left in the Four Kingdoms. And a marriage alliance was the strongest bond two kingdoms could forge.

      Well, the only unattached princesses of marriageable age, I conceded. Sailing away from my new niece, possibly the cutest button of a baby to ever exist, had been the hardest part about leaving home. Sophie and I had been so excited when the second child of our brother Max and his wife Alyssa had been a girl.

      Three figures emerged from below deck and came to stand behind us. I felt my muscles loosen a little at their solid presence. The middle-aged couple and the older woman carried the same sort of reassuring authority as a parent. If something was wrong, they would see it put right.

      Gregory and Helena, the Baron and Baroness of Lilton, were the official head of the Arcadian delegation, and the Duchess of Sessily led the Lanoverians. Sophie and I had been strictly enjoined to follow their direction in all things. The duchess was a highly respected negotiator throughout the Four Kingdoms, and everyone knew that Lanover never considered a new treaty without her input. In fact, so great was my parents’ admiration for her wisdom and shrewd intelligence, that they had instructed us to take careful note of any directions she might give Celine, and to match our behavior to any restrictions she chose to bestow on her own charge.

      The Emissary, who was still on the dock talking with the group who had come to greet the ship, noted the arrival of the delegation heads and hurried back onboard. He bowed low before launching into a speech that only made me more nervous.

      “I’m afraid there has been an unforeseen occurrence. Entirely unforeseen, I assure you.” He paused and rubbed his hands together.

      “I’m sure, whatever it is, we can find our way through it together.” The duchess’ calm tones should have given anyone confidence, but the Emissary simply threw her a wary look.

      “Yes, yes, certainly. Of course, we will do all we can. Our greatest desire is to see a profitable alliance established between our two lands and we would never willingly do anything to jeopardize that.”

      I caught Celine’s eye roll just as Sophie projected, Gracious, he’s not good at getting to the point, is he?

      Apparently our guardians shared this opinion. “Perhaps you might enlighten us as to this new development,” said the baron with admirable restraint.

      “Yes, indeed. It has all happened in my absence, you understand. I had not the smallest inkling. How could I?”

      “How indeed?” said Helena, the baroness, with apparent sympathy. No doubt our parents had hoped we would learn from her example when they had chosen her as a joint head of the delegation. She hadn’t been born to her station, as we had, but she carried herself with more dignity.

      The man who had originally hailed the ship strode on board. “I’m afraid we really can’t wait any longer.” He cast an exasperated glance at the Emissary. “Their Highnesses will need to accompany us immediately.”

      “Excuse me?” A lining of steel appeared around the duchess’ calm.

      The man gave her an apologetic look. “You are welcome too, Your Grace, of course. But we only have room in the carriage for three. We didn’t realize there would be so many. Another carriage is on its way. But we cannot wait for it. The ceremony is about to begin, and we don’t know what will happen if Their Highnesses aren’t present.”

      “What ceremony?” Baron Lilton stepped forward as if to shield Sophie and me with his body. I appreciated the gesture, but I also noticed a group of guards standing uneasily on the pier. Our small Arcadian honor guard looked equally uncomfortable, hanging back on deck and awaiting some sort of direction.

      “The opening ceremony of the Princess Tourney,” said the Emissary unhappily. “Apparently it is beginning even now.”

      The Princess Tourney? That sounds ominous. Sophie had her eyes on the Marinese guards as well.

      Tourneys had long gone out of fashion in the Four Kingdoms, but our great-grandparents had apparently been fond of them. I had never heard of one with princesses, however. They can’t possibly mean us to joust with each other, can they? I tried to picture it and failed.

      “The Princesses need to come with us now.” The newcomer reached forward and gently gripped my upper arm, attempting to lead me off the ship. “The Emissary will remain to explain everything. And you may follow as soon as the extra carriages arrive.”

      I dug my heels in and glanced back at the baron and baroness. They both looked concerned, but I could read the truth in their eyes. They could do nothing against the might of this entire land. Even the ship we stood on was theirs. We would have to acquiesce and hope for the best.

      I stopped resisting and gripped Sophie’s hand, dragging her along behind me.

      Don’t worry, Lily, you know they can’t separate us. Not truly. Sophie looked at me knowingly, and I felt a renewed sense of justification for keeping our secret.

      No one in all the kingdoms knew about our connection. Not since Nanny had passed away the previous year. She alone had known the true effect of the gift our godmother had given at our Christening. A greater bond than ever twins have shared before. And she had always advised us to keep it to ourselves.

      “Your special secret,” Nanny had told us as children, and “Your special weapon,” as we had grown older. “It will unnerve others, unnecessarily,” she had warned. “You have no need to speak of it.”

      I had wondered, sometimes, if she was wrong. If we should have told our family at least. But now I tucked the knowledge of the secret close. There was no way anyone in Marin could have heard of our connection so, whatever happened, we had one unexpected advantage.

      The Marinese herded Celine along behind us and within moments had bustled us all into a waiting carriage. Their attempts to shut the door were hampered by Celine’s outstretched foot. “Wait,” she said. “Where are we going?”

      “To the Palace, of course, Your Highness,” was the reply, before the door was forcibly closed. Celine collapsed back onto a seat, and I took her place, peering out the window.

      The carriage jolted and started to move, and I watched the distant figures on the ship recede farther and farther away. Was it only minutes ago I had been comforted by the presence of the older nobles? It looked like I wasn’t going to be able to rely on them to fix things, after all. My earlier instinct had been right. If we wanted to stay safe, we would have to rely on ourselves.
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      “So what do you think about this ceremony?” asked Celine. “Are they carting us off to be innocent sacrifices? Ooh, or maybe we’re going to be part of a coup?”

      “Celine!” Sophie sounded shocked. She’s ridiculous, she projected, apparently not wanting to offend our friend by saying the words aloud.

      I had no such qualms. “You seem rather buoyant if you think we’re about to become maidens sacrificed to a horrible beast, or some such. And I can’t imagine what good we would do anyone in a coup.”

      “Speak for yourself, Lily.” Celine smiled over at me before positioning herself at the opposite window. “It’s big, isn’t it?” She watched the city rolling past.

      “The Emissary said the whole duchy is one giant city,” said Sophie, attempting to peer over my shoulder. “There must be a lot of people here with all those ships in the harbor.”

      “I suspect they’ve come for this Princess Tourney,” I said. “That would explain why the Emissary looked so confused at seeing them all.”

      “What in the kingdoms do you think a Princess Tourney involves?” Sophie looked a little nervous.

      “Sword fights? Jousts? Hey, maybe they’ll have an archery competition. Marie’s been helping me with my aim.” Celine’s older sister-in-law had become something of an expert archer in recent years, but I didn’t have the same confidence in Celine’s skills.

      “I hope not. The Emissary never said anything about all their princesses being expert warriors.” I frowned. “Of course, he didn’t say anything about a tourney either.”

      The numerous stone buildings of the city seemed clean and prosperous, as the Emissary had described. But I received the inescapable impression of age and fatigue. Curtains, clothes, awnings—everything looked a little faded. Only the flowers maintained their bright cheerfulness.

      The people themselves seemed excited, however, flocking through the streets in droves. Many were headed in the same direction we were—toward the palace. But others were occupied selling their wares, and still others stopped to point at our carriage and exclaim loudly or whisper to their companions.

      “There must be a lot of people going to this opening ceremony,” said Celine, still gazing out the window.

      I pulled back. “Do the people seem…happy to you?”

      Sophie pushed past to take my place. “Not exactly. It doesn’t have the same air that a celebration in Arcadia has. It feels almost...” She glanced back at me, her eyes wide with concern.

      “Apprehensive,” said Celine, the light-hearted humor from earlier replaced with grim seriousness. “Excited but a little bit afraid would be my assessment.”

      “Look,” Sophie pointed out the window. The palace had come into view.

      The imposing stone building looked older than the rest of the city but also lighter somehow. Its towers soared over the duchy in graceful spires, bright with flags. Somehow the sight of it drove away some of my anxiety. “It’s beautiful.”

      “At least we should know what’s going on soon enough,” said Celine, apparently unimpressed by the elegant structure.

      “Since I’m a year older, you’d better let me go in first,” she added, as the carriage rattled through the palace gates and into the courtyard.

      I snorted. “Yes, because that extra year definitely makes you more fit to face coups and sacrifices.”

      Sophie smiled at our friend. “That’s very brave of you, Celine. But whatever is coming, we’ll face it together.”

      Celine sighed. “You know I have six older siblings, right? You could consider letting me have my moment of glory.”

      Sophie looked down, biting back a smile. “If there’s any glory to be had, I promise to step briskly to the side.”

      Celine looked at her, a twinkle in her eye, but her voice grave. “Thank you, Sophie, I appreciate that.” She pushed open the door of the carriage and stepped out, waving away the assistance of two footmen who rushed forward.

      She looked backwards over her shoulder. “Come on twins, it’s time to show these people what princesses from the Four Kingdoms are made of.”

      We followed her as a throng of waiting officials ushered us into the palace. Our arrival appeared to have produced a wave of relief and a great deal of noise. The man from the dock had led us to the palace, and he now rushed us through the building and into a small receiving room.

      I had only a brief impression of smooth stone, long corridors, intricate tapestries and elegant furniture before the door closed, shutting us in. The room held nothing but a slightly threadbare rug that looked as if it had once been plush. But a bevy of women awaited us, their moving limbs and lowered voices making the space appear crowded.

      They descended on us immediately, exclaiming with relief and smoothing our dresses and hair.

      “We’ve been in such a panic,” said the one who appeared to be their leader, as she patted at my windswept curls. “Word arrived this morning that the Emissary had reached the harbor, and that he had brought a foreign princess with him.”

      “Who could have dreamed it would be three foreign princesses!” interrupted another. “Such unfortunate timing.”

      “What do you think would have happened if they had arrived the day after the opening ceremony?” One of the women paused in her useless flitting.

      A momentary stillness swept through the room as the other women considered this question. Then the leader shook her head and returned to her task. “Perhaps they would have been free of the whole thing. Or perhaps they would have brought down curses on all our heads. That doesn’t matter now, though, because they’re here.”

      Curses? Sophie projected, wisely refraining from attempting to speak above the babble.

      Well, she did say if we didn’t arrive today, I pointed out. So, hopefully that means we’re safe from curses.

      Sophie met my eyes. And maybe it means the Marinese really are being forced into this, whatever it is. Maybe they do have our best interests at heart, like the Emissary keeps saying.

      Then why don’t I feel heartened? I raised an eyebrow, and she shook her head back at me. I was glad to see her sense of humor remained intact.

      In the distance, a trumpet fanfare sounded. A side door swung open, and a footman stuck his head in. “The first of them has already been announced,” he said to the room at large.

      “No time for more, then, they’ll have to go as they are,” said the leader, sweeping her arms out in a clear command for the rest of the women to move away from us.

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” muttered Celine. “And here I was, thinking I’d worn one of my best gowns for our arrival.”

      I shook my head. “You know perfectly well you look stunning in that dress, Celine.”

      “I do, don’t I?” Celine flashed a satisfied smile at us as two of the women thrust her out of the room.

      You know I love her, but she’s a bit much sometimes, I projected.

      Sophie disappeared from the room, propelled by the leader of the women. She wouldn’t be Celine if she wasn’t, she pointed out, her voice sounding in my head as if no distance separated us. We had tested it when we were younger and had yet to find a physical limitation that affected our ability to communicate.

      The remaining women gestured for me to follow my sister. I found myself in a large stone hall facing a tall double doorway. The trumpet fanfare sounded again, and a loud voice proclaimed, “I present the eleventh contestant—Her Royal Highness, Princess Sophia of Arcadia.”

      I could see Sophie’s back as she stepped through the doorway and began to walk down a long, red carpet. A large crowd on both sides of the aisle pressed forward, whispering loudly to each other.

      Whoa, Lily, there are a lot of people! Sophie sounded amused. Don’t forget to smile.

      I had barely registered the truth of her words before the fanfare sounded again, and the herald announced, “I present the twelfth and final contestant—Her Royal Highness, Princess Liliana of Arcadia.” A hand in the small of my back thrust me forward, and I stepped through the open doors.

      Are there really nine other contestants? I kept my pace steady and my expression confident. How many princesses do these lands have?

      It’s the princes I’m more interested in, Sophie replied with a giggle.

      A moment later I advanced far enough to see the front of the great hall. The crowds were packed in with standing room only, but two thrones faced the crowd with a row of chairs extending to either side. The occupants of all of the chairs, including the thrones, were standing facing me as I moved toward them.

      An older couple wearing circlets, presumably the duke and duchess of Marin, stood in front of the thrones. My eyes skated over another older couple standing to the duke’s right with a child beside them. They then travelled across to the left of the duchess and snagged on four young men. Four handsome young men wearing circlets of their own.

      The princes all looked tall and strong but otherwise nothing alike. How many different kingdoms did they represent? Was I destined to make a marriage alliance with one of them?

      I was hoping there might be twins, Sophie projected.

      You never know, I replied, they could be non-identical.

      Maybe. She giggled again in my head. I like the look of the one on the end.

      I could understand why. He had a contemplative, melancholy look sure to appeal to Sophie’s soft heart. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, I projected back. We have to survive this Tourney before we can think about alliances.

      Sophie sent me an image of rolled eyes. I wasn’t thinking about alliances. I was thinking about how handsome he looks.

      I was about to scold her, when my eyes caught on the prince standing next to the duchess. He had broad shoulders and chestnut hair that looked as if it was about to flop into his eyes. But it wasn’t his unquestionable good looks that caught my attention. It was the expression of unmistakable horror in his warm brown eyes as they rested on me.

      I almost recoiled. I might look a little mussed from our mad dash to the palace, but I couldn’t imagine anything about my appearance worthy of such a response. I met his gaze with a glare, while calling out silently for my twin.

      Sophie! Is there something wrong with my dress? Or my face?

      I had reached the end of the aisle and found a line of richly dressed girls spread out at the front of the crowd, facing the duke and the other royals. I took my place next to Sophie, and she turned slightly to examine me.

      No, you look fine. Why?

      I didn’t reply because the duke had started to speak, and I didn’t want to miss my chance to find out what was going on.

      “Welcome fair contestants of the Princess Tourney of Prince Dominic of Palinar.”

      I glanced at the row of princes again. Was one of them Prince Dominic?

      “It is our honor to host this Tourney on behalf of Palinar. I, Philip, Duke of Marin, commit to housing all contestants, and their retinues, for the length of the competition. I remind you all that anyone who attempts to interfere with, or in any way disrupt, the fair running of the Princess Tourney shall forfeit their life. So say our laws.”

      “So say our laws,” echoed the crowd behind me. I glanced uneasily at Sophie and Celine. I didn’t like this talk of forfeiting lives.

      The duke scanned the row of girls in front of him. “By standing before me, you have bound yourselves to complete this Tourney. The winner shall be declared on the first day of summer…”

      That’s weeks away! Sophie’s surprise echoed through my mind.

      “…and the winning princess shall immediately be bound by legal betrothal to Prince Dominic of Palinar.”

      Ah. I should have guessed. Why else would there be a competition of princesses? But what kind of kingdom was Palinar? And what kind of prince was Dominic? I needed more information before I knew whether this was a competition I wanted to win. Or perhaps my duty to Arcadia meant I should attempt to win regardless. We had come here to make alliances, after all.
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      An hour later, I stood in another small room flanked by Sophie and Celine. A modest gap separated us from the nine other princesses who mingled and whispered amongst themselves. Plenty of glances were sent our way, but none of them seemed to know what to make of such unexpected late arrivals. I took the opportunity to examine them.

      “They’re so young!” said Sophie quietly.

      “Too young.” Celine’s grim voice had reappeared.

      I had to agree. Another set of identical twins looked barely thirteen and terrified. They clung to each other and barely spoke. And at least two of the other girls looked almost as young. Looking from face to face, I suspected that Celine at eighteen must be the oldest.

      “We can’t compete against children,” said Celine. “Where’s the integrity of that?”

      “You heard the duke.” I shook my head. “We are all legally bound now. And they don’t seem to take interference lightly.” I gave her a significant look.

      Two girls with particularly cold expressions stood alone and silent to one side of the room. One of them looked barely more than a child, but the other didn’t look much younger than us. Something about their expressions irritated me, and I admitted to myself that I wouldn’t mind beating either one of them in some sort of contest.

      Another older girl also stood apart. But her beautiful face held such a heartbroken expression I wanted to give her a hug rather than a lesson. The remaining four girls stood in a tight huddle, glancing our way much more frequently than the others.

      “Do you think they’ll let us speak to the baron and baroness soon?” asked Sophie, looking around for some sort of official or servant. I just hoped our delegation heads had made it to the palace.

      “Tradition requires that the contestants speak to no one between the opening ceremony and the opening ball. Except for each other, of course.” The oldest looking girl from the huddle had approached us, the other three trailing behind her, their faces open and curious. “But you’ll be free to speak to whomever you like at the ball. And I’m sure your delegations will be there.”

      She dropped a small curtsey. “I’m Princess Millicent of Trione, by the way. But everyone calls me Millie.”

      We all gave return curtsies and murmured our own introductions.

      I like her.

      I had to agree. Millie’s friendly smile was a welcome sight after the madness of the last couple of hours.

      “This is Lilac, Hazel and Marigold of Marin,” she added, pointing to the three girls behind her in what appeared to be descending order of ages. Seeing the three princesses in closer range, it was obvious they were sisters. But even the oldest looked barely mature enough for a betrothal tourney.

      “Isn’t Marin a duchy?” asked Celine.

      “Yes,” spoke up Lilac, the eldest of the sisters. “But the children of the ruling duke and duchess are given the honorary title of prince or princess. I used to be glad, but now…”

      “You don’t want to be a princess anymore?” asked Sophie.

      “Only princesses have to compete in the Tourney,” explained Hazel, the middle sister.

      “And you don’t want to compete?” Sophie sounded sympathetic.

      “Only because it’s Prince Dominic! He’s scary,” whispered Marigold, the youngest.

      Hazel elbowed her in the side. “You’re too young, anyway. You shouldn’t have to compete.”

      “I wouldn’t mind if it was Prince Gabriel.” Marigold giggled. “He’s cute.”

      “None of the princes looked scary to me,” I said, hoping to reassure her and allay my curiosity at the same time. “Which one was Prince Dominic?”

      “Oh, he wasn’t there,” said Marigold, her eyes wide. “No one’s seen Dominic for years. But everyone knows he’s a monster. The rumor is that he’s cursed, and his whole kingdom with him.” She leaned toward us and lowered her voice. “They call him the Beast.”

      “Stop it, Marigold!” Millie glared at the younger girl. “Lily, Sophie and Celine are our guests, and they’ve barely been here for two hours. There’s no need to scare them with silly fairy stories.”

      Marigold turned her wide-eyed gaze on the older princess. “But you told me half of those stories yourself. You said they were true!”

      “Marigold!” Millie glanced at us guiltily.

      I really do not like the sound of this, projected Sophie.

      I wished I could disagree with her, but she would hear the insincerity in my thoughts. The whole situation seemed to get worse by the minute.

      “Hazel, take her away,” ordered the oldest sister.

      I tried vainly to remember her name. They’d all been named after colors, or was it flowers? I glanced helplessly at Sophie, and she hid a smile, not needing me to spell out my confusion.

      It’s Lilac, Hazel and Marigold.

      That’s right. Lilac. I had always been hopeless with names, an unfortunate defect when travelling to a new kingdom.

      Hazel and Marigold both appeared to be contesting their banishment in whispers, but Lilac stood firm, giving Hazel a stern look that the other girl seemed to understand. With a sigh, she dragged her still-protesting younger sister away.

      “Sorry about that,” said Lilac, turning back to us. “Marigold is only fourteen, and she gets a bit excitable sometimes.”

      I glanced with amusement at Celine. Sophie and I had first met her when she was fourteen, and excitable would have been a good description.

      “Don’t underestimate a fourteen-year-old,” said Celine, apparently thinking along similar lines. She glanced after the retreating girls. “Although it does seem too young for an event like this.”

      “Yes, much too young.” Millie sighed. “I’m the oldest here at seventeen. Even Lilac is only sixteen.” She looked at us speculatively. “Unless you’re all older?”

      “We’re seventeen as well,” said Sophie. “But we’ll be eighteen in the summer, and Celine is eighteen already. And she was just complaining to us about always being the youngest.” She glanced at our friend. “Hopefully you can enjoy your chance to lead a group at last.”

      Celine surveyed the young girls spread throughout the room. “My sympathy for my older siblings is growing by the minute.” She sighed and then looked at Millie and Lilac. “I have six older siblings.”

      “Six!” Lilac winced in sympathy. “I only have one older brother, and he’s bad enough.”

      “I have an older brother, but only by nine minutes, so I hardly think it counts,” said Millie. “My sympathy is with your siblings, I’m afraid. I have an eight-year-old sister who’s even more ‘excitable’ than Marigold.”

      “Oh, you’re a twin too!” Sophie sounded pleased. We didn’t know any other twins amongst the nobility back home in the Four Kingdoms.

      “Yes.” Millie smiled. “Not identical, obviously. My parents and little sister were to the right of the king, and my brother, Theodore, was the one on the end.”

      The cute one, I projected to Sophie.

      She blushed and glared at me.

      Hey, I didn’t say it out loud.

      And you’d better not! That was for your ears only. She paused and a small smile slipped onto her face. Not ears, exactly, I suppose.

      We could never stay angry at each other for long. My lips are sealed, I assured her.

      I noticed Lilac was giving us both a strange look, and I wondered about our expressions. We normally made an effort in company to speak aloud and to avoid long, awkward silences. But the new location and all the unexpected happenings had thrown us off.

      “Ignore them, they’re odd sometimes,” said Celine, apparently aware of Lilac’s confusion as well.

      I hadn’t realized she’d noticed. Sophie carefully kept the guilt coloring her tone from appearing on her face. She’s never said anything.

      We’ll have to try harder.

      Celine continued. “I want to know more about this supposed curse and beastly prince. And this whole Princess Tourney, really. No-one’s paused to explain anything to us. And I, for one, don’t appreciate being legally bound into a competition, and potentially a betrothal, without the slightest explanation.”

      Millie wrung her hands together, her eyes flitting between each of our faces. “Oh, yes. I understand, of course. We all feel terrible about the whole thing. The duke and duchess have been waiting with such eager anticipation for the delegation’s return. When word came this morning that the ship had been sighted on this of all days…” She shook her head.

      “The timing seemed terrible even before we discovered that the Emissary had brought foreign princesses with him. It was panic, I assure you, when we realized you would be forced into the Tourney with the rest of us. Everyone is afraid that your kingdoms might take offense. My kingdom of Trione is closely allied with Marin—the duchess is my aunt—and my father spent the afternoon closeted with the duke discussing the potential ramifications. I imagine they’re explaining things to your delegation heads right now and assuring them that we wouldn’t have included you in the Tourney except out of dire necessity.”

      Lilac nodded her agreement. “My father is greatly concerned that this will destroy any chance of an alliance. Or even precipitate a war.”

      “We can all hope not,” I said, but my heart sank. Just how bad was this Tourney going to be?

      “Yes, indeed. Hopefully not war!” said Millie. “There really was nothing we could do. The law is clear. All eligible princesses in the land must compete. There’s no provision for visitors.”

      “Why would there be?” asked Lilac. “We’ve never had visitors from other lands before.”

      “But isn’t your father the duke?” Celine looked confused. “Couldn’t he just change the law?”

      “Oh, it’s not Marin’s law,” said Millie. “It’s part of the ancient laws. The ones from our founding that govern all the land.”

      “Oh,” said Sophie. “You mean the High King’s laws?” Surely it can’t be so bad if it’s the High King’s law, she added to me. Maybe we should ask our godmother about it?

      “I…I suppose so.” Lilac looked between us uncomfortably. “They’re certainly upheld by magic. None of the kingdoms dare break them, for fear the whole kingdom will be cursed.”

      There’s something wrong with this place. Sophie’s voice sounded quiet in my mind. Once again I couldn’t disagree with her.

      “I don’t like all this talk of cursing,” I said aloud. “I think you’d better tell us exactly what the old laws say about this Princess Tourney.”

      Millie and Lilac shared a look, and then Millie took a deep breath. “Any ruler, or his heir, has the right to call a Princess Tourney to choose his bride. Every eligible princess in the land must compete, and the winner is betrothed to the one who called the Tourney.”

      “And what makes a princess eligible?” asked Sophie, her eyes on the young twins still huddled in the corner.

      “It’s every unattached princess over twelve, I’m afraid,” said Millie. “They’re very old laws. And I know Pearl and Opal don’t look it, but they just turned thirteen. Historically, the young ones don’t usually win, though. And, if they do, they have a long betrothal. The actual wedding can’t take place until the princess is at least sixteen. The laws are clear on that as well.”

      “Well, that’s something I suppose,” said Celine, under her breath.

      “And what does the Tourney involve?”

      “No one knows,” said Lilac. “Only the princesses attend, and they are bound to secrecy. The history books say their lips are magically sealed on the subject.”

      “The history books?” I surveyed the room again. “There seemed to be plenty of princes in the throne room. Surely some of you, at least, have competed before? Or your mothers?”

      Millie shook her head sadly. “There hasn’t been a Tourney called for more than two generations. That’s why it never even occurred to us…”

      “The last one was called by our grandfather’s father,” said Lilac. She gestured at Millie. “That’s the grandfather we share. A previous king of Trione.”

      Millie grimaced. “My mother told me that the rulers didn’t like having the control of alliances taken out of their hands by the Tourney. They began the practice of betrothing their daughters before they turned thirteen. Only three princesses competed in that last Tourney, and no-one has called one since. It’s been so many years…I suppose the kingdoms all assumed the practice had fallen into mutual disfavor. No one bothers with early betrothals anymore.” She spread her arms wide. “So here we all are.”

      Sophie and I frowned at each other. Celine put her hands on her hips. “So why has this ‘beastly’ Prince Dominic called a Princess Tourney then?”

      Millie bit her lip and glanced toward Marigold, who was pouting in a corner. “I’m afraid no-one knows. No-one has spoken directly to the Beast since he and his kingdom were cursed. None of us could have been more surprised when we received the news.”

      “He sent my father a letter,” said Lilac. “Marin has always hosted the Tourney, and my father had no choice but to call it once he had verified Palinar’s seal. It is unusual for the person calling the Tourney not to attend, but it is not required.”

      “Marigold said no one has seen the Beast for years,” said Sophie. “And you’re saying no one has talked to him. How can that be? Don’t your kingdoms trade with each other?”

      “We used to.” Lilac’s face drooped. “Our duchy is the trading center for all the kingdoms. Trade is the whole basis of our prosperity. And Palinar is the largest, and oldest of the kingdoms. But something changed there several years ago.”

      Millie leaned forward and lowered her voice. Perhaps she felt guilty for the tales she had told the younger princesses previously. “First we noticed that no one had come out of Palinar for weeks. Then weeks became months. The travelers and merchants who attempted to enter the kingdom turned back with tales of desolate wastelands roamed by wild animals. Wolves and bears.” She lowered her voice further. “Only Palinar never had any wastelands. Or packs of hungry animals, either.

      “The last group to attempt to enter turned back after rescuing a man who had been mauled by a bear. The man was gravely injured and seemed confused in his mind. They brought him back to Marin and managed to heal his physical hurts. But his mind still wanders even now. He speaks often of a curse and a beastly prince. When asked about the king and queen, or about Princess Adelaide, Dominic’s sister, he says only that they are gone.”

      She pulled back, her eyes fixed on our faces, waiting for our response. I could see a small part of her relished the dramatic story, and I could imagine the response she normally got from the younger girls.

      None of us spoke. Sophie’s shocked silence rang in my mind as loudly as any words.

      “It’s obvious what happened,” said Lilac at last.

      “Is…is it?” Had I fallen asleep on deck, and the last few hours had been one long dream? It seemed much too far-fetched to be real.

      “Palinar must have broken the ancient laws,” she said. “It is the only way an entire kingdom could be cursed. And it’s why we had to pull you into the Tourney. No one wants to see Marin cursed in the same way.”

      Sophie finally found her voice. “So, you’re telling us that whoever wins this Tourney will be engaged to a prince known as the Beast? A prince who did something so terrible that his entire kingdom has been cursed. And this unfortunate girl will have to venture off into a wasteland full of wolves and bears.”

      Celine snorted loudly. “So, what you’re really telling us is that this competition will be a race for the bottom rather than a race for the top?”

      “Oh no!” Millie sounded horrified. “You heard the duke. Interfering with the competition requires a life be forfeit. That includes us as well.”

      “But how would anyone know?” I asked. “I mean, no one here can have any idea of our abilities, for instance.”

      “It’s the ancient laws,” said Lilac, her eyes glassy. “The magic knows. The second to last Tourney before this one was called by the heir of Marin. A couple of princesses felt that being a duchess would be beneath them. They didn’t try at all. Each of them lost a family member to illness before the end of the competition.”

      Millie looked at us sadly. “And it was someone back in their home kingdoms, too. So not even the three of you are safe.”

      Sophie turned to stare at me. Max and Alyssa! she projected, naming our brother and sister-in-law.

      My stomach churned. Little Harry and Rose.

      At the mention of our young nephew and baby niece her face went pale. She turned back to the others. “So we all must do our very best to win the Tourney and condemn ourselves to this awful fate.”

      “No wonder your fathers were worried about war,” said Celine. “Welcome to Marin, hey.”

      A tear slipped out and ran down Lilac’s cheek as she looked at us. She was the oldest of the Marinese princesses, and her family’s Emissary had brought us here. Did she feel responsible, or just afraid of the consequences?

      I surveyed the room, half-full of children, again. A sinking sensation made me reach out wordlessly in my mind for the comforting feeling of my sister. I felt her reaching out for me as well and wished we could extend the same support to Celine. Because I had a bad feeling that one of the three of us was going to win this Tourney.
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      I forced myself to rally. None of this was Millie or Lilac’s fault. And they seemed the most likely candidates to win after the three of us. They were fellow victims, and I appreciated the information they had shared.

      “So you’re telling us we’re not going to see anyone until this ball tonight? No hope of any food delivery then?”

      Millie smiled at me gratefully. “No, I’m afraid not. But the ball should be starting soon, and there will be plenty of food there.”

      I smiled back at her.

      Could you really eat right now? Sophie sounded shocked.

      No. But I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

      We should get her to tell us about the others. She turned to Millie. “Who’s that girl on her own in the corner? She looks so sad.”

      Both of the local princesses turned to look. “Oh, that’s Snow,” said Lilac.

      “Princess Blanche of Eliam,” Millie added.

      “She’s usually fairly good fun.” Lilac sighed. “She and Hazel are friends. They’re both fifteen and were born only days apart.”

      “Is she sad about the Tourney?” I asked.

      Millie shook her head. “It’s her father.” Her forehead creased. “He’s been sick for over a year, and the doctors think he won’t last much longer. She’s an only child and very close to him. He was too sick to travel, and she’s heartbroken to be forced to leave him. We’re all hoping he’ll last until the summer. I can’t see her winning, given her state, so hopefully she’ll make it back in time to say goodbye.”

      “Oh, how sad.” Sophie looked like she might cry. I reached over and squeezed her hand. “She’s so beautiful, too!”

      I wasn’t sure what bearing that had on her sorrow, and Celine seemed similarly unimpressed. “Beautiful, yes. But too pale, if you ask me. I can see why you call her Snow. You should see my sister, Celeste. No one in any kingdom is more beautiful than her.”

      I smiled apologetically at Millie and Lilac. “It’s true, I’m afraid. A Christening thing.”

      The Marinese and the Trionian exchanged a glance I couldn’t interpret. “You all got gifts at your Christening, did you?” Lilac sounded half curious, half envious.

      “Not me, unfortunately.” Celine sighed. “Most of my older siblings did, and Celeste even got three. But her Christening went rather spectacularly wrong, so everyone felt it was best to avoid gifts after that.”

      “Well, Snow’s beauty is natural, as far as we know. And everyone says she grows lovelier every day.” Lilac sounded a little wistful. “She even cries beautifully. Unlike me. I get red and blotchy.”

      “Just be glad you don’t have anything to cry about like she does,” said Millie.

      “Nothing to cry about?” Celine raised an eyebrow. “It sounds like we all have something to cry about. Unless any of you like being forced into secret competitions with potentially deadly outcomes.”

      Both girls looked at her, and then Lilac’s lower lip wobbled.

      I glared at the Lanoverian. Lilac might be older than half the girls here, but she was still younger than us.

      Celine looked a little guilty and quickly pointed at the two cold-looking girls standing aloof. “Who are those ice queens?”

      Millie patted Lilac on the shoulder before turning to look. “That’s Emmeline and Giselle of Eldon. Their older brother, Prince Oliver, is just as bad. You might have noticed him at the ceremony—he was the haughty looking one.”

      I didn’t want to admit to anyone, even Sophie, that I had been too busy looking at the brown-haired prince with the horrified expression to notice much about the others.

      “Oh, yes, I saw him,” said Celine. “The fair one. They do all have the same look, now that you mention it. Like you’re not worth the effort even to look at.”

      “Eldon is the northern kingdom across the strait,” said Millie. “They say it’s winter there for ten months of the year. The climate must rub off on them.” She managed a small laugh. “I wouldn’t hold out any hope of friendliness from that direction.”

      “Maybe one of them will win,” said Celine, hopefully. “Emmeline looks old enough.”

      “Yes, she’s sixteen, like me,” said Lilac, at the same time as Sophie exclaimed, “Celine!”

      Celine grinned wickedly at my soft-hearted twin. “Hoping doesn’t change anything. I’m free to hope whatever I like.”

      I shook my head but couldn’t resist a small smile. Until my eyes fell on the other twins in the room. “Just as long as neither of those two win.” I could still hardly believe they were thirteen—they looked so young.

      Millie followed my gaze. “Not much likelihood of that, thank goodness. Poor Pearl and Opal. They’re only just thirteen and were scared of their own shadows before any of this even started. Their whole kingdom is like that, to be honest, so I don’t think we can blame them.”

      “Maybe we should go talk to them.” Hesitation sounded in Sophie’s voice, and it was certainly hard to imagine what sort of comfort we could offer. As long as the competition itself remained a mystery, we had no actual way of knowing who would win.

      Thankfully, just at that moment, the door swung open, and a herald announced the start of the ball. Millie directed us all to line up and file out of the room, the three local princesses in the lead, and down a long corridor to the entry of the ballroom.

      Once again we were announced individually with a trumpet fanfare. Apparently our arrival at the opening ceremony had locked in some sort of official order, so I stood at the back of the line. It took a long time to announce eleven princesses.

      By the time Sophie disappeared into the ballroom, I was starting to think maybe I was hungry, after all. The herald announced me, and I stepped forward onto a landing. An elegant stairway descended before me into an enormous ballroom lined with tall windows and filled with brightly dressed nobles.

      The other princesses had already disappeared into the large crowd, but Sophie had waited for me. She linked her arm through mine, and I heard a murmur run through the crowd.

      I thought we’d better make a proper first impression, since we were in a bit of a rush last time.

      I couldn’t help grinning. Individually we were beautiful enough, as princesses always seem to be, but together we did tend to stop crowds.

      I straightened my shoulders. After the day we’d had, we could do with the confidence boost. And, regardless of what else was going on, we were still here to represent our kingdom. We needed to impress people as much as we could. When this Tourney was over, there would be other alliances to be made. I just hoped both of us were still free to make them.

      As soon as we stepped down onto the dance floor, a young man approached us. He bowed low and introduced himself as a local Marinese nobleman. He asked for a dance but looked a little lost, as if he wasn’t sure which of us he was asking. I suppressed a sigh. It was always like this when we first arrived in a new place. No one knew quite how to differentiate between us.

      I’ll go, offered Sophie, I don’t mind.

      She disappeared onto the dance floor, and I looked around for the promised food table. I had barely taken two steps toward it, however, when a tall figure blocked my path. I looked up into a face I recognized. Any traces of hunger fled.

      “I’m Prince Jonathan of Marin,” he said. “Welcome to my home.”

      So, he was the heir to the duchy. No wonder he had been placed beside the duke and duchess at the opening ceremony. No trace of his earlier horror remained. Instead he watched me intently, with an expression I could best describe as hopeful.

      “Will you dance with me, Princess Liliana?”

      The name sounded foreign on his tongue. At home my full name was only used on the most formal occasions. The entire kingdom knew me as Princess Lily.

      “It’s Princess Lily,” I told him. “No one has ever called me Liliana. And my sister is Sophie.”

      “My apologies. Princess Lily, will you dance with me?”

      For a moment I wanted to say no. It had been a long and tiring afternoon, and it promised to be an equally long evening. I still didn’t understand his reaction at the ceremony, and I wasn’t sure I had the emotional energy to deal with someone who seemed so volatile.

      He saw my hesitation and took a small step closer, holding out his hand. “Please?”

      This close, I could see the gold flecks in his brown eyes, and their pleading expression looked too genuine to deny. I put my hand in his and pretended I didn’t feel the spark of connection at the contact as he led me onto the dance floor.

      Plenty of eyes followed us, and many of them didn’t look pleased. With royalty gathered from all the different kingdoms, I could imagine how many had flocked to the duchy with alliances on their mind. I had grown up in a court. I knew how they worked, and how unwelcome a foreign princess could be.

      I reached out to Sophie in my mind and felt her reassuring presence. I didn’t need friends at this court. I had brought my best friend with me.

      Prince Jonathan’s arm drew me close, our hands tightly clasped. I said nothing, reminding myself that he looked handsome and welcoming now, but he hadn’t looked that way the last time I had seen him.

      After several silent revolutions, he spoke. “My sister, Lilac, told me you know everything about the Tourney. It’s no wonder that you look at me so warily.”

      I continued to say nothing. The madness of the Tourney was simply another reason to tread carefully around this foreign prince.

      He swung me around in the dance, and his hands tightened momentarily. “For you to arrive on the day of a Princess Tourney. And the Beast’s Tourney, too! It’s the most wretched luck.”

      He sounded so genuinely upset that I caved and gave him a smile. “The ladies who prepared us for the ceremony seemed to think if we had arrived any later and missed the opening ceremony, our presence in Marin might have cursed you all as Palinar has been cursed. So perhaps it was the best of good fortune, after all.”

      He looked down into my eyes, and for a moment I forgot to breathe at the depth of emotion there. “Perhaps,” he said. “But not for you.”

      “No.” I drew a careful breath. “Not for me.”

      I barely felt my body swirling over the dance floor, so lost did I feel in his gaze. The moment stretched out, and then his expression turned dark. I stumbled, remembering my first sight of him, and he steadied me.

      He straightened, drawing back a little. The horror had disappeared and been replaced with a sort of determined formality.

      “I have a confession to make Princess.”

      “A confession? But we’ve only just met.”

      He drew a deep breath. “I’m the one you should blame for being forced into this tournament. Whatever happens to you now is my fault.”

      “Your fault?” I regarded him through narrowed eyes. “Did you call it yourself? Perhaps you’re secretly Prince Dominic?”

      A laugh escaped him. “Definitely not.” His expression sobered. “I didn’t call the Princess Tourney. I just called you here.”

      “Me?”

      “All of you. I wanted to show initiative and help our duchy. I pushed for a ship to be sent when we received word the storms had disappeared. I chose the Emissary myself, and I spoke to him without my father’s knowledge. I told him that if he found any other kingdoms, he should press for a delegation to return with him. And that he should bring back any unattached princesses that he could.” He looked away and muttered his final words, as if to himself rather than me. “I wanted to speed things up…”

      I frowned. For all his frank confession, there was something he wasn’t telling me. Was it the same thing that had caused the Emissary’s unease? Something to do with the difference between the stories he had told to lure us here and the faded reality before us now. Why did Marin need the Four Kingdoms so badly?

      He shook his head and looked back at me. “I didn’t even hear about your ship’s arrival until I was waiting for the ceremony to start. I had been occupied with greeting our many guests and preparing for the Tourney. My mother only had time to whisper to me that the Emissary had returned, and he had brought foreign princesses with him. By the time you walked in the door—the third princess brought here only to be trapped into the Tourney—I had realized the consequences of my instructions to the Emissary. I never thought he would succeed so well.”

      “How did the news of our presence on the ship reach the duke at all?” I asked.

      “You must have seen how busy the harbor is at the moment with all the visitors for the Tourney. We used to regularly host events on behalf of all the kingdoms, so it was once a common sight. It can take hours for the rowboats to ferry all the bigger ships in and out. Your captain called down word of your arrival to one of the smaller vessels, and it was passed along to the city long before you were secured to your berth. Only no-one thought to tell me.”

      He grimaced, and now that I understood his look of horror was for me, rather than about me, I found it oddly endearing.

      “And worst of all was seeing your ages.” His voice lowered and became truly pained. “I’m so sorry, Lily, but I think there’s a good chance one of you might win.”

      Since I had already come to that conclusion, his words hardly came as a shock. Instead I couldn’t help focusing on the fact that he’d dropped my title in the heat of his concern. Despite everything that had happened to us, this foreign prince seemed to truly care. And he had three young sisters in the Tourney. He should have been celebrating their likely reprieve.

      In fact, I couldn’t help questioning him on it. “That must be a relief to your family, given your sisters’ involvement.” I kept my tone level.

      He flinched back from me. “No, of course not!” Then he frowned. “Not that I want them to win either, of course.” He paused before growling in frustration. “I don’t know what to think. I don’t want anyone to win! But I know Marin invited you here, and our representative gave you assurances about your safety. And he did it under my instruction. As your hosts we owe you that safety. And we want good relations with your kingdom. If we could have done anything, anything at all, to have you excluded from the competition, I assure you…”

      He pulled me to a stop in the middle of the dance floor, gripping both of my upper arms. “You do believe that, don’t you?” He sounded almost frantic. “We never intended any of this.”

      Even more eyes were on us now. Lily? Is everything all right?

      Yes, it’s fine.  I reassured my sister first. Prince Jonathan is Lilac’s brother. I think they’re still nervous our families are going to lead a flotilla of attack ships across the ocean because of this whole Tourney situation.

      Oh. Well, hurry up and put him out of his misery, then. He’s just as cute as that other one.

      I hoped the smile in her voice meant she was enjoying the dancing in spite of everything. How would you know? Have you been spying on me?  I loaded my question with outrage, playing up our usual joke.

      Lily! Seriously! Stop talking to me. He’s going to think you’re a half-wit.

      I focused back on Prince Jonathan who did seem to be growing marginally more panicked. “Relax, Your Highness,” I said. “There’s not going to be any armada heading in your direction. Our families are more reasonable than that. As long as you do your best, within your laws, that is enough.”

      He smiled and swept me back into the dance. “You are as gracious as you are beautiful.”

      “Thank you, Your Highness,” I said demurely. But he looked so relieved that I couldn’t resist grinning up at him. “You should know that particular compliment means a lot less when there are two of us. You could be dancing with Sophie right now and telling her how beautiful she is, and it would make no difference whatsoever to you.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t think you’re that similar.”

      I gaped at him until he chuckled, and I realized he was joking. I shook my head, grumbling to myself.

      “But, in all honesty, I’m not making my apology to you out of chance, you know.”

      “Really?” I looked at him skeptically. “Sophie is generally considered the softer-hearted of the two of us. Look at her smiling at that poor young man right now.” I pointed across the room to one side of the refreshment table. She was seated on a chair against the wall, examining the hem of her gown, which had been torn. A young man, dressed formally but surely not more than fifteen, appeared to be stammering and stuttering his way through an apology.

      Prince Jonathan winced in sympathy before returning his gaze to me. “But exactly,” he said.

      I gazed at him blankly.

      “If you’re truly sorry, you don’t go for the easy apology.” He leaned in close and whispered in my ear. “I wanted the twin with fire in her eyes.”
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      Lily! Rescue me—now! Sophie’s order jerked me out of the shock of the prince’s words.

      I dropped a quick curtsey, ignoring his outrageous comments, and excused myself to aid Sophie. He cheerfully volunteered to accompany me, his demeanor giving no hints that he had said anything out of the ordinary mere seconds before.

      I allowed him to lead me off the dance floor and directed him in a quiet undertone to get rid of the poor adolescent responsible for the clothing disaster. I knelt at Sophie’s feet and examined the damage as Prince Jonathan deftly steered the young man away.

      Oh, thank goodness, he looked so embarrassed and wouldn’t stop apologizing. The whole thing was hideously awkward, I thought he would never get the hint and leave. Do you think it’s fixable? I don’t know if any of our other gowns have made it off the ship yet. She leaned forward to try to see what I was doing.

      “Sit back,” I scolded her out loud, remembering that we needed to keep up appearances. When we were children others had found our silences when we played together unnerving.

      “Here’s a pin.” She held it out, and it only took me a moment to use it to fix the hole.

      “That should do for now,” I said, levering myself up into the chair beside her. “And I’m sure Helena can have it mended properly later.”

      Sophie looked at me closely for the first time. You look flushed! she accused.

      Well, I was just bending over, fixing your dress, remember. Thank goodness she could only hear the thoughts I projected to her and couldn’t actually read my mind. I hadn’t decided if the prince’s words were a compliment yet, but I feared Sophie would be offended either way—on my behalf, or her own.

      Prince Jonathan returned before she could question me further. He had succeeded in losing Sophie’s previous dance partner but appeared to be dragging another young man over in his stead. His new companion also wore a circlet, and I didn’t need an introduction to guess his identity.

      The newcomer strolled along behind Prince Jonathan, his languid air proclaiming that the whole thing was beneath his notice, but not actually worth the effort of protesting over. He had to be Oliver, prince of the northern ice kingdom the other princesses had told us about. What had been his sister’s names?

      That must be the Eldonian prince—Oliver, right? Sophie projected before I could even ask. Emmeline and Giselle’s brother?

      Absolutely! Eldonian prince. Emmeline and Giselle.

      She looked over at me with amusement in her eyes. Do you have any idea what we’re talking about?

      Of course I do! I tried to look offended and failed. Great piles of snow and all that.

      She shook her head at me before rising and smiling at the two princes. I followed more slowly, less inclined to show politeness where it was so obviously unappreciated.

      “You must be Princess Sophie. I’m Prince Jonathan of Marin.” Jonathan bowed over her hand. “And this is Prince Oliver of Eldon.” He gestured toward the other prince. “Oliver, these are Princesses Lily and Sophie of Arcadia.”

      The Eldonian prince gave a small movement that might have been considered a bow but said nothing.

      Charming.

      Perhaps he’s concerned about his sisters. Sophie didn’t sound like she actually believed that, so I felt no need to protest.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Prince Jonathan, Prince Oliver.” Sophie gave a small curtsey.

      “Please, call me Jon.”

      She inclined her head. “Then you’ll have to call us Sophie and Lily.”

      Jon looked at me. “If neither of you mind…”

      For a wild moment I wanted to say no. To insist he continue to use my title before my name. To attempt to put up some sort of wall between me and this prince who somehow managed to get under my skin. I was going to have enough distractions with the Tourney.

      Lily!

      I smiled quickly. “Of course.”

      Jon turned expectantly to Oliver, but he said nothing. He appeared to be gazing at a spot on the far wall, as if he hadn’t even noticed our conversation.

      Jon sighed. “And you can call him Oliver, too. The young royals here don’t tend to stand on too much formality with each other. This isn’t him being formal, it’s just him being…Oliver.”

      I wanted to ask what was wrong with him, but I didn’t think that would be polite. I cast around for some other topic of conversation while Jon fetched us both drinks from the nearby refreshments table.

      “Your sister, Lilac, said that no one knows what these Princess Tourneys involve,” I said when he returned. “It seems like a rather strange way to pick a wife.”

      Lily! That’s not polite! Sophie gave me her public remonstrance smile.

      So much for that, then. Our sister-in-law, Alyssa, had spent a long time transforming us from the wild children we had been when she first arrived at our castle into polite and proper princesses. I had never taken to the lessons as well as Sophie and was much more liable to forget them under pressure. I did try, though, because Alyssa was right. Subtlety was an admirable trait in a royal.

      “Although it has been many years since the last Princess Tourney, it is the traditional way in this part of the world.” Jon looked torn between defending his home and his obvious discomfort with the Tourney.

      “Do you not have marriages of alliance in the Four Kingdoms?” Although Prince Oliver asked a question, his tone betrayed no curiosity.

      “If the situation allows, we take advantage of it,” I said, when I had recovered from the surprise of hearing him speak. “But marrying for love is more important for the well-being of the kingdom. Everyone knows the High King has ruled it so.” I looked up through my lashes, hoping he wouldn’t read any offense into my probing statement.

      “You follow the High King, then, in Arcadia?” Still Oliver betrayed no actual interest in the conversation.

      “Of course! Don’t you?” Sophie, however, sounded genuinely surprised. “I thought he ruled over all the kingdoms. Certainly the Four Kingdoms would have fallen to darkness long ago without the aid of his godmothers.”

      “So your godmothers keep the evil at bay, do they?”

      Sophie shifted beside me, and I didn’t need to hear her thoughts to sense her unease. I chose my words carefully. “That is their role, is it not?”

      “I suppose it is.” He glanced down, and an awkward silence enveloped us.

      Jon watched him for a moment and then glanced ruefully at us. “I will confess, if Oliver is reluctant to do so. It has been many long years since we have seen a godmother in these kingdoms. Some still possess a godmother item—relics of the past—but we have received no aid from them in my lifetime.”

      Oh dear. Sophie’s dismay came through clearly in her projection, despite her understated words.

      A young girl appeared at Jon’s side. I thought I recognized her as the prince’s youngest sister, one of my fellow contestants. The one who had first told us about the beastly Dominic. She whispered in her brother’s ear while I racked my brain for the girl’s name, and Sophie waited politely.

      Marigold. A hint of amusement sounded in Sophie’s thought.

      I smiled at her. Thank goodness Sophie had a head for names.

      “Please excuse me,” said Prince Jonathan. “My parents need me.” He bowed respectfully before allowing his sister to drag him away.

      Prince Oliver made no effort to follow suit. He gazed away across the crowd as if he hadn’t even noticed Jonathan’s departure.

      I tried to pick up the conversation where it had been interrupted, forcing some enthusiasm for my sister’s sake. “It sounds like it’s a good thing we’ve come! We will call on our godmother and see what she has to say about the situation.”

      Oliver started, as if he had forgotten our continued presence, and glanced between us. I couldn’t read his expression. “By all means,” he said at last. “You are certainly welcome to try.”

      He gave a small movement that could have been a bow and strode away, leaving us alone in a sea of strangers.

      Lily…what have we gotten ourselves into?

      I gripped my glass so tightly I feared it would shatter. I only wish I knew.

      “Lily! Sophie! There you are.” Celine appeared out of nowhere and grabbed both of our hands, towing us along behind her as she wove through the crowd. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

      “We’ve been having a slightly disconcerting conversation with the haughty Prince Oliver,” said Sophie.

      “Tell me about it,” said Celine. “There’s nothing but disconcerting conversations to be had here.”

      She pulled us to a halt in the far corner of the ballroom.

      “Apparently the contestants aren’t allowed to leave the ball, so this is the best we could do.” The delegation heads from Arcadia and Lanover were partially shielded by a large potted bush. They had stationed several of our ceremonial guards in strategic locations around the nook to ensure we weren’t disturbed.

      “I’m afraid this is the closest we can get to a war room, my dears,” said Helena.

      I smiled at the baroness. She was an old family friend and felt like a welcome piece of home. “We’re just glad to see you at all. We weren’t so sure there for a while.”

      “The Duke and Duchess of Marin have filled us in on the situation. It is...” The Duchess of Sessily paused ominously. “…less than ideal, shall we say.”

      “The Marinese prince, Jonathan, spoke to me,” I said. “He seemed very concerned that we might doubt his family’s intentions.”

      “We cannot condone this Tourney,” said the baron, glancing unhappily at his wife. “But it seems we have no choice. We have consulted at length with the relevant officials, and you are all bound to compete.”

      “It is certainly an unfortunate situation,” said the duchess, “but I am convinced the local kingdoms hold no ill will toward us. It is beyond apparent that they feel the same reluctance toward their own daughters’ participation as we do about yours. Yet they feel we all have no choice. We must be guided by their understanding of their own laws and hope for the best. I’m not sure I put much credence into these stories of well-timed deaths, however. People do die from illness, in the natural course of things. I think we must consider whether you aim to lose this Tourney.”

      Sophie was already shaking her head vigorously, so I knew I spoke for both of us. “We’re not willing to risk it.”

      The duchess turned to Celine, who indicated her agreement. “I was afraid you would say that. I have examined the other contestants, and I have never been so disheartened to see an opponent’s inferiority. A couple of them show promise, however, so all is not lost.”

      “Thanks…I think.” Celine glanced back toward the rest of the ballroom. “Despite this Tourney, the Marinese certainly seem excessively enthusiastic about an alliance, so we can’t fault the Emissary on misleading us there.”

      “Yes,” said the baron. “Even if he wasn’t entirely honest about the reasons why.”

      I nodded. “It seems fairly clear that he might have…overstated Marin’s prosperity.”

      The duchess smiled approvingly. “That puts us in a strong position, as long as the three of you can escape this Tourney unscathed. By which I mean, unbetrothed. I cannot imagine either Lanover or Arcadia seeking an alliance with this cursed Palinar.” She shook her head. “Some of the other kingdoms show promise, however. For now we will proceed with negotiations under the assumption that a local girl will win the Tourney.”

      “And if they don’t?” asked Sophie.

      The duchess frowned. “We shall cross that bridge only if we are forced to do so, my dear.”

      A loud bell rang through the ballroom, and a hush descended in its wake.

      “It seems it’s time,” said Helena, looking distressed. She gave Sophie a hug and then moved on to me.

      “Time for what?” asked Sophie, meeting my eyes over the baroness’ shoulder.

      “Did no one tell you?” The duchess gazed in surprise at our confused expressions. “My apologies, I thought you knew. The Tourney begins tonight. Apparently it is always conducted at night. It seems you are expected to dance half the night away before competing.”

      “Now?” Sophie’s voice faltered. “We’re competing now?”
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      Marinese officials hurried us all toward the far side of the ballroom.  The nine other princesses were already gathered there next to a simple door. A child in an elaborate gown clung to Millie, babbling too fast for me to understand her words. I recognized her as the girl from the front of the room at the opening ceremony. Millie’s eight-year-old sister, I think she’d said.

      As soon as we arrived, the duke gestured for the door to be opened and directed the contestants to file inside.  The girl moved along beside Millie, until one of the princes stepped forward and tried to pull her away. She resisted, but Millie said something quietly that made her let go. She let the prince lead her away with much sighing and backward glances at her sister. As he towed her past me, I heard her complaining, “But it’s not fair! I want to go, too!”

      I shook my head. Clearly the young girl had no idea what the Tourney truly meant. Surely she didn’t want to find herself betrothed at eight years old.

      Once all twelve contestants had entered the room, the duke addressed us. “Welcome to the first event of the Princess Tourney for Prince Dominic of Palinar. Good luck.”

      And he closed the door.

      For a moment silence gripped us as we all looked around the room. The plain walls and empty floor gave no indication of what we were supposed to do next.

      “Perhaps we’re now supposed to fight to the death,” said Celine.

      Millie chuckled, and the sound released the other girls from their silence. Whispers and the rustle of movement filled the room.

      “Surely they can’t mean for us to stand here all night,” said Emmeline. I hadn’t heard either of Oliver’s sisters speak before, but she sounded just as haughty as he did.

      A small scream attracted our attention toward the far wall. One of the younger twins, either Pearl or Opal, I couldn’t tell them apart yet, pointed toward the floor. I thrust my way through the small crowd in time to see a trapdoor slowly opening.

      It rose up, as if pushed from underneath, but I couldn’t see any sign of a person through the rapidly widening hole. As the door fell back against the floor with a clatter, a large square opening confronted us. Pearl and Opal drew back, but I stepped forward and peered down into the darkness. A ladder descended down from the edge of the trapdoor.

      “I’m guessing we’re supposed to go down there.” I looked over at Lilac and her sisters. “Did you know this was here?”

      Hazel shook her head, her eyes wide, and her lips pressed shut. Marigold looked equally nervous, but she spoke up anyway. “We’re not allowed in here normally. No one is.”

      “Of course you aren’t.” I sighed. “Traditions and ancient laws and all of that.” I looked around at all the others. “Well, unless anyone has a better idea…” I waited a moment to see if anyone would protest but, when no one did, I crouched down and turned around, feeling blindly backwards for the first rung of the ladder.

      “Lily, wait!” Sophie called from the back of the crowd. She burst out from behind the other princesses. “I’m coming with you.”

      I smiled up at her. “You’d better be.” And then I began to descend the ladder.

      When my feet hit the ground, I moved away to make room for Sophie and looked around me. The light was dim, but clear enough to see my immediate surroundings. I stood in an empty space, large enough that the walls and ceiling were lost to the surrounding darkness. A path stretched away from the ladder and wound through what appeared to be a grove of…

      “Are those trees?” Sophie stared at them in confusion. “Inside?”

      “They look like trees.” I crossed over to examine one more closely. “Extremely odd trees.”

      The other girls had all now descended the ladder, Celine stepping down last of all. She came straight over to us.

      “Since you two were bravely leading the way, I figured I’d better bring up the rear. And a good thing too, I practically had to push those two down the hole.” She gestured at Pearl and Opal who still cowered near the ladder, although the rest of the girls had started to spread out. “I think they’d forgotten about the consequences of not taking part.”

      She turned her attention to the branch I had been inspecting. “Are those…silver?” she asked, reaching out to brush her fingers along a leaf.

      “They appear to be, yes,” I said, trying to keep my voice level, as if this was a perfectly ordinary occurrence.

      “Is it actually alive, do you think?” asked Sophie, leaning in to observe a leaf more closely.

      “Goodness knows.” Celine turned to look down the path. “I guess we’re supposed to head down there.”

      “I can’t see what else we could do.”

      “Come on everyone,” she said, raising her voice. “Let’s get this over with.” She paused and surveyed the others, her gaze latching on Lilac. “Lilac, can you make sure there aren’t any stragglers?” Her eyes flicked to the younger twins. “I think it would be best if we stick together.”

      “I’ll help.” Millie moved to stand beside her friend. “I can’t imagine any of us want to wander off on our own down here, anyway.”

      “I don’t suppose any of you know anything about ‘down here’?” I asked without much hope.

      “Nothing at all, I’m afraid,” said Lilac. “I’ve never even heard so much as a rumor about an underground level to the castle like this.” She turned to her sisters. “Have you?”

      They both shook their heads, and I sighed. “I thought as much.” I fell into step beside Celine. “I guess we’ll have to explore it for ourselves then.”

      As it turned out, the youngest girls showed no inclination to linger or fall behind. Our group moved along the path in a tightly packed mass, passing through trees that all bore the same mysterious silver leaves.

      I still hadn’t seen either walls or ceiling. We could see well enough in our immediate vicinity, but when I tried to look into the distance, the scene gradually faded away, as if swallowed by a dark fog. After a short walk, the trees dropped away, only to be replaced by a second grove. For a moment, I thought the air had started to lighten, but then I realized the effect came from the new grove of trees. The leaves of these trees sparkled like gold, reflecting a warm light through the branches.

      I looked back to check the whole group had kept up and noticed Lilac eyeing the leaves. I hoped no one was foolish enough to try to take anything from this place. Who knew what would happen.

      A minute later we exited the second set of trees, only to enter a third grove. These trees seemed even lighter than the ones before, the light refracting into rainbows everywhere I looked.

      “There’s no way those leaves could actually be made from diamond!” exclaimed Celine. “I don’t care what it looks like.”

      Sophie stepped over and touched one of them. “They certainly feel hard enough.”

      “Let’s just keep moving,” I said. Even with all the excitement and fear to buoy me up, I could sense weariness creeping in. We had all had a long day and then danced for the early part of the evening. How long would this event last? Not all night, I hoped.

      When the trees next fell away, no new ones rose to take their place. Instead, the path led us down to the edge of a large lake. The water lay completely still, swallowing the rest of the path.

      “Is there seriously a lake under this castle?” Celine shook her head.

      “I don’t think we’re under the castle. Not really,” said Sophie. We both looked at her. “Remember Queen Ava?”

      “Who’s Queen Ava?” asked Millie, coming up beside us, her eyes on the lake.

      “She’s one of the queens in the Four Kingdoms,” I explained. “And she once visited the Palace of Light.”

      “What? The Palace of Light?” Millie turned to stare at me. “Where the High King rules?”

      I nodded. “She said you can’t get there by any normal means. This must be a place like that. A place apart from the normal world, a magical place.”

      “That’s all very well, but how are we supposed to get across?” asked Emmeline, regarding the water with disfavor.

      “Maybe we’re supposed to use those?” Marigold pointed toward the surface of the lake, to the left of the path.

      A group of small, empty boats floated toward us on the otherwise still lake.

      “Goodness, this place is creepy,” muttered Celine. I threw her a look. The younger girls were scared enough without her making it worse.

      “There are twelve of them,” announced Sophie. “And they don’t look like they would fit more than one person each. We must be meant to use them.”

      “Great.” Celine looked down at her dress. “First we have to climb down ladders, and now we have to go clambering in and out of boats. In our ball gowns. And dancing slippers.” With a sigh, she stepped to the edge of the water and then into the closest coracle. It wobbled dangerously, and she sat down fast.

      It gently drifted away from the edge, making way for another boat.

      “Well, that didn’t look so hard.” I turned to Pearl (or possibly Opal). “I can lift you in, if you like.” I didn’t wait for her to agree, since I wasn’t sure she would, but instead gripped her under both arms and swung her into the nearest boat. She squeaked but didn’t otherwise protest. I lifted her sister in to the next one, and then Sophie told me to hop into one myself.

      I obeyed, managing the feat successfully, despite making my boat rock even more wildly than Celine’s had done. One by one, the rest of the girls clambered into a boat, only Hazel slipping and ending up with one wet slipper and a wet hem. I looked around the bottom of the boat but could see no sign of an oar. Apparently we weren’t to have any say in our destination.

      As soon as all the coracles had been filled, they began to float across the lake away from the now-distant path. The boats spread out a little as they travelled, so that we would have had to raise our voices to be heard by our neighbors. Silence reigned except for the soft slap of water against the hulls.

      It’s quite a relaxing mode of transport, if you take everything else away, projected Sophie.

      That’s quite a big if.

      “I can see the other side,” called Celine, whose boat was in front. I craned forward in an attempt to see and then straightened abruptly when the small boat began to rock again. But it wasn’t the shore that gripped my attention moments later.

      Rising from the gloom ahead, a large castle came into view. By the time my coracle nudged against the land, most of the other princesses had already disembarked. I scrambled out, my attention still on the stone building a short distance ahead.

      We all moved toward it together, led there by the path which continued on this side of the lake. Lilac and Millie walked with their heads together, conversing in whispers with their eyes glued on the castle.

      When we stepped through the large, open doors. Lilac exclaimed, “It is! I knew it.”

      We all turned to stare at her. “Look around.” She gestured around the entrance hall. “Does it look familiar?”

      I frowned and looked around. She was right, it did look vaguely familiar.

      “It’s the reverse of our castle. Just the same, except everything is on the opposite side, like a mirror image. I thought I recognized it on the outside, and now I’m sure.”

      Since I had only managed the most hurried glimpse of the outside of the duchy’s palace and its entrance hall, I had to trust her judgment on the subject. But she must have been right since her younger sisters, Hazel and Marigold, both exclaimed in astonishment and agreed with her assessment.

      “Well, since you know the building then, where do you think we should go?”

      Lilac frowned and glanced at her cousin. Millie swept her eyes over the various exits from the entrance hall.

      “The throne room, perhaps?”

      Celine and I shared a glance. I shrugged.

      “As good a guess as any,” she said. “Lead the way.”

      Millie and Lilac strode ahead, the rest of us following behind, still tightly packed together as we had been on the path. The light seemed slightly better inside, although I still couldn’t see where it came from.

      I recognized the throne room, although it looked different without a full crowd of people. The thrones occupied the same space, but the middle of the room had been filled with a long table of dark, polished oak. Six tall, cushioned chairs lined each side.

      “Twelve again,” said Sophie. She walked over to one of the middle chairs, pulled it out and then sat down. The rest of us followed suit.

      “Wasn’t there supposed to be some kind of contest?” Celine asked me under her breath as we made our way to the last two chairs. “This place just gets stranger by the second.”

      The table had been set with twelve plates and twelve goblets, all of which appeared to be made from gold. I really hoped we weren’t expected to eat a meal down here. I suspected nerves would prevent quite a few of the contestants from keeping down any food. I was nearly five years older than the twins, and I still found this strange place unsettling. And that was assuming there wasn’t anything wrong with the food.

      As the last chair scooted in to the table, I saw a folded piece of parchment resting on my golden plate.

      “Where did that come from?” asked Hazel, staring at an identical parchment.

      Marigold blinked down at the one on her own plate. “It just appeared.”

      I ignored them, picking up the parchment and unfolding it.

      Rules of the Princess Tourney

      
        
        1. All contestants must present themselves every third night in the ballroom of the Marinese palace for the competition, which will culminate on the first day of summer.

        2. Once returned through the trapdoor each night, the contestants may not speak of the events of the Tourney, even amongst themselves.

        3. The Tourney shall be conducted in three stages.

        The first stage shall involve a series of collaborative exercises. Points will be awarded to each contestant based on the value they provide to the exercise.

        The second stage shall involve a series of individual challenges. Points will be awarded based on success in each challenge.

        The final stage shall involve a group competition to be held on the final night of the Tourney.

        

      

      Leaning over I checked the parchment held in Sophie’s hands. It looked identical.

      “Collaborative exercise doesn’t sound so bad,” said Sophie. Looking around the table I saw relief on several faces.

      “We still don’t know what skills we’re supposed to be demonstrating.” I read the words again. “What sort of ‘exercises’ and ‘challenges’ is it referring to? Are we going to be embroidering cushions, or shooting arrows?”

      “I guess we’re about to find out.” She pointed to the middle of the table where another piece of parchment had appeared.

      Leaning over, Celine grabbed it and read aloud. “In the highest keep of this castle, you will find twelve necklaces fit for a queen. Together you must ascend to this tower, and each princess must claim a necklace. Only then will the boats return you to the other side of the lake.”

      She looked around the table. “Well, that sounds unexpectedly easy. What are we being tested on? The elegance of our necks?”

      She had no sooner finished speaking, than a large piece of stone broke from the ceiling and smashed onto the middle of the table.
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      Shards ricocheted in all directions as Pearl, Opal and Hazel screamed. A second piece of roofing smashed behind my chair.

      “Under the table!” I yelled, and a mad scramble ensued.

      Within seconds we were all huddled beneath the solid wood. Several more crashes sounded in quick succession, including another one that landed on the table, shaking the wooden frame.

      “We need to get out of here,” gasped Millie. “The whole castle is collapsing. Do you think we can make it if we run for the door?”

      I met Sophie’s eyes and knew she was thinking the same thing I was. We knew each other so well that we often didn’t need to project our thoughts at all.

      “I don’t think we can do that,” I said, speaking loudly enough for all eleven girls to hear. “The parchment said the boats wouldn’t take us back until we’re wearing those necklaces.”

      “But that was before the castle started falling apart,” said Lilac. “Surely…” Her voice trailed away.

      “Exactly,” I said grimly. “Do any of us really think it was coincidence that the first stone fell just after Celine had read out our task?”

      “This is our task.” Celine nodded her agreement.

      “Could we leave the younger ones here and make a dash for the tower without them?” asked Sophie. “We could bring their necklaces back down for them.”

      I bit my lip, considering it. “Have you still got the parchment, Celine?”

      Some rustling and a quiet ouch sounded as Celine crawled toward me through the crowd of arms and legs under the table. “Here it is.”

      I read the words again. “It says, together you must ascend to this tower, and each princess must claim a necklace. It sounds like we all need to go. And even if it would let a few of us collect all the necklaces…”

      “We have to think of our families.” Sophie sounded tired and worn, so I sent her a small burst of mental warmth, and she gave me a faint smile. She looked around at all the other girls, focusing on the smaller ones. “I know it’s scary, but we each have to at least try. That’s the way the magic works, right? We each have to do our best.”

      Pearl and Opal shared a look, and then both nodded. I wanted to hug them for leading the way. No one else protested after that.

      “Hazel, Marigold and I know this palace inside out,” said Lilac. “We can lead the way to the tallest tower.”

      “We don’t know what state the rest of the building is going to be in.” My mind raced through all the potential dangers. “And there are a lot of us. I think we should split up and go in smaller groups. We may end up needing to use different routes.”

      I could see in Sophie’s face that she didn’t like the idea of splitting up, but she didn’t say anything. “Millie, why don’t you go with Lilac.”

      Millie nodded. “I know the Marinese palace pretty well, too. We can take the twins.”

      “Sophie, you go with Hazel.”

      “We’ll go with them,” said Emmeline decisively. Her input surprised me. I had almost forgotten her presence.

      “All right, then. That leaves Blanche, Celine and me to go with Marigold.” I smiled at the younger girl.

      Marigold looked proud and terrified at the same time, and I felt a rush of anger at a system that tormented young girls.

      The largest crash we’d heard yet sounded directly above our heads, and the wood of the table creaked ominously. “I think that’s a sign it’s time for us to get moving.”

      “We’ll go first.” Millie gestured for Pearl and Opal to join her at the end of the table.

      “Wait!” said Sophie. “I’ve been watching the falling stone. It seems to come down in a pattern. First on the left, then on the right, then in the middle.”

      Thank goodness Sophie was just a little more thoughtful, and a little less reckless, than me. I hadn’t thought of watching for patterns in the stone.

      “Thanks,” said Millie, too focused on the room in front of her to turn back toward us. She waited for the next crash and noted its position. “That way,” she yelled pointing to the left, and the four of them dashed out toward the doorway.

      Hazel, Sophie, Emmeline and Giselle crawled forward to take their places at the end of the table. A moment later they had disappeared as well.

      I crawled forward and saw them racing away, their heads down, and their hands clasped over their necks. They moved in a sort of rhythm, moving from side to side in response to the crashes, following the directions Sophie had given to avoid the falling stone. Piles of rubble had accumulated all over the floor, so they often had to swing wide around the obstructions.

      Marigold crouched beside me. “They sort of look like they’re dancing,” she whispered.

      I smiled down at her. “Exactly! That’s the way to think of it. We’re just going to dance our way across to the other side of the room. Now, let’s go!”

      I dashed forward, mimicking the protective pose the others had adopted. A piece of stone smashed to the floor in front of me, and I flinched away, leading the others to the right as the next piece fell far to the left.

      I skipped around a large pile of rubble that looked like it contained several falls’ worth of debris, veering back toward the left. I glanced under my lifted arm, checking the other three still followed me.

      I reached out to Sophie, needing to know she was safe. Did you all make it out?

      The entrance hall isn’t as bad. I got the impression she was puffing, although a projection never actually sounded out of breath. Just…messy.

      I forced my mind back to the throne room as I swung to the right again. We would see the entrance hall for ourselves soon enough.

      I burst through the doorway, head still down. But when no further falling stone appeared ahead of us, I slowed and let the others catch up. I had expected to see at least one of the other groups at this point, but there was no sign of anyone. Probably because the large space was now filled with huge piles of gravel. The mounds rose and fell across every part of available floor space, obscuring my view.

      “What in the kingdoms…?” muttered Celine.

      I ignored her. “Which way?” I asked Marigold.

      She bit her lip. “Lilac and Hazel will have taken the main stairs, I’m sure. But I think we’ll go faster up the servants’ stairs.”

      I had no choice but to trust her. “Well you’re our leader, not them. So lead away.”

      She nodded, a look of determination on her face, and scrambled up the pile of gravel to our left. We all followed. After less than a minute, I understood why Sophie had sounded tired. Scrambling uphill through gravel was exhausting work.

      We’re going a back way, I told Sophie.

      Good idea. She sounded shaken. Because the main staircase just collapsed behind us.

      I gasped aloud, and Celine looked over at me questioningly. I shook my head and pressed forward. I could only hope this second staircase wouldn’t collapse behind us, too, or we’d all be trapped on the upper levels.

      All of our lovely dresses were covered in gravel dust by the time we reached an unadorned side door. Marigold pushed it gingerly open before I could stop her, but no fresh danger rushed through.

      “Oh, good, it’s clear,” she said, reaching her foot toward the first step.

      “Wait,” I said, remembering Sophie’s words. “Test each step before you put your full weight on it. That goes for all of us.”

      “I can go first,” said Celine, stepping forward.

      Marigold shook her head, “No, I can do it.” She bit her lip before carefully testing the first one.

      Slowly we made our way up the stairs without mishap. My pulse continued to race, however, and I couldn’t let myself relax. We climbed up four flights before Marigold led the way out another door and into a long, narrow corridor.

      “It’s that door at the end.” She pointed toward it. “One last flight of stairs and that’s the top keep.”

      “Nearly there then,” I said, forcing a smile. “Well done.” I examined the corridor carefully but couldn’t see any threats. “Let’s move quickly.”

      We all took off racing down the corridor only to come to a sudden halt when something whizzed past our heads.

      “What was that?” asked Blanche in a breathy voice.

      “More stone. Get down on the ground.” Celine dropped flat as she called the instruction, and we all mimicked her.

      Looking up, I saw another small piece of masonry go flying past. The pieces seemed to be launching themselves from the walls and flying almost horizontally across the corridor before colliding with the opposite wall. They all seemed to be above waist height, though.

      “We’ll have to crawl,” I said, pushing myself up onto my hands and knees. Slowly we advanced along the floor, hampered by our long skirts.

      I found myself crawling beside Princess Blanche. I thought she came from Eliam, but I didn’t dare project to Sophie to check. She might need her concentration right now. I glanced sideways at the other girl.

      If I had thought her nickname of Snow fit before, it was nothing to how she looked now. I had never seen someone so pale.

      “My father made me promise that I would come back to him.” She spoke softly, squeezing her eyes shut for a moment.

      I reached out and briefly patted one of her hands. “Of course you will. This is all just a contest, remember? I’m sure we can’t actually be hurt.” Was I trying to convince her or myself? “No one is going to die. Look—” I paused. “I think the stones have stopped.”

      I had no sooner said the final word, than a loud rumble shook the corridor, and a cloud of dust erupted around us. A scream pierced the air, laden with pain.
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      I leaped to my feet and ran forward blindly. Not far down the corridor, I almost tripped over Marigold and Celine. A large section of corridor wall had collapsed, pinning Celine’s right foot and lower leg.

      She was sitting up, but only with Marigold’s support, and she leaned heavily against the younger girl. She had stopped screaming, but her breath came in sharp pants, and her eyes remained tightly shut.

      “Quick!” I said to Blanche, who had followed me more slowly. “Help me get her free.”

      Together we pushed and pulled, dragging the pieces of stone away from Celine’s leg. As soon as her foot came free, she pushed herself backwards, away from the remaining pile of rubble, gasping loudly as her leg dragged against the floor.

      I knelt beside her and touched her ankle lightly. She groaned. I looked up, and this time she met my eyes. She knew of my interest in healing and was mutely asking for my opinion on the injury.

      “I’m sorry, Celine. I think it’s broken.” So much for my theory about none of us being hurt. I felt my heartbeat race faster, something I wouldn’t have thought possible. What if the wall had collapsed onto her head?

      There were twelve of us in this palace, and it could still happen. I looked at the other two girls who both watched Celine with horror. “I don’t suppose either of you know anything about setting broken bones.”

      They both shook their heads silently. I hadn’t expected anything else. Our doctors in Arcadia had never appreciated having a child or a princess underfoot, and I could only imagine the medical staff here felt the same way. I had only spent so many hours in our infirmary because my brother and sister-in-law had friends amongst the doctors and nurses. Friends who let me help when I could safely do so. But even with my experience, I still didn’t trust myself to try to set an ankle on my own.

      “I’m sorry, Celine,” I said again. “I don’t think there’s anything we can do for you before we get back to the palace.”

      She took a deep breath and nodded. She closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them and attempted to push herself to her feet.

      “Whoa,” I said, but she sank back down on her own before I could intervene.

      She shook her head and met my eyes. “There’s no way I’m going to be able to make it up those next stairs. You’ll have to bring my necklace down for me.”

      “Of course.” I touched her hand as comfortingly as I could manage. “Don’t worry, there’s no way the Tourney could fault you for not trying.”

      I hated to leave her on her own, but none of the rest of us dared risk our families by staying behind with her. “We’ll be back soon,” I promised, gesturing for the other girls to follow me as I ran for the door. I didn’t look back. I couldn’t bear to see her lying there alone in the dirt.

      We ascended the next set of stairs more quickly than was probably safe and burst into the large room at the top. All eight of the others stood grouped around a large table. I counted them and then counted again.

      “Is everyone all right?” I counted a third time for good measure.

      Sophie waved me over. “We’re fine, although only just. Giselle was standing on the stairs when they collapsed, but Emmeline managed to catch her.”

      I looked at the Eldonians, impressed. They looked as impassive as ever.

      “What about you? Wait…” Sophie’s eyes roamed over us again and then flew to the door. “Where’s Celine?”

      I shook my head. “She couldn’t get up here. It’s her ankle. I think it’s broken.”

      A sharp hiss of indrawn breath pulled my eyes toward Millie. She was wincing. “I broke my arm once.” She rubbed at her left elbow.

      I looked down at the table. Twelve necklaces—large, ornate and covered in jewels—lay scattered across the surface. They looked identical except for the color of the gems. “She’s on her own down there. Let’s hurry.” I grabbed the first chain my hand landed on and shoved it over my head. Then I grabbed a second one for Celine.

      The rest of the princesses followed, looping the gold and gems around their necks. The bright jewelry looked ridiculous against our tired faces and dirty gowns. I turned back to the door.

      We raced back down, eleven of us now in a long line. Celine lay where we had left her, flat on her back, her eyes closed. I feared she had fainted, but she opened her eyes at the sound of our arrival and struggled into a sitting position. One of the younger twins whimpered at the sight of her.

      “The main staircase collapsed,” said Millie. “We’ll need to use the servants’ stairs.”

      “We came up that way,” said Blanche. “They were fine when we left them.”

      “Millie, Lilac, you take the others and get out of here as fast as you can,” I said. “Sophie and I will help Celine.”

      “Lilac and Hazel can lead the others. I’m staying to help you.” Millie met my gaze defiantly.

      I considered arguing, but I didn’t have the energy—and we might actually need the help. “Fine. But let’s get moving.”

      Lilac paused for a moment, as if torn, so I gave her my best glare. She grimaced, and then rushed down the corridor calling for the others to follow her. Hazel brought up the rear, glancing back at us with concern.

      I took a deep breath before kneeling beside Celine. “This isn’t going to be pleasant,” I warned her.

      She forced a small smile. “Has anything about this place been pleasant yet?” No one asked her whether she meant the Tourney or Marin itself.

      Sophie knelt on her other side, and we positioned ourselves under each of her arms. Directing a steady string of projections toward each other, we managed to time our movements, rising smoothly to our feet and bringing Celine up with us. She swayed, her damaged leg held up off the ground, and her face full of strain.

      “Good job. That’s the way.” I murmured a stream of quiet encouragement to her, paying no attention to the particular words. Millie, who had taken the extra necklace off me when I crouched down, thrust it over Celine’s head.

      Slowly we started toward the stairway. I hadn’t heard any loud crashes yet, so I was hoping to find it still intact. When we reached the top, Millie darted around us, offering to go in front. I understood her unspoken intent. She would test the stairs and try to catch Celine if any of us tripped.

      It seemed to take an interminable time to descend all four flights, Celine’s hops becoming smaller and more exhausted as time went on. She didn’t complain, or scream, but I could read the pain on her face and hear it in her frequent gasps and hisses.

      When we reached the bottom, I nearly collapsed in relief. Until I saw the piles of gravel still filling the entrance hall. I wanted to scream. They had been hard enough to scale without an injured princess in tow.

      I looked over at Sophie. She looked just as defeated as I felt. But what choice did we have? Slowly we began moving again. I could see no sign of the others, and I hoped they had long since made it safely out of the castle. No new danger had appeared since we had taken the necklaces, and I took that as a good sign.

      Within seconds it became clear that Celine wasn’t going to be able to hop her way up a giant mound of gravel, and we weren’t going to be able to carry her on the unstable surface. We stopped, lowering her gently so she could sit. She stretched out her injured leg, but pulled the other knee up and buried her face in it.

      There’s only one way I can think of to do this, projected Sophie. I didn’t need to see her expression to know how unhappy she was about it.

      I sighed. You’re right. It’s the only way.

      I knelt beside Celine. “We’re going to have to drag you, Celine. If you lie back against the hill, we’ll pull you along by your arms. Try to keep your ankle up, if you can.” I was afraid she wouldn’t have the strength to do it, but I hated to think what state her ankle would be in by the end of the process if she couldn’t.

      We started up the first hill. The three of us took turns, two at a time, pulling one of her hands each and advancing slowly backwards up the slope. Celine fainted before we made it off the first mound, and we all felt nothing but relief.

      We could move slightly faster when we didn’t have to worry about causing her more pain, but I still worried about her ankle. We turned Millie’s short cloak into a small cushion to place under Celine’s injured foot, but it didn’t seem like nearly enough.

      By the time we reached the great doors at the entrance to the palace, I could barely stand, every part of me trembling from exhaustion. Lilac, Hazel and Blanche all rushed forward as soon as we appeared and helped us carry Celine a few steps away from the building. I didn’t look back. I had no wish to see the mirror palace ever again.

      We rested briefly, all of us too shocked and spent for talking. Sophie eventually stirred, looking toward the lake. “The boats are back.”

      “We need to try to wake Celine,” I said. “We won’t be able to carry her the whole way.”

      “I’m awake,” said a shaky voice, the words slightly slurred. I wanted to ask if she was all right, but I didn’t really want to hear the answer, so I remained silent.

      Once again Sophie and I crouched down on either side of her. This time we wobbled as we rose to full height, our fatigue hampering our movements.

      Millie had shepherded the other girls ahead of us and most of the boats were full by the time we arrived at the edge of the lake. As carefully as we could, the three of us lifted Celine into a coracle, our feet splashing in the eerily warm water.

      Once Celine had been safely placed inside, I collapsed over the edge of the closest boat. I lay there, not bothering to sit up, just watching the murky darkness overhead as I floated along. Perhaps I would just lie here forever.

      All too soon, I felt the bump as I hit the other side. Forcing myself up, I saw with relief that Lilac and Blanche had enlisted Emmeline’s help and already lifted Celine from her boat. Sophie and I stepped forward and took up our places under each of her arms, and the whole group started back down the path.

      Somewhere in the golden grove, Celine slipped into a partial swoon. She remained on her feet but only just. We pushed on.

      All the older girls were helping younger ones now. Lilac and Hazel flanked their younger sister, Marigold, who appeared to be crying. I hoped she didn’t feel guilty for what had happened. It wasn’t her fault.

      I limped along in my threadbare dancing slippers, my shoulders aching from Celine’s nearly dead weight. I kept mindlessly counting the girls in front of us, making sure, over and over, that we hadn’t left anyone behind.

      The ladder appeared at the end of the path, at last, and Millie began to help the youngest girls to climb. Pearl and Opal drooped from fatigue, their feet slipping on the rungs. Lilac stepped forward to help them, leaving Hazel to support Marigold on her own.

      Finally, they all made it up, and Millie returned to help us with Celine. I eyed the ladder with profound misgiving. How in the kingdoms were we going to get her up those rungs?

      “Lily?” Sophie’s voice interrupted my musings.

      I turned my head slowly to look at her. Perhaps she had an idea.

      She didn’t bother to speak again, merely pointed wordlessly past my head. I turned back around and saw that the last tree, the one closest to the ladder, had a branch that stretched out toward us like a reaching hand. And on the end of the branch, tucked into a small cleft in the wood, was a folded piece of parchment.

      I leaned over, nearly unbalancing us all and eliciting a moan from Celine, and grabbed it. Opening it, I scanned the contents. A neat table had been drawn up in glistening black ink. Sophie, Millie and I were listed first, with equal points. All three Marinese princesses were close behind. Celine’s name came last.

      “Our scores,” I said shortly.

      Millie shook her head in disbelief. “I’d sort of forgotten it was a contest.”

      I sighed. “Let’s think about that after we get Celine up the ladder.”

      “I can do it,” Celine said between panting breaths. She seemed to have come out of her half-swoon.

      “One way or another, you’ll have to, I’m afraid.”

      We half carried her to the ladder and placed her hands on the rungs. “We’ll come up behind you.”

      The ascent was slow and far from graceful, but somehow we all ended up once again in the small room at the top of the ladder. Millie had gone in front again, and pulled Celine up the last steps.

      As soon as I stepped back, the trapdoor swung closed, disappearing into the floor. I stared down at it. Even knowing exactly where it was, I could see no sign of it. I looked around and noted that our necklaces had disappeared, along with the dirt and dust and gravel that had clung to our dresses. In fact, our clothes had returned to their original state. I glanced over at Celine but, from the grimace of pain on her face, the same restoration hadn’t happened for her leg. Apparently our bodies could be harmed down there, even if nothing else could.

      Lilac thrust the door of the room open, and princesses poured out.

      A small group awaited us in the now empty ballroom. All traces of the party from earlier in the night had disappeared, efficiently removed by the servants, I presumed. The first hint of dawn shone through the long windows, but the waiting crowd still carried lanterns and candles. Had they stayed up for us all night, or had they risen early?

      Lilac had been first through the door, and her calls for a doctor had already been taken up by other voices. When Sophie, Celine, and I finally emerged, the Duchess of Sessily, the head of Celine’s delegation, rushed to our side, her face pale.

      “Where has she been hurt?” she asked, gesturing for us to lay Celine down.

      We did so gladly. Sophie sat beside her, holding her hand and talking to the duchess, but I stepped away, ceding my place to the doctors and nurses who poured into the ballroom.

      I stared down at the parchment still clutched in my fingers, and then fisted my hand, scrunching the elegant paper. Looking up, my eyes fell on Prince Jonathan and sudden rage filled me with a burst of energy.

      I strode over to confront him, not even noticing his far superior height. In my anger, I felt six feet tall. “You!” I poked my finger into his chest. “I am done with games. I want the truth, right now!”

      “Truth?” He looked completely bewildered by my unexpected attack. He focused down on my face, and his eyes turned pleading. “We’ve told you nothing but the truth. I swear I would not lie to you.”

      “Well, then. Tell me this truth. How many princesses have died competing in this Tourney of yours?”

      “Died?” He turned pale and glanced over my shoulder at Celine. “What are you talking about? No one has ever died!”

      I deflated a little. He seemed genuinely shocked by my question. His strong hands reached out to grip my arms, and I could feel him shaking, the tremors passing through to me from the contact.

      His eyes looked desperate as they bore into mine. “Lily! Are you all right? What happened to you down there?”

      I opened my mouth to tell him exactly what had happened, still too angry to consider the rules. But nothing came out. I tried again. Still nothing.

      Sophie! Try to tell the duchess what happened.

      But Lily, the rules!

      I don’t care. Just try.

      A moment of silence.

      Oh.

      Yes.

      Another moment of silence. You really shouldn’t have tried, you know. Think of our family.

      I didn’t reply, hit by a sudden wave of guilt. I couldn’t let myself get out of control like that. Now, more than ever. Now that I had seen for myself just how deadly serious this competition truly was.

      I pulled myself out of Jon’s grip. “I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “I’m not allowed to say.”

      He stepped forward and pulled me into his arms. For a moment I resisted, and then I melted against him—glad, just briefly, to rely on someone else’s strength.

      “No, Lily,” he said, his voice thick. “I’m the one who’s sorry.”
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      I think I might have actually drifted off for a moment against the safety of Jon’s chest, because I wasn’t sure how much time had passed when Sophie called to me. I started and pulled back, too tired to even flush at the way I had been clinging to him.

      Sophie’s expression told me that there would be questions later. But she was far too tired to ask them now. With Celine in the care of the duchess, I handed the parchment of scores to Jon’s father, not bothering to flatten it out, and allowed our own delegation head, Helena, to guide us to our rooms. The baroness’ eyes expressed her sympathy, but thankfully she refrained from questions. Whether she knew we couldn’t answer them, or she just recognized our fatigue, I didn’t know. I appreciated it either way.

      She had requested a shared guest suite for us, and I imagined the palace staff had been happy to oblige. Marin already seemed full of visitors, and accommodating so many unexpected and high-ranked newcomers with no notice couldn’t have been easy.

      I felt too tired to even project to Sophie, but her presence comforted me nonetheless. We helped each other unlace our dresses, hurrying into the nightgowns that someone had lain out for us. Collapsing into my bed, I passed out within seconds.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Awareness returned slowly, my head groggy and my body aching. It took me several long moments to remember why. When the memories finally hit, I rolled onto my back and stared up at the canopy overhead. Far too many unlikely things had happened to be quickly or easily understood. I reached out with my mind, testing if Sophie was awake.

      Good morning, she projected back.

      Oh, good, you’re awake. Did all that really happen?

      I think so. I heard her yawn and move beneath her blankets, as if stretching. What time is it?

      I rolled over onto my side, facing toward her bed, which lay between me and the window. No idea. Those are effective curtains. The heavy velvet reached all the way to the floor, blocking all light from entering the room. Either that, or we slept the entire day and it’s already night again.

      I hope not! I want to see the sun.

      Feel free to get up and open the curtains, then.

      Ha, you wish! Why don’t you get up?

      I flopped over onto my back again and resumed staring at the canopy. Not a chance. I think I may never move again.

      Sophie sighed. Except that we have to go back there again in three days.

      I shuddered.

      I’ve been lying here calculating it, she continued.

      How depressing.

      She ignored me. The duke said the Tourney ends on the first day of summer. And the rules said we have to be in that room every three days. So that means we have fifteen more events.

      Did I mention how depressing you’re being? We were both silent for a moment. My feet hurt.

      My everything hurts.

      We both broke out into sudden laughter. When the giggles finally subsided, I wiped the tears from my eyes. “I think we needed that.” I forced myself to sit up. “What is the time?”

      “Mid-afternoon,” said Helena, gliding into the room. “I thought I might find you awake at last.”

      She had brought two maids with her, each carrying a heavily-laden tray of food. I leaped out of bed, suddenly discovering motivation to move, and devoured it gratefully. I could barely remember when I had last eaten.

      She sat with us while we ate, updating us on Celine’s condition—her ankle had been set, and the doctors had given her medicine to ensure she slept all day—and telling us that we had the day off and were under strict orders to do nothing but rest.

      “There will be time enough for official meetings and receptions tomorrow, when you’ve had another good night’s sleep. And the day after. And then that night, there will be another ball as well.”

      “Another one already?”

      “Apparently you will compete every three nights, and every competition will be preceded by a ball.”

      “Seriously?” Sophie groaned. “Because competing in a ballgown and dancing slippers is such an ideal scenario.”

      I winced at the thought. I could only hope not every night would be as physical and exhausting.

      Once we had eaten and dressed, we asked a servant to direct us to some greenery. We discovered extensive gardens spread behind the palace, full of gravel paths, bright flowers and well-sculpted bushes. The sun felt comfortably warm, and a cool breeze blew past our faces. We sat on a well-placed bench, enjoying the view in silence. Surrounded by living, green trees, I felt a world away from the strange underground groves.

      “Good afternoon,” said a warm, deep voice. I recognized it easily and then wondered why. We had only spoken twice before.

      Prince Jonathan approached us with two young men at his side. Thankfully Prince Oliver was not among them. I recognized them both from the opening ceremony, though. I could hardly believe the formal event had been only this time the day before. It felt like a world ago.

      “This is a happy coincidence.” He smiled down at us. “Gabe and Teddy have been dying to meet you.”

      “Thanks, Jon,” said one of them, shaking his head. He turned to us. “I promise neither of us is as desperate as that makes us sound.”

      Jon laughed, looking entirely unrepentant. “That scapegrace is Prince Gabriel of Talinos.”

      Prince Gabriel bowed while I tried to remember what, if anything, I knew about Talinos. Does he have sisters in the Tourney?

      You really are hopeless you know. Sophie tutted at me in her mind.

      Yes, yes, I know. But does he?

      The other twins, Pearl and Opal. Talinos is the southern one to the east of here.

      Ah, of course. I remembered now. The Emissary had told us all about the various kingdoms on our voyage here, showing us maps and teaching us their names. Although I was gradually starting to realize how much he had left out.

      The city-state duchy of Marin shared a land mass, and borders, with the large, northern Palinar and the almost-equally-large, southern Talinos. Across the strait, northern Eldon and southern Eliam were both smaller. As was the southern island kingdom of Trione.

      Sophie was busy saying all the proper things and covering up my confused silence. I noticed Jon was watching me, a question in his eyes, so I forced myself to join in the conversation.

      I turned to his other companion. “And you must be Prince…”

      Theodore.

      “…Theodore,” I added, smoothly. “Millie’s twin.” The cute one on the end.

      Sophie kicked my foot, her movement hidden by our large skirts. He’s a little young.

      What do you mean? Millie’s the same age as us.

      Exactly!

      I chuckled to myself at her apparent new-found interest in older men.

      Prince Theodore bowed politely, but the slightly dreamy look I had noticed the day before gave him an abstracted air. Even so, he didn’t have the coldness of Oliver.

      “I have to apologize for my brother here,” said another familiar voice. Millie rushed down the path and dropped onto the bench beside us. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere, by the way.” I wasn’t sure if she meant us or her brother, but she kept talking, so I didn’t have the chance to ask. “Teddy used to be a lot more fun. But he had a bit of an accident on the voyage here.”

      “Yes.” Jonathan laughed. “We’ve been hearing all about it.”

      Millie rolled her eyes. “I’ll bet you have. Not that there’s that much to tell.”

      “I hope it wasn’t a serious accident,” said Sophie.

      “Less of an accident,” Theodore assured her earnestly, “and more of a divine encounter.”

      Millie groaned. “Just listen to him!”

      I grinned. “Now I’m really curious. Tell me the whole story.”

      Theodore opened his mouth, presumably to oblige, but his twin cut him off. “Absolutely not. We’ll be here all day. And I’m sure Gabe and Jon have heard enough about it. I’ll tell it.”

      She turned slightly to face us. “Trione is an island, so we had to sail here. Our whole family decided to come as it’s been forever since we visited Marin. That meant Daisy was with us. Our younger sister,” she broke off to explain. “Princess Margaret, really, but don’t bother calling her that, she won’t know who you’re talking about.”

      “She’s a handful,” said Gabriel, with a chuckle.

      “Poor Gabe should know,” said Millie, with a grin. “He fostered with us for eight years—the result of some alliance-strengthening treaty—and she hero worships him.”

      “I’d like to meet her,” said Sophie with a smile of her own.

      Would you really?

      Sophie sent a laugh back. She sounds like us when we were children.

      “Anyway,” Millie continued, “a storm came up on the way and Daisy became frightened. She’d been filling her head with terrifying stories about the Beast and the Princess Tourney, so she was already on edge. Teddy started playing around, acting like a fool to show her there wasn’t anything to fear.”

      “I don’t remember the word ‘fool’ coming into the story we heard,” said Gabe, elbowing his foster-brother in the side.

      “The best mistake I ever made,” said Teddy dreamily.

      Millie coughed. “To keep it short, in his efforts to show her how safe it was, he managed to prove exactly the opposite by falling off the side of the ship. Everyone panicked. It wasn’t a very big storm, but we thought he was gone for sure.” She shook her head, and I saw a remnant of real fear in her face. I shivered. I could swim well, but I had never liked deep water because I didn’t like not knowing what might be lurking beneath my feet. A storm only made it worse. I would have been terrified in either of their places.

      “Only somehow he managed to resurface,” Millie continued, “and he hadn’t been swept away from the ship, either. We threw him a rope and hauled him back on board.”

      “That sounds unpleasant. But I’m glad it had a happy ending,” said Sophie.

      “If only that were the end of it,” said Millie. “Apparently, while nearly drowning, Teddy here didn’t have the good sense to see his life flashing before his eyes. Instead he hallucinated a beautiful girl swimming through the water and saving his life.”

      “Hallucinated?” I asked.

      “No!” Teddy exclaimed. “It wasn’t a hallucination. That’s what I keep telling everyone. She was real. She was young and beautiful, and she saved my life. She even sang while she did it, and I’ve never heard such a lovely voice.” He looked over our shoulders and seemed lost in his memory, or dream, or whatever it was.

      “So now he’s determined to find this magical girl of the sea,” said Millie, finishing her tale. “And to make us suffer through endless descriptions of her beauty and grace and bravery and…” She sighed. “I keep hoping he’s going to snap out of it.”

      I considered the strange story. “How did she survive the storm? And what was she doing in the ocean? And why didn’t she come on board the ship with you? And how on earth could she be singing while swimming through a storm and dragging a man behind her?”

      “All excellent questions!” Millie spun around to face her brother, placing her hands on her knees and leaning forward with fake expectation. “Perhaps you’d like to enlighten the fair princess as to the answers?”

      “I have no answers, you know that,” said Teddy, shaking his head at his sister. “But I intend to find them, however long it takes.”

      “Believe me, he cannot find them quickly enough for my liking,” Millie muttered in our direction. Her next comment was directed at the princes. “But that’s quite enough of that topic of conversation. It’s been far too long since I’ve had the chance to see the gorgeous rose gardens here, and Lilac tells me they’re in full bloom. So I expect an escort.” She turned back to us. “Would you like to see them? They truly are exquisite.”

      Sophie nodded and stood up, but I shook my head. Sophie loved roses, but my liking for flowers was only middling. Their attraction didn’t override the ache in my feet, and I had no desire to wander too far afield. Gabe offered his arm to Millie and, after a poke from his sister, Teddy offered his to Sophie.

      “I’ll stay here with Princess Lily,” said Jon.

      Sophie raised an eyebrow at me as she began to move away. Don’t think I’ve forgotten last night, either, she warned. The two of you were looking very friendly. We’re going to need to have a talk, you and me.

      There’s nothing to talk about, I protested, although I knew I wasn’t getting out of it that easily.

      Mmhmmm, she projected dismissively as they all disappeared down the path.

      I stood, feeling awkward sitting now that Jonathan was the only other person present.

      “Don’t stand for me,” he said, with a gallant smile. “I’m perfectly happy to sit.”

      “Do you mind if we move onto the grass?” I asked. “I know it’s not the most decorous thing to do, but I’d like to feel something alive and growing beneath my fingers.”

      “Certainly.” He led the way to a large, sunny patch of grass just off the path.

      I sat, just as music started up somewhere out of sight. The charming, lively melody floated through the air from the direction of the city.

      “It sounds like someone else is enjoying the beautiful weather.” Jon sat beside me, tapping his foot to the rhythm. “They must be dancing in one of the market squares.”

      “Ugh. Not me. I’ve had enough dancing for now, thank you very much.” I leaned back, bracing myself with my arms and turning my closed eyes up toward the sky. The sun beat warmly on my face. “I’m trying to stay off my feet today.”

      I could hear Jon lie down on the grass beside me. His informal posture reminded me of the way he had held me the night before. I forced myself to keep my eyes closed and not look at him. Why did I need to keep reminding myself that I hardly knew this prince? I wished he didn’t have such an effect on me.

      A pause followed before he spoke. “Is that what you all were doing in there? Dancing?” I cracked an eye open and noticed that his expression didn’t quite match his casual tone. “We didn’t hear a peep the whole time you were gone, you know. Rumor is that there must be some sort of secret passage in there, but no one has any idea where it could lead. And the servants said all of your dancing slippers were worn completely through. Did Celine break her ankle dancing with some handsome prince?”

      I wished I could tell him about the deadly dance we had all been forced to perform. “Why?” I asked instead, keeping my voice light. “Are you jealous?”

      He propped himself up on one elbow and met my eyes. “Of Celine’s dancing partner? No.”

      I looked away, a faint flush creeping up my neck.
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      When I had myself under control again, I looked back up to find he had also turned away. Did he realize he had made me uncomfortable? Did he regret his words?

      Perhaps so, since he immediately changed the subject. “It’s been a long time since we had representatives from all the kingdoms here.” He still didn’t meet my eyes. “Everyone except Palinar has sent someone for the Tourney, so we’ve already scheduled a number of meetings for tomorrow. So, in that sense, at least, you can take advantage of the timing of your arrival.” He didn’t sound happy about it.

      I don’t think Marin’s too pleased that we turned up just in time to meet royal delegations from all the kingdoms, I projected to Sophie. I think they were hoping to get in first and lock us into an alliance before we saw our other options. Which makes sense if they’re not too prosperous.

      Oh, for goodness sake! Sophie sounded half-exasperated, half-amused. You’re sitting in the sun on a beautiful day with a rather attractive prince. You should be flirting, not talking politics!

      Is that what you’re doing over there amongst the roses?

      Of course! Marigold was right, Prince Gabriel is charming. A mental giggle accompanied the words, although I suspected she was merely teasing me.

      I didn’t respond because I knew she would take issue with me if I did. Sophie and I had always done everything together, we were the ultimate team. But, ever since her illness as a child, Sophie had been more prone to sickness than me. And our only brother was eight years older, so from as early as I could remember, I had known that we needed to look after ourselves. For years the two of us were wrapped up in our own world, and the only thing I worried about was keeping her well.

      Then Alyssa, now our sister-in-law, came along and showed us that our responsibilities as princesses extended beyond ourselves. She had taught us how to fulfill our roles properly, but now Sophie thought I’d taken the lesson too far. That I’d just extended my efforts to care for her into an attempt to care for everyone. But what was wrong with that? Wasn’t it a princess’ job to care for everyone?

      And that had never been truer than now. Between my family, my kingdom, the Tourney and my sister, I had too many responsibilities to think about flirtation. Especially now I knew how this land approached marriages of alliance. From the sounds of things, one way or another, love didn’t play much of a part. So, what was the point in letting my mind dwell on romance?

      Jon seemed to take my abstraction as disapproval. “But, my apologies, I don’t know what I’m thinking to bore you with such topics on such a lovely day.”

      I shook my head. “You take your role and responsibilities seriously. That’s a good thing and nothing to apologize for.”

      “Yes,” he grinned over at me ruefully. “I often have lovely young ladies lining up to compliment me on my responsibility. A truly attractive quality.”

      I laughed. “You don’t? You shock me. What’s wrong with Marin?”

      I had meant the comment as a joke, but a shadow passed over his face at my words. I wanted to kick myself for being so clumsy. I could have sworn I was usually more deft.

      “It seems like a lovely place,” I said, trying to regain ground. “I’ve actually never been in a city-state before.”

      He brightened. “Would you like to see it? I would love to show you around one day. And your sister as well, of course. I’m sure Gabe and Teddy and Millie could be convinced to join us. Do you ride?”

      “Oh, yes!” I sat up straight at the thought of riding again. “It feels like an age since I last went out.” My thoughts turned wistfully to my beautiful riding mare at home. The Emissary had offered for me to bring her, but I hadn’t wanted to subject her to the journey when I didn’t know how much opportunity I would even have for riding.

      “Then it would be my pleasure to give you the opportunity. I might not be able to find a free day until next week, but I’ll do what I can.”

      “Thank you,” I said, just as I spotted the others in the distance. We stood, waiting for them to reach us, but were accosted by a footman before they arrived.

      He bowed low. “Your Royal Highnesses. I have been sent with a message for Princesses Liliana and Sophia.”

      “Princess Lily and Princess Sophie, please,” I said absently, as I took the folded note and skimmed its contents. Sophie hurried over and peered around me. “It’s Celine. She’s awake, and she wants to see us.”

      “Please take her our condolences and wishes for a speedy recovery,” said Jon, and the other two princes chimed in with their agreement.

      “I’m coming with you,” said Millie, abandoning her brother and striding over to us. “I want to see how she is.”

      As the three of us moved out of earshot, Millie added, “And we need to have a conversation without the boys.” For a moment I thought she meant to chide me on Prince Jonathan as well, but a glance at her face disabused me of that idea. She looked far too serious.

      “The Tourney?” asked Sophie.

      Millie nodded but didn’t elaborate. Our pace picked up, and we arrived at the door to Celine’s suite within minutes. Celine’s delegation head was clearly keeping a close eye on her condition, since it was the Duchess of Sessily herself who let us in before excusing herself at a significant look from Celine.

      The Lanoverian princess looked tired and pale, propped up in bed with her leg stretched out on top of the coverlet. Sophie rushed over, while Millie and I approached more slowly.

      “I told the duchess I needed to speak to you alone,” said Celine, before any of us could greet her. “I know there’s not much we can say—I’ve already tested it out—but we still need to talk. And I suspect it will be a lot easier when it’s just us.”

      “I hope you don’t mind that I tagged along,” said Millie.

      “No, of course not,” said Celine. “You were down there too and are as much involved as any of us.”

      “But tell us your news first,” said Sophie. “What have the doctors said about your ankle?”

      Celine’s shoulders slumped. “A break, of course. And made a great deal worse by the delay in treatment.”

      I winced, remembering the way we had been forced to drag her across the hills of gravel.

      “I passed out early in their examination, and they managed to set it before I came around, thank goodness. It’s bound with a splint now, and I’ve been ordered on complete bed rest.”

      Sophie winced. “You poor thing. Not for the whole six weeks of healing, I hope!”

      Celine’s face, which had been looking grim ever since our arrival, darkened even further. “No, indeed,” she said. “Impossible, in fact, since in two nights’ time, I will need to present myself in the ball room once again.”

      “What?” Sophie looked outraged. “They can’t possibly expect you to continue in the Tourney!”

      I glanced over at Millie who held her bottom lip between her teeth, her gaze fixed on the ground. She looked pale but not surprised.

      “Let me guess.” I tried to keep the resentment out of my voice for the sake of our new friend. “They were full of apologies, but the rules must be followed. And the rules make no allowance for injury.”

      “Got it in one,” said Celine.

      “But…your ankle,” said Sophie in a whisper.

      “The doctors have bound the splint in starched bandages to keep the ankle as immobile as possible.” Celine shifted on the bed uncomfortably. “And they have promised to make me a pair of crutches. But, one way or another, I must be in that room when the time comes.”

      We all stared at her with varying degrees of discomfort.

      “Have you tried calling for your godmother?” I asked. “This Tourney is putting you at serious risk.”

      She winced. “I tried. She didn’t come.”

      Sophie grimaced. “I tried, too.” I stared at her in surprise, and she shrugged. “Nothing happened.”

      Why didn’t you tell me?

      It was first thing after I woke up. You were still sleeping. When she didn’t come, there didn’t seem any point mentioning it. I would have told you later, it just didn’t seem like cheery morning news.

      “I wish I had a godmother.” Millie sighed.

      “It wouldn’t do you much good given they seem to have an aversion to this land,” said Celine. She forced a small smile and shrugged. “The doctors still believe the prognosis is good. But they have warned me to place as little stress on it as possible.”

      “I don’t understand!” Sophie burst out. “Who would set up such a competition? What sort of way is this to pick a bride?”

      Instinctively, I reached out for her in my mind. The warm companionship of her presence washed over me, neither of us able to change the situation but glad to be in it together.

      “I don’t think that it was like this in the past,” said Millie, finally speaking up. “I’ve heard people say that the Tourney changes depending on who called it. Its purpose is to find the perfect wife and queen for that specific ruler, after all. They say each Tourney reflects the man behind it.” She looked at us with wide eyes. “The rumors must be true. Prince Dominic is a monster.” She shuddered. “Perhaps the Tourney is only fulfilling its role—perhaps only the strongest of us has a chance of surviving the Beast.”

      The fear that shone in her eyes also roiled in my gut. I pushed it aside. “It’s no good thinking about the end of the Tourney yet. After what happened to Celine, we need to focus on the competition itself. For the collaborative phase, at least, our one goal has to be to keep everyone alive.”

      For a moment there was silence, and then Sophie took a deep breath and nodded. “The younger girls, especially Pearl and Opal, aren’t going to make it without us. They need to be our focus.” Her eyes met mine, and she didn’t need to project any words for me to understand her thoughts.

      We had once felt young and alone, and an older girl had put herself at risk to protect us. Alyssa was our sister-in-law now, a beloved family member, but she had owed us nothing back then. And when I looked at tiny Pearl and Opal, still children, really—and even Marigold and Giselle—I saw our younger selves. Sophie might think I had taken my sense of responsibility too far, but I knew she saw us in these young girls, too.

      Celine, unaware of our silent memories, nodded. “And I’m afraid I’m not going to be much help. I’ll be worse than dead weight, in fact. I’m going to need your assistance just to get up and down that blasted ladder. Which means it’s all on the three of you. Lilac should be some help, but I didn’t notice that Emmeline putting herself out too much.”

      “Try not to worry too much, Celine,” I said. “You’ll go crazy cooped up in here, if you do. We’ll have to lead them, certainly, but you saw Marigold last night. Just because they’re young doesn’t mean they can’t help themselves, too. Remember when you were fourteen.”

      The ghost of a smile crossed her lips. Celine was proud of her own adventures at fourteen. I remembered her complaining at the time about her older sister shutting her out of the action. Perhaps she understood her sister’s perspective better now.

      A knock sounded on the door, and the Duchess of Sessily entered without waiting for an answer. “Princess Celine needs her rest, Your Highnesses. The doctors have left strict instructions.”

      “Of course.” Sophie rose from where she had been sitting on the edge of Celine’s bed. She looked down at our friend. “We’ll come back tomorrow.”

      Celine managed a smile. “I don’t envy you sitting through all those boring meetings.” As Sophie began to move away, she reached out and grabbed her arm. “Make sure you do come back to visit me.” I could read panic in her eyes. “I don’t cope well with inactivity.”

      I suppressed a smile. After spending weeks on a sailing ship with her, the admission hardly came as a surprise.

      “Of course we will,” said Millie. “And I’ll let the other girls know, too. They can bring some books and games for you. It will be good for them to have something to focus on other than fear for the next event.”

      The duchess glanced at her sharply but didn’t say anything. I didn’t know her well enough to guess if she was reacting to the prospect of an invasion of her sick room, or to the mention of the Tourney. As someone used to always being one step ahead, it must gall her not to have access to any information about the events. But, for once, she could do nothing about it.
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      While the diplomatic meetings the next day weren’t as boring as Celine had feared, I did find it hard to focus. Thoughts of the following evening with its ball and its Tourney event kept looming. And I clearly wasn’t the only one obsessing over the Tourney. It lingered in the background of every meeting, affecting every discussion, every proposed alliance. In the end, only one kingdom would be affected by the Tourney’s outcome, but until we knew who, everyone was affected.

      Some of the other young royals hadn’t bothered to attend the meetings at all. And, of those who did, only the direct heirs had seats at the table. The rest of us were relegated to ‘seats of honor’ against the walls. Such conduct hardly surprised me. Seventeen-year-old girls had never been highly prized as negotiators or diplomats, regardless of our royal standing. At least I knew the baron and baroness respected Sophie and me enough to consult us and keep us informed between sessions.

      The meetings between the various rulers and delegation heads from the represented kingdoms were followed by a series of meetings with important Marinese merchants, craftsmen and nobles. Each group proved eager to know more of life in Arcadia and Lanover and, in particular, what trade might usefully be established and what skills and knowledge we might possess that they did not. And, of course, our own delegations were eager to know the same information from them.

      The final session broke off in time for the evening meal, with promises to resume the next day. I resolved not to attend. Though unspoken, it was clear that no firm agreements would be made until the end of the Tourney, so I no longer felt guilty about devoting my energy to the competition.

      Prince Jonathan had attended every meeting. He participated actively, showing respect for all, regardless of station, and a keen sense of diplomacy. My eyes were continually drawn back to him during the discussions, and I had to keep reminding myself that he actually held a junior position compared to many of those present. I found it easy to forget given his confidence and intelligence. A couple of times his eyes met mine across the room, and I wished I had something useful to contribute, instead of being relegated to the wall in an honorary position.

      But some of those present seemed to dismiss Jon because of his age. One man in particular, a merchant, spoke to him with barely-concealed contempt. Jon maintained his calm and his diplomatic smile, but I fumed on his behalf. How could anyone fail to see the value Jon brought to the discussions? And that was without taking into consideration the respect that was due him as a member of the host royal family.

      Listen to that man! I projected to Sophie. You would think Jon was ten, not nineteen, from the way that merchant is talking.

      Sophie seemed calmer about the whole thing. Yes, but that particular merchant seems to talk to everyone that way. At least everyone from his own duchy. He’s respectful enough to our people.

      Ugh. I shivered slightly. Listen to him now, oozing charm all over the baron and baroness. Do you know who he is? I don’t want Arcadia making any deals with him, but I didn’t catch his name.

      Of course you didn’t, was there any chance you would? Sophie seemed to find this more humorous than it warranted.

      Well, did you? And don’t say ‘Of course, I did’!

      Of course I did! Sophie’s placid reply almost made me laugh out loud.

      Well, then? I prompted her.

      Sir Oswald. Apparently he was recently knighted for his services to the duchy.

      I sent her a mental grimace. Why do I get the feeling that means he made a large financial contribution to some project or other?

      Maybe because he seems like that type?

      “An excellent point, Your Grace,” said Sir Oswald to the Duchess of Sessily. “I myself have frequently recommended to our own duke that we adopt such a system. I have great hopes to see it implemented yet.”

      There you go, projected Sophie, he isn’t just disrespectful to your Prince Jon. He’s even disrespectful to Jon’s father.

      Pompous idiot. I frowned at him. And he’s not my prince.

      The Lanoverian duchess had responded civilly, if a little dampeningly, and the conversation moved on. I had my eye on Sir Oswald after that, though, and I didn’t like what I saw. It only made me more determined not to attend the next day.

      As it turned out, I had less free time than I had hoped. The traditions of this land had once again reared their heads and insisted that we attend the ball that evening in full formal attire. The only thing I could think was that Millie must have been right and that previous Tourneys had been a great deal less physically demanding. But we could hardly explain the true situation to those insisting tradition be maintained.

      “The duke seems determined to ensure that his duchy cannot be faulted on any aspect of their running of the Tourney,” said the baroness in our rooms that afternoon.

      “It must be costing him a lot, hosting so many visitors and festivities.” I glanced across at Helena, and the baroness nodded her agreement. “I wonder if it’s a problem for them? If we’re right about their lack of finances, that is.”

      “Never mind finances or their lack,” said Sophie, her head buried in one of our wardrobes, “whatever are we going to wear tonight?” She pulled herself out and turned to glare at me. “That’s a far more immediate question.”

      The dancing slippers were an unfortunate requirement, but we could do nothing about them. “If you continue to wear them through at such a rate, we shall have to ask the duchy to supply more,” said Helena.

      I hoped it wouldn’t come to that. Surely every night could not be as demanding as the first had been? I just didn’t see how we could survive an endless run of such events.

      “What about this one?” asked Sophie, holding up a dress.

      Helena and I both considered it.

      “The skirt is a little on the large side.” I frowned at it.

      “Yes, but I thought it would give me freedom of movement,” Sophie replied.

      It took a great deal more such conversation before we settled on a dress for each of us, and Helena left with a large pile of gowns and promises to find the palace seamstresses. If we were to attend a ball and a Tourney event every three days, we would need some adjustments made to our wardrobe.

      As we entered the ballroom, I glanced across at Sophie. She looked stunning in pale gold, the tight bodice blossoming into a full skirt. I matched her perfectly in pale blue, our favorite colors.

      Who were we fooling? We didn’t pick the most practical dresses after all, did we? I shook my head at our foolishness. We just picked our favorites.

      Perhaps our greatest need was for a little extra courage? Sophie suggested. That has its own practicality.

      Impulsively I reached over and squeezed her tight. Thank goodness you’re here, Soph. I don’t think I could do it on my own.

      No, you probably couldn’t. She grinned at me. And I’m glad you occasionally remember it. Don’t think I don’t know you’re trying to protect me still, even after all these years.

      A tall figure called our attention back to the ballroom. Prince Jonathan stood in front of us, his wide-eyed gaze moving between us before settling on me. “Dance with me?”
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      What was that about him not being your prince again? asked Sophie as Jon led me into the dance.

      That’s called a lucky guess, I told her. It could just as easily be you dancing with him right now.

      She just laughed at me.

      Jon spun me around, still raptly gazing at me. “You look stunning, Lily.”

      I blinked. Was it possible it hadn’t been just a guess? “You really can tell us apart?” He had said he’d chosen me specifically last time we danced, but I now realized that I hadn’t fully believed him. “Most people find that difficult, unless they know us well.”

      “Maybe that means I know you well.”

      I raised both eyebrows at him.

      He laughed. “Fine, I’ll tell you my secret…Sophie has brighter hair than yours. It’s more gold.”

      He was right, but I was a little surprised he had picked up on the subtle distinction. Apparently Jon can tell us apart, he’s noticed that your hair is brighter, I projected to Sophie across the dance floor.

      A moment later she whirled past in the arms of Gabe, giving me a stern look when our eyes met. Don’t read too much into it, Lil. I’m sure he doesn’t mean to insult your hair.

      As usual Sophie had seen straight through me. I sternly reprimanded myself for the disappointed pang. I had already decided I had no time for flirting, and now my heart needed to fall into line. What did it matter that there were two small differences between us—one more flattering to each of us, and that Jon had noticed the less-flattering difference to me? It really made no difference at all.

      “Very observant,” I said, trying to keep my voice light. “I award you all the points.”

      He smiled at my attempted Tourney humor, but his eyes looked all too knowing. He leaned in close and whispered in my ear, “That and your eyes are deeper. Bluer.”

      Heat crept up my cheeks, and I told myself I did not feel a thrill shooting through me at his closeness and the feel of his warm breath against my face. But I didn’t seem to be listening.

      When the music changed, neither of us pulled away, and I let him draw me into a second dance. And somehow the second became a third. But I retained enough sense to remove myself from the dance floor after that.

      Jon left to find me a drink, and I positioned myself near one of the tall windows, fanning my face. The main Marinese ballroom was the largest I had ever seen. I imagined size was a necessity when you hosted combined events for six kingdoms. The large crystal and gold chandeliers reminded me of the wealth I had expected to find in this duchy. If Marin were struggling now, it had certainly not always been so.

      “I suppose you have much finer chandeliers at home,” said an unfamiliar voice beside my elbow. I turned and my mind went blank. I scrambled to place the vaguely familiar face but came up empty.

      Sophie! I called in a panic. I’ve got nothing. I’m against the windows.

      A pause that felt like forever, but probably only lasted a couple of seconds ensued.

      Oh, I see you. But I can’t recall a name either. I don’t think we’ve met her.

      But she looks familiar.

      Probably because she spent a large part of the last ball glaring at us, if I remember correctly. Sophie sounded less than pleased. Watch your step.

      “Oh no,” I said, keeping my face neutral, “these are quite the finest examples of chandeliers   I’ve ever seen.”

      The girl looked torn between pride and disgust. She was tall and willowy, pretty although her features were too thin for classical beauty.

      “Lanover might have something similar, though,” I suggested, “they’re wealthier than Arcadia.” I couldn’t immediately call to mind the lighting in the Lanoverian ballroom, so the statement was true enough. And Lanover was the wealthiest of the Four Kingdoms. I merely failed to mention that my kingdom was also enjoying a time of heightened prosperity. Given her apparent preoccupation with fancy decorations, I hoped the insinuation that Arcadia was poor might drive the girl away.

      I felt a little guilty for sending her in Celine’s direction. But the other princess, who had just made an appearance hobbling on two wooden crutches, was flanked by the formidable figure of the Duchess of Sessily, so I figured she was safe.

      The disgust on the girl’s face grew at my words and then quickly fell away. I turned to follow her gaze and saw Jon returning with two drinks. The girl dipped into a deep curtsey, but something about the way her eyes lingered on the prince seemed less respectful. If I had to put a name to it, I would have labeled it as hunger.

      I shifted slightly, and Jon seemed to pick up on my discomfort. He gave the girl a small bow and a smile. “A pleasure to see you, Corinna, but I’m afraid I must steal Princess Lily away. State business, you understand.”

      The girl, Corinna, looked disappointed, but she could hardly protest. I took Jon’s arm, and we hurried away.

      “State business, is it?” I raised an eyebrow at him, a smile lurking on my lips.

      “I’m the prince, remember.” He directed an unrepentant grin at me. “Anything I do is state business.”

      “I could almost feel sorry for her,” I said, but he quickly shook his head.

      “There’s no need, I assure you. Corinna is Sir Oswald’s daughter, and he’s the second richest merchant in Marin. And now a knight as well.” He sighed. “I shouldn’t be so harsh, perhaps, but the whole family is rather insufferable.”

      “From the little I’ve seen, I recommend you stay far away,” I agreed promptly. “Unless you have a particular interest in chandeliers.”

      “Chandeliers?” He looked adorably confused.

      “Never mind.” I shook my head. “Now, were you planning to actually hand that drink over?”

      “What? Oh!” He looked down as if he had forgotten all about the glasses he held. I compared his laughing expression now with the day before as he patiently ignored Sir Oswald’s snide remarks, and I wanted to go back and give Corinna a piece of my mind. I refrained, but it was a close thing.

      What’s got you steaming at the ears? Sophie glided up, her hand resting on Teddy’s arm, now, although Gabe and Millie followed close behind.

      I’ll explain later, I said. Then couldn’t help adding, That was Corinna, Sir Oswald’s daughter.

      Ah! Sophie gave me a knowing look, her eyes drifting significantly toward Jon.

      I shook my head at her. Now is not the time. There’s something a bit more important going on tonight, remember.

      She instantly sobered, just as a loud bell chimed through the packed ballroom.

      “That seems early.” I glanced around at the locals.

      “I don’t think it has a set time.” Millie glanced nervously toward the small door in the side wall. “I believe each ball is different.”

      “Well, I’m glad not to be forced to wait around,” I said, and Sophie nodded her agreement.

      “We should probably get going, before the officials come to round us up again.”

      The princes followed us across the room, the crowd parting before us. When we reached the door, we found the other princesses gathered. Only Celine was missing, and I could see her hobbling through the crowd.

      As soon as she arrived, the door opened, and we all filed through in order. One of the Talinosian twins drew a breath that sounded suspiciously like a sob, but everyone else remained quiet. What horrors awaited us tonight?
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      After the destruction of the mirror palace during the previous event, Sophie and I had speculated that the trap door might lead us somewhere different tonight. But the ladder deposited us back in the same grove of silver.

      We decided to lower Celine down by her arms in the end—Millie and I at the top, and Sophie and Lilac at the bottom. Celine bore the whole ordeal with grace, and we were soon making our way down the path once again.

      “Do you think we’ll be doing the event in the ruins of the palace?” asked Hazel.

      “How would we know?” Marigold rolled her eyes. “That’s a stupid question.”

      Sophie grinned across at me. Little sisters, right?

      I sent back a chuckle. We were pretty obnoxious, weren’t we?

      Obnoxious, but lovable, Alyssa assures me, she projected solemnly.

      The silver leaves gave way to gold and then to diamonds, before dropping away to be replaced by the still lake. Within seconds, the twelve small boats came into sight, their appearance that of aimless drifters, but their path sure.

      I strained my eyes forward as we floated across the water, trying to catch a glimpse of the other side. When the shore came into sight, the castle looked exactly as it had on our previous visit. I tried to remember whether the outside had been damaged last time. I couldn’t remember.

      The other princesses all exchanged wary looks, but no one spoke as I led the way up to the great palace doors. Peering inside, I looked around in astonishment. The entrance hall appeared untouched. Quiet exclamations and whispers broke out from the small crowd behind me.

      “Like our dresses,” someone said, and I realized they were right. Our restored dresses had been the clue that should have led us to this conclusion.

      I sighed. “Well, come on then, let’s get this over with.” I led the way to the throne room, much more confident in my steps now that I had explored the true palace. Once again, the heavy wooden table with the twelve chairs awaited us.

      We seated ourselves and stared expectantly at our empty golden plates. They remained empty. When we exchanged confused looks, we saw the single parchment that had once again appeared in the middle of the table. Celine made no move to retrieve it, so Emmeline did so instead.

      “The boats have gone and will not return you to the other side of the lake,” she read out. Both of the twins gasped. “You must work together to find your own way back across.”

      She placed the parchment back down on the table in front of her and regarded us all. No one said anything.

      After a moment, Hazel spoke. “At least this task sounds safer than the last one turned out to be.”

      “Yeah,” said Celine, “until our makeshift raft sinks in the middle of the lake, and we all drown.”

      One of the twins—I really needed to learn to tell them apart—gasped again, and Celine grimaced. “Sorry. The pain from my ankle makes me grumpy. I’m sure we’ll manage to make an excellent boat.”

      “Of course we will,” said Sophie, a little too brightly.

      Really? I asked her.

      Well, we have to, don’t we? So we will.

      I admire your spirit.

      She rolled her eyes at me.

      “I can’t swim.” Giselle glanced at her sister, Emmeline, who said nothing. Giselle didn’t seem particularly perturbed, she simply stated it as a fact. Thankfully the thought that we might all swim across hadn’t even occurred to me. The lake was wide, and I had to assume it was deep. It wouldn’t be much of a challenge if it wasn’t.

      “What about this table?” asked Marigold. “We could turn it upside down and sit in it, like a boat.”

      This time Hazel was the one delivering a withering look in her younger sister’s direction. “That’s a terrible idea. It’s far too heavy.”

      Marigold opened her mouth to respond, so I rushed in before things could devolve into a fight. “I’m afraid Hazel is right. I don’t think the table would have enough buoyancy.” I cast my eyes around the rest of the throne room. Other than the thrones themselves, it was empty.

      “I’m happy to say there’s a noticeable lack of falling masonry this time around. So I vote we spread out and look through this palace, see if we can find anything useful.”

      A couple of the younger ones looked reluctant, but Millie smiled at them. “We’ll stick together in twos or threes.”

      This seemed to alleviate their worst fears, and I quickly found myself wandering through the rooms with Sophie. Millie had taken the young twins under her wing, and Blanche had volunteered to help Celine. Emmeline and Giselle had stuck together, as always, and Lilac, Hazel and Marigold, the local princesses, had also chosen to go exploring together, despite their earlier tiff. All of which resulted in me and Sophie finding ourselves unencumbered.

      It didn’t take me long to realize we had a problem. The layout might mirror the real palace, but none of the furniture had been replicated. The rooms were all empty. I stuck my head into the fourth room we had encountered and then withdrew it with a sigh. The windows didn’t even have curtains, so there was no point going in.

      Sophie peered into the next room and then paused and stepped inside. I followed close behind, hoping she’d found something. Another empty room greeted us, except that this one had rows of tall cupboards built into each wall.

      You never know… Sophie walked all the way down to the end of the room to open the furthest cupboard first. Perhaps she just wanted to prolong any small hope.

      I saw her shoulders slump before I received her projection. Empty.

      We checked each cupboard, just in case, but every shelf turned up bare. We met in the middle of the room.

      What do you think will happen if we can’t get across?

      I didn’t even want to think about that option, but if we didn’t find something soon, we were going to have to consider it. Another head appeared around the doorway.

      Blanche’s gaze locked on to us. “Oh, you’re already here.” She looked up and down the room and then back at us hopefully.

      We both shook our heads, and she seemed to shrink a little. “Nothing here either,” she said to someone, presumably Celine, outside in the corridor. “Well, except for Lily and Sophie.”

      I sadly surveyed the closed cupboards. If only they had held something of use. I paused and looked at them again.

      “Actually,” I said. “I might have an idea.”

      “Really?” Blanche stepped into the room, and Celine appeared behind her.

      I pointed at the cupboard doors. “Do those look like pine to you? Do you think we could get them off?”

      All three of the others turned to stare at the cupboards. “I think we could,” said Celine slowly. “And there’s plenty of them.”

      “Let’s give it a try.” Sophie was almost rubbing her hands together in anticipation.

      The three of us who were uninjured took to the destruction of the room with enthusiasm. Celine watched our efforts a little enviously before hobbling out into the corridor. She started calling loudly for the other girls to gather.

      It ended up taking the combined efforts of Sophie, Blanche and me to pull a single cupboard door free. As the other girls trickled in, Celine explained the situation, and they all attacked doors of their own. The twins made almost no impact on their chosen cupboard, but Emmeline and Giselle managed to remove one.

      A great deal of bickering sounded from the cupboard being demolished by the three Marinese princesses, but they all appeared extremely pleased with one another as soon as it came free. I shook my head and hid a smile. One benefit of mind-to-mind communication was that Sophie and I had been able to hide a lot of our petty squabbling from others.

      Each group of girls removed a second door, and then we took a break to survey the results of our efforts. My arms ached, and I rubbed my shoulder which I had wrenched a little pulling the second one free.

      Look at poor Pearl, projected Sophie.

      One of the twins was staring at the detached doors and shivering violently. Her sister put an arm around her, but she didn’t look much more confident herself.

      “I want to be brave,” said Pearl, her voice small. “But I’m scared. I can’t swim either; what if I fall off and drown?” Her eyes flicked briefly to Celine and then away again. “What if my door drifts away from everyone else’s?”

      “Oh, Pearl.” Sophie crossed over to put an arm around her. “We’ll help you.” She looked down at the doors. “And I think they’re big enough for two of us. So you won’t be on your door alone.”

      “She raises a good point, though” I said, trying to put a positive spin on her words. “We need to think about how we’re going to steer and propel ourselves.”

      “And stick together,” said Sophie. “Maybe we can come up with a way to tie ourselves to each other, so no one floats away.”

      A mischievous smile crept over Celine’s face. “There’s really only one solution. And it’s a good thing we’re all girls because I’m afraid it’s going to be rather indecorous.”

      “Oh dear,” I said, guessing where she was going.

      She grinned at me. “We’ll have to kick our way across, and they’ll only hamper our movements anyway.”

      “Hamper our…” Emmeline’s voice trailed off as understanding hit. “You want us to remove our dresses. Absolutely not.”

      Celine glared at her. “What other option do we have? We can still wear our underthings, of course. I don’t much fancy getting a splinter halfway across the lake.” She grinned at the rest of us, and Millie half-laughed, half-groaned.

      Emmeline’s face hadn’t responded to Celine’s glare or her grin. “I am not worried about drifting away from the group.”

      Opal whimpered, and I strode up to Emmeline.

      “I don’t care what you’re worried about,” I whispered at her. “I’m not exactly worried either. We’re doing it for the sake of the younger ones. This is a collaborative exercise, remember? We all need to make it across, and we all need to make an effort to participate.”

      She stared at me for a moment, then looked away. “Very well.”

      I rocked back on my heels, swallowing my next argument. I hadn’t expected her to be so easily convinced. I glanced at Celine who shrugged. Her expression suggested she understood the two icy Eldonian princesses as little as I did.

      I sighed and turned back to the others. “Well, that’s settled then. We’ll use our dresses. If we position the doors sideways…” I knelt down to measure the length of the wood with my hands. “We can lay them flat on the water with the longest side facing forward. Then two of us can lie across them, side by side.”

      “How will we move forward?” Marigold frowned down at the cupboard door in front of me.

      “We’ll lie with our stomachs and chests on the board, but our arms hanging over the front and our legs dangling off the back. That way we can still paddle and kick.” I looked up at them all. “If we get into pairs and tie two dresses together, we can use them to connect our rafts, like ropes between us. We won’t have enough length to tie them on, but one girl can hold the end of the dress connecting them to the raft in front, and one can hold the dress connecting them to the raft behind. I actually think this might work.”

      “No might about it,” said Sophie. She rubbed Pearl’s arm. “Good thinking, Pearl.”

      Turning Pearl’s fear into a helpful suggestion was a nice touch. Hopefully it might convince the magic of the Tourney that the young twins were doing their best to contribute.

      “Let’s get these down to the lake, then.” Millie leaned down and lifted the end of one of the doors. Blanche stepped forward to help her. Emmeline and Giselle made no move to help, but Hazel and Marigold, the two younger Marinese princesses, managed a door between them. Pearl attempted to help Lilac but wobbled awkwardly as she tried to lift her end. Opal stepped forward to join her and, between them, they got it under control.

      I looked toward Emmeline and Giselle, only to discover they had already left the room. Three doors remained, along with Sophie, Celine and I. Celine grimaced down at her crutches. “Sorry, twins.”

      I shrugged. “We can lift three.” We stacked them on top of each other, and picked them up. I staggered for a moment before properly balancing the weight.

      Thankfully the room had been on the ground floor, so we didn’t have to navigate any stairs. I had a nightmarish vision of Pearl or Opal losing their footing and tripping down an entire flight, only to be squashed by their dropped cupboard door.

      “At least the water’s warm,” said Sophie. “It could be worse, really.”

      I winced. “Don’t say that. I’m still waiting for the ceiling to start falling in.”

      No collapsing stone impeded us, however, and we reached the edge of the lake without incident. Everyone put down their burdens and then stood around awkwardly. Sophie turned her back to me. “Can you undo my laces, Lily?”

      I worked as quickly as I could, glad to see the others all following Sophie’s lead. As soon as we had both scrambled out of our dresses, we went to help Celine who was struggling to balance while she tried to pull her gown over her head. Soon we all stood in our underclothes and petticoats.

      “I hope the dresses come out unscathed again,” said Sophie. “Since this is one of my favorites.”

      “Just as long as we don’t drop any into the lake,” said Celine. “It would make someone’s arrival back aboveground a little awkward.”

      A quiet snort that might have been a hidden laugh drew my eyes to Giselle. I thought that might have been the first sign of emotion I had seen from the younger girl. When she met my eyes, I smiled, but she just looked away. I sighed. Like brother, like sister.

      Sophie and I knotted our dresses together, using the three-quarter length sleeves. I tugged at the knots. “I think they’ll hold. Especially once they’re wet.”

      “I’ll check the others,” said Celine, clearly eager to be helpful. Within minutes we had six makeshift rafts, each with their own lifeline.

      We don’t actually need six lifelines. Sophie sent me an image of the six rafts in a line across the lake. We only need five.

      I know. But I don’t want anyone wearing a dress if they lose their grip and end up underwater.

      Sophie’s eyes flew up to meet mine, her face slightly pale in the strange light of our underground kingdom. She didn’t say anything, though, so I turned to the others.

      “I think Blanche and I should each take a raft with one of the twins,” said Millie, clearly not speaking about Sophie and me.

      I ran my eye over everyone else, counting in my head. The Eldonians would stick together, as they always did. “Marigold, why don’t you go with Sophie,” I said. “And Celine and I can lead the way and set the pace.”

      Celine sent me an apologetic look. “I can kick with one foot.”

      I shook my head firmly. “Absolutely not. You can’t risk further injury, remember. You can hold our lifeline, and I’ll do the kicking. That’s why I want us in front. We’ll set the pace, however slow that is. It doesn’t matter how long it takes, just as long as we all arrive on the other side. The water’s warm, so we won’t have to worry about that, either.”

      “Let’s get going then,” said Emmeline, dragging one of the doors toward the water. Her sister moved to help her.

      Between us, we dragged the six rafts into the water. The ground dropped away gradually, so we were all able to stand in a clump, nearly up to our waists in water, with the rafts floating between us. It was impossible to see through the water, even at this shallow depth, and I suppressed a shiver. Anything could be down there. I sternly told myself not to think about it.

      Instead, I helped Celine to drape herself across the closest raft, and then placed her crutches horizontally, tucked between her chest and the wood. It didn’t look comfortable, but she didn’t complain. Her face looked determined as she gripped the raft with one hand and our lifeline of dresses with the other.

      I pushed her a little way away from the shore, and fed the other end of the makeshift rope to Lilac. With some squirming and splashing, she and Hazel managed to get themselves into position, and Sophie handed Hazel a second lifeline.

      Emmeline took the other end, and I left Sophie to help the others get into position while I pushed our lead raft further into the lake to make room for the line to form behind us. Hoisting myself up onto the raft, I tried not to jostle Celine. Her crutches poked into me, and she apologized and attempted to move them out of the way.

      By the time we had both stabilized again, only my head remained dry. The warm water made my underclothes stick uncomfortably to my skin. I tried to ignore them, kicking us gently out into the lake and only stopping when the dress clutched in Celine’s hand pulled tight. Looking back, I saw Lilac and Hazel following us, with Emmeline and Giselle behind them. Next came Millie and Pearl, and then Blanche and Opal. Right back at the shore, Sophie helped Marigold position herself on their door. I kicked forward a little further, and the line of rafts bobbed after me, giving Sophie a bit more room.

      We’re ready. You can go now, she projected after another minute.

      I started kicking again. Can you keep an eye on our direction? Let me know if I start veering off. A more reliable way to keep a straight course would have been preferable, but I still appreciated the ease with which Sophie could direct me from the back.

      Our progress was slow, and it took a while for us all to find a rhythm, so that we didn’t constantly pull at each other. I appreciated the distraction since my mind kept coming back to the question of what might lurk unseen in the water beneath us.

      Every few minutes, Sophie would project, directing me back toward the left or right. She also called out occasionally to one of the other rafts. I trusted her to direct us, instead focusing my efforts on moving forwards. Propelling a cupboard door, two wet girls and a heavy weight of wet material on my own proved to be hard work. Soon I could see nothing but water in every direction. Only the splashing from my own feet and the rafts behind me let me know we were moving forward at all.

      As time wore on, my legs began to feel as if they had been weighted down with rocks. Kicking became more and more of an effort. My arms complained, too, about their awkward position on the raft and the strain of holding me in place. I guessed it must be worse for Celine who had the crutches and lifeline to contend with as well.

      More time passed, and I heard soft murmurs from some of the girls behind me. I didn’t waste my breath talking, limiting my comments to projections in Sophie’s direction. I had started to stare ahead of us, convinced I would catch sight of the shore at any moment, when a squeal rang out behind me.

      Wave! Sophie’s silent warning screamed in my mind just in time for me to fling one arm around Celine, locking us both in place as a surge of water threw us helplessly up and then dropped us down again.

      Celine grunted in pain, but she remained on the raft, so I ignored her and twisted around to examine the rest of the group. Two rafts behind us, Giselle had dropped her end of her dress lifeline, so that their raft, along with the ones attached behind them, had come loose from the leading two. She seemed to have recovered, however, because she had joined her sister in kicking their raft back toward Lilac and Hazel who had managed to keep hold of their end of the lifeline.

      My eyes skipped straight to the back of the rafts to find Sophie, but she didn’t meet my eyes, focused instead on something between us. I followed her gaze, counting heads as I did, and stopped when I reached the raft two in front of Sophie. I could only see one head.

      Millie, now gripping both her and Pearl’s lifelines, was looking frantically around at the surrounding water. I saw her shift, as if about to let go and dive under, but her hands were full with their raft and both lifelines. “No one move,” I yelled, as Pearl resurfaced, spluttering, only to sink back under the water again. I abandoned my raft to Celine and kicked off hard in Pearl’s direction.

      Opal didn’t listen, reaching out to try to help her sister. When Pearl resurfaced again, however, she blindly grabbed at Opal’s reaching hand and pulled her twin down with her. Opal screamed and let go of her end of the lifeline.

      “Blanche!” I called, but the pale princess had already snatched the soggy clothing from the water. Sophie! I projected. I’m not going to be able to pull them both back up.

      I’m already on my way. I saw her then, rushing toward me through the water from the other end of our line of rafts. Marigold has our raft in hand. And thankfully there don’t seem to be any more waves behind us. I wasn’t watching backwards, so I didn’t see that one coming.

      I kicked harder. I hadn’t even thought about another wave, although I should have. Such a clearly unnatural event might come again out of nowhere.

      We met up at the spot where the twins had gone down, and I waited for them to resurface. But neither did. For a brief second my eyes met Sophie’s, and then we both took a deep breath and dived, cold washing over us despite the warmth of the water.
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      The dark and murky water made visibility impossible. I quested out with my arms, hoping desperately to encounter a petticoat or a hand. And hoping equally strongly that I didn’t touch anything slimy. It took every bit of courage I had to dive down away from the surface.

      I’ve got one of them! Sophie sounded triumphant.

      My breath was running out, so I twisted in the water, swinging my arms out wildly. My foot bumped against something, and I twisted again. Please be the other twin, please be the other twin, ran through my head like a litany.

      One of my hands encountered fabric, and I kicked toward the surface, dragging it behind me. Pain blossomed along the shoulder I had wrenched earlier, but I pressed on. My lungs burned, and I burst from the water, gasping wildly. I pulled up the dead weight behind me, and one of the twins appeared. She gulped down air and grabbed at me, nearly sending us both back under.

      “Whoa, whoa,” I called between splashes. “Calm down, I’ve got you.”

      Slowly she stopped fighting and floated in the water, letting me support her as she continued to gasp in air. I saw that Sophie was already helping Opal retake her place next to Blanche, so it must be Pearl I was supporting. I towed her toward Millie.

      “Oh, thank goodness.” Tears streamed down Millie’s cheeks. “That wave caught me by surprise, and I didn’t even see her go under.”

      “It caught us all by surprise.” I clung to the edge of their door, my legs already long past exhaustion.

      “Do you think you can hold on if there’s another one?” I asked Pearl as I hoisted her into position on the wood.

      She nodded. “I’ll hold on tighter the rest of the way.” Her teeth chattered, but her grip did look secure. “Do you…do you think there’ll be another one?”

      I glanced at Millie. “I hope not.”

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’ll be ready, too.”

      I nodded to Millie and kicked off toward the next raft, using it to propel me toward the next one. Thankfully, while I had been occupied with Pearl, the others had managed to reform our line. All too soon, I had retaken my place.

      “Are you all right?” Celine eyed me.

      A shudder ripped through me. An aftereffect of the shock, I supposed. “Has the water gotten colder?” I shivered again.

      “Not that I’ve noticed.” Celine frowned at me.

      “Never mind. Let’s keep going. I want to get out of this water before the Tourney decides to send another wave in our direction.” Somehow I forced my leaden legs to kick again. Bit by bit we inched forward through the water.

      “There!” said Celine. “I think I can see the land.”

      The effort of lifting my head to look overwhelmed me, so I stayed down, my face only just clearing the surface of the water. We were nearly there, and that was all that mattered. I just had to keep kicking, one leg after the other. One leg after the other.

      “I can touch!” I felt Celine’s weight lift off the door. I stopped kicking and let her hop along, pushing us in. I knew I should tell her to stop, that she might hurt her ankle, but I couldn’t find my voice.

      I rolled off the door and onto my hands and knees in the shallows. Slowly I crawled forward until I could flop onto my back on dry land. Now that my wet body was entirely out of the water, I trembled with continuous shivers. I could hear the other princesses around me, coming in to land, and then a familiar figure lay down beside me. She scooted in close, and our arms touched, the shivers passing back and forth between us.

      Is everyone…?

      I did a head count. Even Sophie’s projection sounded exhausted. Twelve.

      Good.

      We lay there for another minute. Finally I forced myself to sit up. Celine had marshalled the others to unpick the knots in our dresses. Some had finished, but others still hunched over the sodden material. Several of the rafts had been beached, but others had floated away. No one seemed inclined to stop them.

      Pearl and Opal both looked miserable. They sat together slightly apart from the others, attempting to pick apart a bundle of knotted material, although they both shook too hard to make much headway.

      I tried to motivate my legs to move in their direction until I saw Blanche and Millie approach them instead. Within minutes, the last of the dresses had been separated, and Sophie and I staggered to our feet, clutching each other for support. No one talked much as everyone found their own gown from the pile.

      We stumbled through the groves, our wet dresses clutched in our hands. When we reached the bottom of the ladder, we scrambled back into them. I secured Sophie’s laces half-heartedly, not bothering to tie them too tight. Hopefully we would be changing into dry clothes within minutes.

      A deep shudder rocked me as I noticed the last tree again bore a folded parchment. This time the paper held two tables. One gave the scores from the event, the other the cumulative totals. Celine, Sophie and I had all done well in the event, but Celine’s dismal results from the previous event meant she remained at the bottom of the overall table. Another shudder made the parchment shake in my hand.

      “Come on,” said Sophie. “We need to get Celine up the ladder.”

      The task proved slightly less difficult than on the previous occasion, since Celine was more alert and in less pain. I, on the other hand, felt almost as tired as I had after dragging Celine from the palace. And I nearly slipped while helping her up several times because of my shudders. At last it was my turn to climb up into the room.

      The water evaporated instantly from my dress as soon as I stepped off the ladder, but the chill that had gripped me from the moment my head slipped under the lake did not. By the morning it had turned into a fever.

      I could hear Sophie tossing and turning on the bed next to mine, calling out in her sleep. Our minds reached for each other, so that I couldn’t tell where her fevered dreams ended and mine began. Time passed.
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      When I finally opened my eyes, certain that dreams no longer gripped me, I found sunlight pouring into the room.

      “Oh, thank goodness!” Helena rushed to my side. I tried to make sense of her tired, pale face.

      “What’s the matter?” My voice came out scratchy and rough. I coughed, and she sat on the bed and helped me to sit, holding a glass of water to my lips.

      “You’ve been asleep for two days and two nights.” Her quiet words were laden with meaning.

      “You mean…tonight…” Sophie’s wispy voice came from the next bed.

      An older lady I didn’t recognize rushed forward with water for her as well.

      “Yes, I’m afraid so. We’ve all been extremely concerned you wouldn’t wake.”

      I tried to assimilate the news that we would be back in the ballroom within a matter of hours. “What’s the time?”

      “It’s still morning.” Helena sounded eager to offer even the faintest piece of good news. “You have most of the day still to recover.”

      Oh good, how lovely. I didn’t want to offend Helena, who had been caring for us all this time and bore no blame, so I didn’t speak out loud.

      It’s not her fault.

      I know.

      Sophie finished her glass. I think it was the water of the lake. I began to feel strange as soon as my head went under.

      Me too. And now we’ll be going into the next challenge weakened.

      Sophie met my eyes. You think the Tourney is punishing anyone who went under during the challenge?

      I shrugged slightly at her. Punish probably isn’t the right word. More like disadvantage. Like Celine. Except hopefully our weakness will pass more quickly than her broken ankle. I spoke my next thought out loud. “How are the twins? The other ones, from Talinos.”

      Helena and the unknown nurse exchanged a glance. “How do you know…?” Helena must have realized I couldn’t answer since her question trailed away. “They’ve both been ill as well, but they woke up last night.”

      “Oh, good.”

      “That they’re awake, she means,” Sophie clarified on my behalf. I wanted to roll my eyes but couldn’t be bothered. “Not that they were sick.”

      “Of course, Your Highness,” said the nurse with a small smile.

      Sophie glanced over at me. Have you noticed the prohibition on talking about the events doesn’t seem to extend to our projections?

      That could prove useful. It already has during the two events so far.

      Good, that gives us an advantage, then.

      I didn’t like the implications of her comment—wasn’t this a contest we wanted to lose?— but my mind struggled to keep pace with the conversation, so I let it drop. I felt groggy and still slightly confused. I also felt…

      “Hungry. I feel hungry.”

      “Me, too.”

      “Well, no wonder, when you haven’t eaten for more than two days.” Helena gestured for the nurse to pull a long golden cord hanging against the wall between our beds. “We’ll send for the servants, they’ve been standing ready to bring you food as soon as you woke.”

      “Thank you,” I managed before falling back against the bed. I would just rest a little before the food arrived.

      I started awake when the door opened and two maids entered. I glanced around in confusion before remembering what had happened. I felt slightly better than I had the last time I awoke, but I hoped I hadn’t lost too much more time. I had slept away enough already.

      “His Highness said to pass on his well wishes and his relief at your recovery,” said one of the maids, as she deposited a tray on my lap.

      The other one giggled. “He’s been lurking out in that corridor a lot the last two days. And looking awfully worried.”

      “His highness?” asked Sophie politely. But I could hear the mischief lurking beneath.

      “Oh! Our prince, we mean—Prince Jonathan I should say.”

      Ha!

      I took a sip of the warm broth. It tasted delicious, so I tore off a chunk of bread and dunked it in. He feels responsible for our safety. He’s the one who invited us here.

      Mmhmmm.

      “He also said to tell you that he’ll have some comfortable chairs carried outside for you, if you’d like to get some fresh air and sun this afternoon. It’s another lovely day.”

      “That would be perfect, thank you,” said Sophie. “If our nurses allow.”

      “Certainly,” said Helena. “An excellent idea.” I noticed her amused gaze lingering on me also, and I glared around at the room at no one in particular.

      But when the maids left, I acknowledged that some time in the garden actually sounded quite appealing. But the company had nothing whatsoever to do with it.
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        * * *

      

      Sophie and I both insisted on walking out to the garden. In a matter of hours, we would have to do a lot more than walk a few steps, and we wanted to test ourselves. It scared me how much the minor activity tired me.

      How are we going to get through tonight? Apparently I wasn’t the only one concerned.

      “I’m so glad to see you up!” Prince Jonathan waited for us both next to a collection of comfortable-looking chairs. “I wasn’t sure which one you would prefer, so I had them all carried out.” I told myself it was only my imagination that his concerned gaze lingered on me. I didn’t want to feed the all-too-rapidly growing attraction I felt for him. Our illness only proved I needed to keep my attention focused on surviving the Tourney.

      Sophie and I each chose a seat, and Jon took one of the remaining ones. His next comment was lost as Prince Theodore and Prince Gabriel arrived.

      “Teddy. Gabe.” Jon nodded at them both, his voice serious. They took seats without further invitation, their faces equally serious.

      Why do I feel like we’ve just been ambushed? I eyed the princes uneasily.

      Because you’re wise beyond your years?

      Flatterer!

      Jon leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and clasping his hands together. I could see the earnestness shining from his eyes. I shifted uncomfortably. Whatever was about to happen, I didn’t feel at all well enough to face it.

      “I’m worried.” He tipped his head toward the others. “We’re all worried.”

      “We appreciate your concern.” I hoped my cool tone would put him off.

      It didn’t.

      “There have only been two events, and already five of you have come back ill or injured. No one knows where you go, but your dancing slippers were ruined again.” He glanced at the others as if for support. “All of them. They were soaked through and coated with mud.”

      I looked at him hopelessly and shrugged. I wished I could tell them what was going on, but I had no choice.

      “All three of us have sisters in the Tourney,” said Gabe, leaning forward as well. “We can’t sit idly by while you’re all in danger.”

      I sat up straight, sudden energy burning through the lingering fog in my brain. “Just what exactly is that supposed to mean?”

      Gabe glanced at Teddy and then over at Jon before shrugging.

      “There’s nothing you can do. You know that, right?” I looked at Jon. “Right?

      “But maybe there is…” I didn’t like the eager light in Jon’s eyes.

      “No, absolutely not!” A more panicked voice than mine rang out, and we all swiveled around in surprise. Millie emerged from some bushes and stormed toward us. She stood over Teddy in his chair and glared daggers at her twin and his friends. “I knew you boys were planning something. But I can’t believe you would bother Lily and Sophie right now.”

      She swiveled around to face us. “I’m glad to see you up, by the way.” She turned back to the princes. “You are the heirs of three different kingdoms. You cannot afford to be idiots right now.”

      “Or ever,” I muttered.

      “Thank you!” She didn’t turn away from the angry stare she had trained on her brother. “Or ever.”

      “Relax, Mill,” said Teddy. “We just…”

      She put her hands on her hips and stared at him. “Well?” she asked after a moment. “We just what?”

      Jon ran his hand through his hair and looked at the ground. None of them met her eyes.

      “Exactly! You know the rules of the Tourney better than anyone. If you try to interfere, your lives will be forfeit.”

      “But, Millie…”

      She rounded on Gabe. “Don’t ‘but Millie’ me. It doesn’t matter that you’re princes. The rules of the Princess Tourney apply to everyone. The magic knows no distinction, you know that.” This time she skewered Jon with her glare. “Do you want to break your family’s hearts? Not to mention causing who knows what sort of crisis amongst the kingdoms.”

      I leaned forward as well. “You’re just going to have to trust us. We can look after ourselves. We might be a little battered, but everyone’s come through so far.” I tried to pour far more confidence into my words than I actually felt. At this point I had no idea what events the Tourney might throw at us next, or how well we would be able to survive them. But I did know that any interference by the princes would be disastrous.

      I snuck a glance at Jon. He worked so tirelessly for his people, they couldn’t afford to lose him. A small voice whispered in the back of my mind that I didn’t want to lose him either. I shooed it away. I hardly knew him.

      “I’m not so sure my sisters can look after themselves.” The frustration in Gabe’s eyes made me wince. I could definitely see his point. He must be terrified for Pearl and Opal.

      “You’ll have to trust us to look after them,” said Sophie softly. “We are completely committed to seeing all those girls make it safely through the Tourney.”

      Gabe looked mutinous, but Millie stared him down. “I know you, Gabriel. And this isn’t a problem you can fix with your bow and arrow. This isn’t a time for your bravery.”

      He met her eyes for a moment before looking away in discomfort.

      A giggle sounded in my mind. I looked at Sophie in surprise. The situation didn’t strike me as particularly humorous.

      Sorry.  Another giggle escaped. It’s just so funny seeing Millie facing them all down. Every one of them is taller and stronger than her, but she looks like she’s about to spit fire. And they all look like they think she actually might.

      I looked at the scene before us again and suppressed a smile. Now that she said it, they did all look rather cowed. Millie is pretty fierce.

      This time, Sophie’s giggle slipped out of her mouth. All of them, including Millie, turned to look at us. The sound of Sophie’s laugh and their astonished faces proved too much for me. I giggled too.

      Sophie looked over at me and burst into louder peals. I followed, each of us feeding off the other, until we were leaning back in our chairs, tears running down our faces.

      “Sorry,” I managed to force out between chuckles. “It’s a twin thing.”

      Millie raised an eyebrow, and I remembered she was a twin too. I shrugged helplessly, seized by a fresh paroxysm. Finally she gave her own small chuckle and shrugged at the bemused princes. Looking around for a spare chair, she plonked herself down.

      I shook my head as the final giggle died away. “I think I needed that.”

      “Are the two of you all right?” asked Millie. “We’ve all been worried.”

      “Some of us more than others,” said Gabe with a significant look at Jon.

      Jon glared at his friend, and I blushed. To my surprise, Sophie refrained from joining the teasing, even in my mind, and rescued me instead with a change of topic. The conversation moved on and didn’t come back up until we returned to the palace.

      Jon and Gabe escorted us back to our suite, and as he said goodbye, Jon leaned in close and whispered, too quietly for the others to hear, “He was right, you know. I was worried. Next time I don’t care what they say, I’m coming in to sit by your bedside.”

      I swallowed. “Let’s hope there isn’t a next time.”

      “Yes. There’d better not be.”

      I couldn’t decide if it was a promise or a threat in his eyes, but it haunted me long after the door had closed. I liked these new friends who had welcomed us into their land. And, if I liked some, or one in particular, more than others, I couldn’t help that. Certainly none of them deserved an untimely, magical end. After our conversation in the garden, I couldn’t help but be afraid. Apparently it wasn’t only the princesses of these kingdoms that needed our rescue. The princes needed rescue from themselves.
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      That night, we arrived at the ball as late as we dared. Helena had helped lace us into our simplest gowns, and had provided yet another new pair of dancing slippers without comment. She had also summoned a footman to help each of us down to the ballroom, and I had shamelessly leaned on his arm the entire way. I figured I should conserve what strength I could for when no such convenient support would be available.

      As soon as we stepped through the doors, Jon appeared in front of us.

      Almost as if he’s been lurking next to the door all evening waiting for us. Sophie sounded far too smug, so I didn’t deign to reply.

      I shook my head at him. “No dancing tonight.”

      “You have to dance, at least once.” He continued to hold out his hand. “It’s…”

      I groaned. “…tradition, right?”

      He tried to hide his grin. “No spinning, I promise.”

      I sighed and put my hand into his. A surge of energy shot through me at the contact, and when he pulled me into his arms, and we began to sway, I almost enjoyed the sensation. Except my legs still felt a little leaden, and I kept thinking longingly of my soft pillow.

      “I’m sorry about this afternoon.” He sounded sincere. “I just hate feeling so helpless.”

      I softened and smiled at him. I had learned independence and responsibility far too young. I recognized those same qualities in Jon and knew all too well his welling frustration of helplessness. People like us felt it the most.

      I imagined spending every third night waiting on the other side of the door while Sophie and Celine disappeared through, the way that he was forced to watch his sisters, Lilac, Hazel and Marigold. I shivered. However unpleasant it was to be trapped in the Tourney, at least as contestants we were free to help each other.

      And, of course, that didn’t even take into account the curiosity. I wasn’t sure I could have borne it in his shoes. Imagine not knowing where or how we all spent our nights?

      “What is it?” he asked, having felt my shiver.

      “I’m just wondering how you manage it,” I said, wanting to keep the conversation light. “The curiosity, I mean. Don’t misunderstand me—if given the choice, I would have opted out of the Tourney. But I also might have died of curiosity by now.”

      His face darkened for a moment, and I suspected his mind had gone to the impotence of the nights spent waiting, as mine had. But he chose to stay light as well. “I will admit it’s quite difficult. Everyone has a theory, of course, each wilder than the last. Gabe comes up with the most exciting suggestions, but Teddy’s are cleverer.”

      “And yours?”

      He chuckled. “Mine are entirely too practical. Or so I’m told.” The cloud passed over his face again. “Although the state of your slippers—and yourselves—is making it increasingly hard to convince myself of any boring, sensible suggestions.”

      “Sensible doesn’t have to be boring, you know.” I smiled, trying to take his mind off his frustration, and all the questions I couldn’t answer.

      He shook his head. “Maybe not. But it does tend to lead to fewer broken bones. You only have to compare my childhood to Gabe’s to confirm that.”

      “I’d love to hear about your childhood sometime,” I said. “Even if it was disaster-free.” I laughed up at him with my eyes, inviting him to join my lighter mood.

      He looked down at me, and I could see his face softening. “And I would love to hear about yours.”

      “I didn’t break any bones, but I’m afraid there were disasters. I’d hate to shock you,” I said with mock solemnity.

      His eyes crinkled in suppressed laughter. “Don’t worry, Lily.” He somehow kept his voice grave. “I have three sisters, remember. I’m not so easily shocked.”

      A bell chimed through the ballroom, killing my response. Annoyance crossed Jon’s face, and his hands tightened as if he didn’t want to let me go. I wished for a crazy moment that he would ignore the bell and continue to hold me close. I felt more energy with his arms around me than I had since waking up from the fever.

      But he let me go, and I hid my irrational annoyance, pretending I hadn’t noticed his embrace at all. “Goodness, that was quick tonight.” I reminded myself an early start was a good thing. I wasn’t optimistic about how long Sophie and I would last.

      The twelve of us had become efficient at lining up and descending into the mysterious realm belowground, although Pearl and Opal looked unusually pale.

      I hoped they had recovered enough from their own illnesses not to collapse partway through whatever event we faced. I didn’t have the energy to carry either of them—however light they were.

      A knot of tension grew between my shoulder blades as we passed through the diamond-leaved grove. Would the boats return now that the last challenge was complete? I could read the same question in some of the eyes around me, but no one spoke it out loud.

      When the small coracles bobbed toward us across the water, several quiet breaths released. Still no one spoke aloud, however. Minutes later we once again entered the mirror palace and took our places at the heavy oak table. My eyes fastened immediately on the only difference in the room—a small sandglass in the center of the table. I tried to guess how much time it would measure. Five minutes, maybe? Ten?

      My tension had only grown, despite the smooth arrival of the boats. Just walking through the three groves had left me tired, and my eyes kept drooping shut of their own accord.

      Once again Emmeline retrieved the note from the middle of the table and read our instructions aloud. “You will be presented with a series of riddles. You must work together to solve them. Once you have determined the answer, write it on the piece of parchment provided.”

      Tears welled in my eyes from the relief. A non-physical challenge. In fact, this one really didn’t sound so bad at all.

      Except Emmeline hadn’t finished. “Each failure to supply a correct answer before the sand runs out will result in the loss of one of your number. Do not attempt to leave the table until all twelve riddles have been completed.”

      The beginnings of my smile dropped away. The loss of one of our number? What exactly does that mean? I had meant to merely project the thought to Sophie but, in my exhaustion, I spoke the words aloud. The briefest glimpse up the table, however, showed that it didn’t matter. I had only said what everyone was thinking.

      “I don’t like the sound of that, at all.” Celine frowned.

      “We’ll just have to make sure we get them all right, then,” said Sophie. “There are twelve of us, surely we can do it.” She looked up and down the table. “Any keen riddlers present?”

      “Hazel is quite good at them,” said Lilac. Her younger sister blushed at the praise and tried to look modest.

      “Emmeline and I have some skill,” said Giselle. It still astonished me whenever either of them spoke. I didn’t understand how anyone could be so emotionally disconnected from the ordeal of the Tourney. But, it made sense they would be good at riddles. They seemed to have the necessary objectivity.

      “Oh!” Marigold’s exclamation made me jump slightly in my seat. She was staring down at her golden plate which now contained a folded parchment. She scanned the other plates, but they all remained empty.

      “It looks like you’re supposed to go first, Marigold.” Hazel leaned in from the next seat to peer over her younger sister’s arm.

      Marigold, who sat on the same side of the table as me, but at the opposite end, looked less than excited about the idea. I could hardly blame her. Unfolding it, she read out, “I was not born, and I cannot die. Yet I bring all things low and death inevitably follows in my wake.”

      “Cheery,” muttered Celine.

      “It seems they’ve started with an easy one,” said Emmeline. “Hopefully they will all continue that way.”

      “Yes.” Hazel nodded eagerly. “This one isn’t difficult at all.”

      Ugh! Could they be more smug? Please tell me I’m not the only one who doesn’t see the answer! I projected.

      Sophie sent me a grimace. It feels as if my head is full of cotton balls.

      I forced my brain to focus. It had been years since I had done any riddling, but the others had said this one was easy…

      The answer came to me just as Giselle spoke it aloud, “Time.”

      Marigold glanced around to see if anyone wanted to dispute the solution. Greeted with a row of nodding heads, she wrote the answer on the parchment with the pen that had appeared in front of her.

      We all looked around warily. Nothing happened.

      “Try putting it on the plate,” suggested Lilac.

      As soon as the parchment hit the gold, it crumbled into dust and was somehow absorbed into the plate. After another pause, I forced a smile. “I guess that must have been the right answer, then.”

      As if to prove me right, a second parchment appeared on Hazel’s plate. Apparently we would be taking turns around the table. She picked it up quickly. “I am circle without end, square without corner. Nothing can grasp me.”

      She bit her lip and frowned, her eyes running over the page again. Eventually she looked up. “That’s it.” I could see her disappointment at not immediately seeing the answer. She looked questioningly at Emmeline and Giselle, but they wore the same confused, thoughtful expressions.

      I tried to think. Circle. Square. Corner. What was the rest again? I closed my eyes and had to force them to reopen. I kept thinking of my pillow which interfered with my attempts to find an answer. Wheels are circles…Goose feathers are soft…Books are square—well, not really…I often grasp at the coverlet in my sleep.

      As the seconds of silence lengthened, the discomfort around the table grew. More and more eyes fixed upon the sandglass. Surely we hadn’t all been defeated by the second riddle. I tried to bully my brain into working, but it wasn’t paying attention.

      The glass looked dangerously low. “We should make a guess, at least,” said Sophie. “Any chance, however small, is better than none.”

      No one spoke, but I saw Lilac open her mouth and then close it again.

      “Lilac?” I asked. “Do you have a suggestion?”

      She frowned. “It’s probably not right. I’m sure it’s not.”

      “What is it? Quick!” Hazel gripped the pen tightly in her fingers, her eyes on the final disappearing grains of sand.

      “The stars.”

      Hazel dashed down the words and then dropped the parchment onto her plate, just before the final grains flowed through to the bottom of the glass. For a moment, we all held our breath, waiting for the parchment to dissolve. Only, when it did, a whoosh accompanied it, and both Hazel and her chair disappeared.

      Marigold and Lilac screamed, and Lilac, who sat on Hazel’s other side, dropped down almost out of sight below the table.

      “Hazel!”

      “What happened?”

      “Where is she?”

      Voices all spoke over the top of one another. It had happened almost too fast to register, and several girls made as if to stand to get a better view.

      “No! No one move.” My harsh command caused everyone to drop back into their seats. “Remember what the instructions said. Who knows what disaster will befall us if any of us try to leave our seats before the riddles are finished.” I rushed out the words as quickly as I could, craning in my chair as hard as any of them in my attempt to see past Sophie and Millie, who sat between me and Lilac.

      “Careful! Don’t let go!” Marigold, the only one with a clear view, sounded terrified. She was staring at the empty gap in the table next to her where her sister had been sitting only moments before.

      Millie, who sat on the other side of Lilac, leaned over and appeared to grasp hold of her friend. Whatever assistance she was offering must have worked because, a moment later, Lilac straightened in her chair. As she came back into view, Hazel also appeared, dragged up by her sister.

      Scooting to the side, Lilac made room for them both to sit on her wide seat. Hazel still hadn’t made a sound, but they both trembled violently.

      “What happened?” asked Celine.

      “It…it’s just gone.” Lilac’s voice trembled, as well as her body.

      “What’s gone?”

      Marigold answered for her older sister. “The chair. The floor. Everything. It’s just a gaping hole.” She was still staring at the gap in the table between her lone chair on the end and the chair that now held both of her sisters.

      I swallowed. Hard.

      Lilac tried to speak, stopped, and then tried again. “I was paying extra attention—I guess I was on edge because I had given the answer, and I was sure it was wrong. If I hadn’t been, I never would have caught her arm as she fell…”

      “Well done, Lilac,” said Sophie. “And now we’re prepared.” She looked around at everyone with a forced smile. “When you write your answer, make sure you grip one of the people next to you before you place the parchment on the plate.”

      As she spoke, the next parchment appeared on the plate in front of the chair that now held both Lilac and Hazel. Millie, Lilac’s only remaining neighbor, looked from the parchment to the two girls on the seat and went pale. I couldn’t blame her. We would have to get this one right, at least.

      I scanned the table. I sat on the end of our row, and could rely on Sophie to catch me. But Blanche sat directly across from me, with only the fourteen-year-old Giselle as a neighbor, and Celine sat on the other end, diagonally opposite me, with only Pearl as her neighbor. Which meant there were actually several we would have to get right.

      “Quickly!” I said, proud that my voice didn’t shake. “The sand has started.”

      Lilac read out the riddle in a low mumble.

      “You’ll need to read louder,” said Emmeline.

      Lilac cleared her throat and tried again.

      “Another easy one,” said Giselle, giving the answer.

      “But are you sure?” I pressed, not taking my eyes off the disappearing sand.

      “Emmeline?” Giselle turned to her sister for confirmation.

      “Absolutely. That is the correct answer.” I didn’t like having to trust in the two icy Eldonian princesses when they showed no fear. Did they even understand the gravity of the situation? But I had no choice.

      Lilac took a deep breath, wrote the answer on the parchment, and then held it above her plate.

      “Wait,” said Millie. “Let me get a firm grip.” Both girls clasped each other’s forearm, locking their hands as tightly as possible. Hazel clung to her sister’s other side as Lilac dropped the parchment. It floated down and settled on her plate.

      We all held our breath for a second that seemed to go on and on. I blinked, and a pile of dust disappeared into the plate. We all waited another long second before releasing a breath of relief. Millie and Lilac shared a wobbly smile.

      Millie read out her riddle and once again my brain refused to engage. This time because I was too busy considering who stood in the most danger. Sophie sat between Millie and me, but Millie must be as heavy as Sophie, so catching her wouldn’t be an easy feat. I decided to grip Sophie’s other arm, to anchor her in case Millie’s seat fell away.

      But Emmeline managed to puzzle out the correct answer, so Millie was safe. My relief mixed with an unreasonable frustration. It galled me that we were so beholden to someone who seemed entirely disinterested in the process.

      I didn’t even hear Sophie read out her riddle. I knew I should be helping to think of an answer, but my fuzzy brain kept circling back to the dropped chair and the approaching danger to my sister. I gripped Sophie’s arm harder than I had ever done before.

      But a shaken Hazel managed to give the correct answer, and then it was my turn. To my surprise I recognized a favorite riddle from my childhood. “My dress is the envy of maidens,” I read out. “Another simple one.”

      I looked over at Sophie, and we smiled at the same time. I had always loved it because of my name.

      “White calla lily.” Sophie looked around the table. “Because it looks like a wedding dress.”

      No one disputed it, and I quickly wrote the answer on my parchment. I was certain we were right, but…

      “I should hold your arm, anyway,” said Sophie. “Just in case.”

      We gripped forearms as the other girls had done, as I dropped the parchment on my plate and watched it dissolve into dust. I smiled at the others. After four correct answers in a row, my heart rate had slowed down. Until my eyes caught on Blanche.

      Sitting across from me she looked even paler than usual and kept casting surreptitious glances at the smaller Giselle, her only neighbor. My anxiety spiked again.

      When the next parchment appeared on Blanche’s plate, she read it in a shaky voice. Like earlier, my concern for the consequences made it too hard for my tired mind to focus on a possible answer. I kept measuring the relative weights of the two girls in my mind. Blanche couldn’t be that much heavier than Giselle…

      Thankfully, given my inattention, Hazel knew the answer, and Blanche wrote it down with a shaking hand. She gripped Giselle’s arm, and I held my breath as the parchment seemed to drift lazily through the air onto her plate.

      It dissolved and disappeared, and I breathed again. I slumped back into my chair as Giselle read out her riddle. My eyes ran down the table. We were past half-way now, making our way down the opposite side of the table. But we wouldn’t be safe until we had finished. Not with Celine on the far end with only Pearl to catch her.

      I refocused on the table in time to see Emmeline and Giselle exchange shrugs before Giselle wrote something on her scrap of parchment. They seemed less sure than usual. I didn’t feel too concerned, however. Emmeline, older by two years, also looked considerably stronger than her sister and should have no trouble holding her weight if needed.

      I watched the parchment hit the table, already wondering if the reverse were true—would Giselle be able to catch Emmeline if we got the next one wrong? Giselle would need to be ready to try, since tiny Opal sat on Emmeline’s other side.

      It took a moment for my mind to register the whooshing sound, or the empty place where Giselle had been sitting. As with Hazel and Lilac earlier, Emmeline almost disappeared from view, yanked down by her grip on her sister.

      I waited for her to reappear with Giselle in tow, and it seemed to take forever for her to straighten. When she finally did, however, there was no sign of her sister.
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      “Giselle?” I managed to squeeze out the word, my eyes darting between Emmeline and the empty space next to her.

      “She slipped.”

      Marigold and Opal both screamed, but everyone else seemed stricken silent. Shock had stolen our voices. Emmeline’s face looked completely blank, and I suppressed a mad urge to shout and rail at her.

      Did that really happen? Sophie sounded hesitant and confused. Or is this a dream? Have I fallen asleep at the table?

      “Can…can you see her?” Hazel’s voice quavered, and I guessed she was remembering her own terrifying drop.

      Blanche, on the other side of Giselle’s missing seat, peered over the side of her chair, before shaking her head. “I can’t see the bottom of the hole. It’s just darkness.”

      Several audible breaths sounded from around the table.

      “She’ll be all right, though, won’t she?” asked Lilac. “I mean she can’t be…”

      No one answered her unfinished question, and the young twins started crying.

      I looked at Emmeline who still showed no emotion. She can’t really be so uncaring. I sent Sophie an image of Emmeline’s empty face. She must be in shock. Surely?

      Surely! A pause. You don’t think she could possibly have… Sophie’s projected whisper faded away.

      Why would she wish her sister harm? I couldn’t believe it to be possible. Even of Emmeline.

      Yes, of course. You’re right.

      Emmeline cleared her throat and began to read aloud from the parchment that had appeared on her plate. I wanted to snap at her to be silent and remind her that her own sister had disappeared. That she might even be dead. To tell her she should be an emotional wreck, and we couldn’t calmly continue riddling.

      And yet, the sandglass had begun its inexorable trickle. Calmly or not, continue is exactly what we had to do, unless we wanted more of our number to fall. Emmeline’s voice didn’t falter, but she looked up afterwards with a confused face.

      I looked at Sophie, wondering if she had caught the riddle. I had missed it completely in my shock.

      Hazel squeaked before clearing her throat and trying again. This time she managed to get out the word, “Books.”

      “Ah yes, of course.” Emmeline wrote down the answer without waiting for confirmation from anyone else. She had placed her parchment onto her plate before I remembered that with Giselle gone, only Opal remained to catch Emmeline, hardly a feasible option.

      But Emmeline didn’t turn to the younger girl for help, obviously confident in her answer, and a second later her parchment had dissolved and disappeared. A new one appeared in front of the still weeping Opal.

      I knew I should encourage her to read it, but my mind kept catching on Giselle’s empty place.

      She can’t really be dead. Sophie met my eyes. The Tourney wouldn’t kill one of us! I bit my lip. I wished I shared her confidence.

      Celine leaned forward to look around Pearl. “Come on, Opal. Read your riddle. The sandglass has started.” She pointed at the running grains and Opal gasped, choked on a sob, and picked up her parchment.

      Her voice trembled too much for us to understand, so she had to start again. “Up and down, round and round. I travel freely where I will, and not even the largest army can restrain me. And yet, neither can even the smallest baby feel me.”

      Staring at Opal’s terrified, tear-stained face gave me a shot of energy that partially cleared my mind. Clearly we couldn’t rely on Emmeline to catch her. Hazel had started shaking again, so the others directed their hopeful gazes at Emmeline. She remained silent, her lips pressed into a thin line. Another one she didn’t know, then. I wished I could help but my thoughts kept circling endlessly around the loss of Giselle, and how we could save Opal.

      Wait! “Thoughts!” I called out the suggestion with excitement. “I know mine go round and round. No one can tell you what to think, but no one can feel thoughts either, unless they’re acted on.”

      I can feel your thoughts sometimes, when you send them to me. I could tell Sophie’s quibbling didn’t represent a serious objection, but it still made me nervous.

      Slow nods around the room gave me a buoyant feeling that collapsed as soon as I thought about what would happen if I was wrong. It was a lot of pressure.

      “Never mind,” I said quickly. “That’s probably wrong.”

      “No.” Emmeline shook her head slowly. “It does fit. And who was it who said any answer is better than none?”

      I looked hopefully around the table. Surely someone had a better answer. Surely someone was about to recognize the riddle from their home kingdom. No one spoke.

      “Go on Opal,” said Pearl. “I…I’ll catch you if you fall.” It was the bravest thing I’d heard her say, and I wanted to applaud her.

      Opal scratched with her pen against her parchment and took a deep breath before dropping it on her plate. I waited with my own held breath. If she fell now, it would be my fault.

      But her chair stayed in place, and small smiles blossomed around the table, although they were quickly extinguished when eyes fell on Giselle’s empty place.

      “Don’t worry, Pearl,” said Celine bracingly as the second-to-last riddle appeared on the young princess’ plate. “I won’t let you slip if we get this wrong.”

      Celine easily had my confidence, but the reverse was certainly not the case. If we got Celine’s riddle wrong there was no way Pearl could take her weight. Celine would fall.

      I couldn’t bear the thought. Especially not given her existing injury. There might not be a soft landing at the bottom of the drop. I refused to let my mind think about the fact that the hardness of the surface wouldn’t matter if the fall was long enough.

      I suddenly realized that Pearl had already returned her parchment to her plate. Whoever had given the answer had been right, since her chair remained in place.

      Celine took a deep breath and read out her riddle. “Many dream of me, but none can have me.” Another short one. She looked around at us all enquiringly.

      Surely someone knew the answer.

      But only blank faces greeted her. Everyone had visibly begun to tire, our nerves on edge from the constant tension and strain, and from our underlying shock and fear about Giselle’s unknown fate. My mind came up blank. And apparently, so did everyone else’s. No one could come up with any but the most unlikely guesses.

      Eventually Celine shrugged, swallowed and chose an answer to write on her parchment. Pearl extended her slight arm toward Celine, the limb visibly trembling. Moisture filled my eyes. Her action was even braver than her earlier words to her sister, since Celine would surely pull Pearl down with her rather than being saved herself.

      Celine smiled at the younger princess but shook her head. “I’ll grab onto the edge of the table. I should be able to hold myself briefly.” She looked over Pearl and Opal’s heads toward Emmeline, the closest of the older girls. “As soon as I put this down, we’ll have finished all twelve riddles, so be ready to leap up. If it’s wrong, you’ll need to dash over and grab me.”

      The answer was definitely wrong. I poised my body to leap from my chair. I was the furthest possible from Celine, at the opposite diagonal of the table, but after what had happened to Giselle, I didn’t trust Emmeline to save her. I wanted to squeeze my eyes shut, but I didn’t let myself. I needed to be ready to run.

      Celine dropped the parchment and gripped the table in the half second it took to float down onto the plate. Every single one of us, with the exception of Emmeline, held our breath as the parchment disappeared.

      And every single one of us, with the exception of Emmeline, flinched violently when Celine’s chair disappeared with a whoosh, and her body dropped out of sight. As I leaped from my chair, I noted with relief that her fingers gripped the edge of the table. I ran around toward her, Sophie two steps ahead of me, both running at full pace despite our exhaustion.

      My twin came to an abrupt halt, and I collided with her back. Peering around her, I saw Celine lying on the ground, her face grim, and Emmeline kneeling beside her.

      So the other girl had followed through after all. Had she been attempting to redeem herself for letting her sister fall? I saw no evidence of such emotion in her face.

      The others gathered around us, all understandably anxious to vacate their chairs. Only Blanche stood apart from the group, staring down into the hole that had swallowed Giselle.

      She looked up and met my eye. “What do we do?”

      I walked over to join her and peered down myself. The opening was only just wider than a chair and disappeared into darkness much sooner than I would have thought possible given the light in the room. As little as I liked Giselle, I still hated the thought that she might be lying at the bottom of it, hurt or worse. But that didn’t change the fact that we had no rope and no way to lower someone down there to check.

      Sophie came to stand beside me. “Perhaps it curves once it’s out of sight and becomes like a slide. It might have simply deposited her outside the building.”

      I nodded, grateful for the suggestion. I didn’t want to leave without hope, but there was no way I was going down that hole, or helping anyone else to do so, either.

      Now that my fear for Celine had faded, my earlier exhaustion had returned, heightened by so much emotional turmoil and our mad dash to our friend. Warm, familiar arms, like an extension of myself, wrapped around me. Come on, Lil. Waiting here won’t help anything.

      I nodded and turned toward the door. The rest of the princesses joined us, sped along by our desire to be gone from this terrifying place, and the small hope we still held for Giselle. Marigold and Lilac both clung to Hazel, and the twins clung to each other, but everyone else walked single file.

      When we reached the lake, no one moved for a moment.

      “There are only eleven boats,” said Celine.

      “The Tourney knows she’s dead,” said Marigold, and the younger twins began crying again.

      “Or she’s already crossed ahead of us,” I suggested, hoping to calm them.

      Their tears did stop as everyone considered the possibility, but I still heard the occasional sob as they climbed into their coracles. No one spoke as we floated across the water. I was as emotionally drained on this return journey, as I had been physically drained on the last two. And my body drooped from the fatigue of my recent illness. Would every Tourney event be so devastating? How many of us would be left at the end if they were?

      “Look!” Celine pointed ahead of us as we approached the other side. I followed her finger and saw a single boat floating in place. I blinked and rubbed my eyes, but when I looked again, I could still see it. For the first time I began to actually believe that I might have been right about Giselle crossing before us.

      We all walked quickly, almost jogging through the groves, although no one spoke the reason for our haste aloud. As we stepped out of the silver-leaved grove, Marigold, who walked next to me, shrieked.

      “Giselle!” She shrieked again and took off running.

      I told my feet to hurry after her, but they didn’t respond. The relief of seeing the familiar figure waiting for us at the bottom of the ladder seemed to have drained the last vestiges of my energy.

      I made my slow way toward her. Marigold babbled questions at Giselle, but she didn’t answer. She briefly met her sister’s eyes, and I saw no sign of recrimination or relief on either side. Yet the girls usually stuck to each other’s sides without fail. Surely they must care for each other in some way?

      “What are you doing here?” I asked her, unable to form a more coherent question.

      “I thought I would come ahead and wait for you here,” she replied.

      I stared at her. Was that really all she had to say? After what must have been a terrifying experience for her. What had been a terrifying experience for the rest of us.

      Marigold continued to ask her questions, but she just shrugged.

      “Come on,” I said, too tired to fight Giselle for answers. “Let’s go.”

      I didn’t notice who helped Celine up the ladder, but somehow we all arrived in the room at the top. I looked down at my nearly pristine dancing slippers. That was new. My eye caught on a bare foot. And then a second and a third. Apparently Hazel and Celine had both lost a slipper to the holes that had swallowed their chairs. And Giselle had lost both. I pictured the slippers falling endlessly down into darkness, and thought about how much worse the night could have turned out. How much worse it had seemed only moments before. I was nearly sick into the corner of the room.

      Sophie gripped my arm, frowning at me in concern. I shook my head at her, not trusting my voice. And then the door opened, and Helena was there. She must have guided me after that because the next thing I knew, my head finally made contact with my pillow.

      “Wake me in a decade,” I croaked and was lost to unconsciousness.
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        * * *

      

      When I opened my eyes again, I saw Sophie sitting at a small table beside our window, eating from a tray piled high with food. The light streaming onto her looked like morning sun.

      Please, please tell me I haven’t slept away another two days!

      She shook her head. Only one. Apparently we both slept for a whole day and night, but that means the next ball isn’t until tomorrow night. And, I don’t know about you, but I feel amazingly better.

      I considered her words. I did, indeed, feel remarkably recovered. My head was clear, and I would almost describe myself as full of energy. I joined Sophie at the small table, even more famished than when I awoke from the fever, if such a thing were possible.

      Helena entered the room and wished us both a good morning. A sudden thought struck me. “Helena, did anyone bring up a parchment with our scores?” I had forgotten all about checking the branch for it.

      “Indeed,” said Helena. “Princesses Hazel and Emmeline performed strongly, but neither of you lost ground overall.”

      None of us met each other’s eyes, and Helena quickly moved the conversation on to other things. Apparently Jon had proven true to his word, and we were to have a riding tour of the duchy.

      Riding through the city two hours later, I felt more happy and relaxed than I had since arriving in Marin. Jon had found two amiable and lively mares for me and Sophie, and Teddy, Gabe, and Millie had all decided to join us.

      At the last moment, Teddy and Millie’s younger sister had come rushing from the palace demanding to be included. After a short dispute with her siblings, a groom was dispatched to saddle her pony as quickly as possible.

      I used the time to get to know my new mount, attempting to keep my mind off my own pony. Sophie and I had been gifted ponies of our own at a young age and had loved them passionately. Although we had long ago graduated to full-sized mounts, we had still regularly visited the ponies until they had been struck down by a disease the previous year. Thinking about the sweet-tempered animals still brought moisture to my eyes. They had been our closest friends—with the exception of each other, of course—during our loneliest years.

      Daisy seemed as full of energy as Millie had warned, and I noticed her eyeing me inquisitively throughout our ride. Jon led us down through the wide cobbled streets, pointing out buildings of interest and markets as we passed them. Many of the people stopped to watch us. Some looked unhappy at our intrusion, but most smiled and waved in our direction. The stone buildings had all been decorated with a profusion of window boxes holding bright spring flowers, and it made the city look alive, despite the mass of stone.

      Before we arrived, I had imagined that a duchy consisting of a single city must be grey and dull. But the colors and the plants made it feel vital in a way I hadn’t expected. And although, in reality, the people were all strangers to me, their friendly greetings felt warm and welcoming.

      Our own capital city, Arcadie, was considered large, but this city-state dwarfed it. A wall encircled the city on all sides except for where it met the harbor, and it seemed to take the longest time for us to reach it. Past the walls, hills rose steeply in all directions, covered in green grass and the occasional clump of trees. I could see a couple of distant flocks with attendant shepherds, but otherwise the land was empty.

      “The pastures on this side of the hills belong to the duchy,” Jon explained. “But everything on the other side of the peaks belongs to our neighbors.”

      I pictured the maps of this land in my mind. The southern half of Marin bordered Talinos, a kingdom that raised my curiosity. Millie made it sound as if the entire kingdom were as scared of their own shadows as Pearl and Opal, while their prince, Gabe, was daring and impulsive. Was it just because he had been raised in Trione with Millie and Teddy?

      But the northern half of Marin bordered the cursed Palinar, a kingdom I had no desire to see. “We’re close to Palinar, then?” I glanced at Millie, but it was Jon who answered me.

      “The wastelands don’t start for a full day’s ride north. We have nothing to fear here.”

      I nodded and forced myself to smile. In only a few weeks, one of us would be travelling north toward those wastelands. I turned my mind from the thought. The green that met my eyes in all directions was far too appealing and cheerful a sight for such dreary thoughts.

      As we started up the hill, Daisy angled her pony toward me. “I’m Princess Daisy. You’re Princess Liliana.” She tipped her head to one side and regarded me curiously.

      I smiled at her. “I am. But I prefer to be called Lily.”

      She nodded solemnly. “Daisy isn’t my full name either.” Her sideways glance warned me she knew she would be scolded for whatever question she intended to ask next. “Do you eat with a knife and fork?”

      I bit back a smile and responded seriously. “I do indeed, why do you ask?”

      “Oh!” She paused to digest the information and then gave me an impish smile. “Back home, I heard one of the maids say that if the Emissary’s ship found other lands, the people would most likely be barbarians who don’t even eat with a knife and fork.”

      “Daisy!” Millie threw me an apologetic look. “You should know better than to listen to such talk. Does Lily look like a barbarian to you?”

      Daisy examined me consideringly, and I waited with equal parts curiosity and amusement for her assessment.

      “I don’t know,” she said at last. “I’ve never seen a barbarian. Have you?” she asked me with a hint of hope.

      I suppressed another smile. “I’m afraid I have not.”

      “That’s something we have in common,” said Daisy. “I think that means we can be friends.”

      “Thank you,” I said gravely, and then couldn’t help adding. “What about Sophie?”

      Daisy looked over at my twin. “Have you seen a barbarian?”

      “No, sadly,” said Sophie. “I hope that means we may be friends also.”

      “I suppose so,” said Daisy. “I have a lot of friends, you know.”

      “I’m sure you do,” said Sophie.

      Daisy nodded and then directed her horse toward her brother without another word.

      “Goodness.” I laughed. “She must keep you all on your toes.”

      Millie rolled her eyes. “You have no idea.”

      “Spare a thought for our poor brother,” said Sophie with a chuckle. “He was in your position only reversed—us young ones were the twins, and there was only one of him.”

      Millie shuddered dramatically, and we all laughed. The unbroken blue sky and bright sun had put more than just me in a good mood it seemed. It made the dim underground gloom of the Tourney feel like a different world. Riding along with the breeze on my face, I found it hard to believe we would be down there again so soon.

      An escort of guards and servants had accompanied us, bringing a picnic meal. Jon directed them to spread it out on one of the highest slopes, giving us a stunning view down over the whole city. From this height I could see no sign of the faded air that had struck me when we first entered the city all those days ago. Only the grandeur and the size and the life showed from up here.

      “It’s incredible,” I said to Jon when he came to stand beside me. “We don’t have a city like it in the Four Kingdoms.”

      “Marin is older and larger than any of the other capitals. Despite our lower rank, our family has always been well-respected amongst the kingdoms.”

      I nodded. “A trustworthy neutral ground. It’s a great honor to your family and your people.”

      He smiled at me, and I felt a pleasant shiver at the warmth in his eyes. “There’s an even better view from just over there.” He pointed to the peak of the hill behind us. “Would you like to go take a look while the servants set up the food?”

      Our attendants were in the process of laying out a carpet of rugs, and the closest one smiled at me. “We’ll be a few minutes yet, Your Highnesses.”

      “We might as well then,” I said to Jon who called our intentions to the rest of the group.

      Do you want me to keep them all away? asked Sophie.

      I have no idea what you’re talking about.

      She shook her head. You’re hopeless.

      Jon and I started ahead, but most of the rest of the group began to drift along behind us. I told myself I had meant what I said to Sophie and had no desire for a tête-à-tête with Jon. I wasn’t quite convinced, however.

      Millie and Sophie both stopped to pick wildflowers, but Daisy ran ahead of them to catch up with us.

      “Don’t you want to pick some flowers, Daisy?” I asked.

      “Nope,” she said as she raced past. “Flowers are for ninnies, I’m an adventurer.” She reached a large rock and began to scramble up it, heedless of her embroidered skirts.

      “Do you think that’s safe?” Not having any younger siblings, I wasn’t altogether sure what sorts of things you were supposed to let them do.

      Jon shrugged. “You heard her, she’s an adventurer.” He looked over and must have read real concern in my eyes. “Daisy has been a little monkey since the day she learned to walk. She won’t come to harm on a rock like that.”

      I bit my lip, embarrassed by my worries. Did he think me an overcautious fool?

      “This is the spot here.” Jon stopped and turned. I joined him and sighed happily at the view. From this angle we could clearly see the entire city, the large palace and the sparkling ocean stretching away to the horizon.

      “Lord of all you survey, hey?” I smiled at him, and he grinned back.

      “We’re proud of it. Although Palinar was the truly magnificent kingdom, back before…” A dark shadow crossed his face, and he didn’t finish the sentence.

      The thought of Palinar and the Tourney crept across the scene like a blight. I could feel it looming menacingly at my back, and had to resist the urge to turn around and check behind me. I frowned and rubbed my arms.

      Millie called something out to us, but Jon’s name was all we could catch. “Just a moment,” he said. “I’ll be right back.”

      He moved back down the slope toward the others, and I looked around for Daisy. I hadn’t heard her in the last minute or so.

      She had disappeared from the rock, and I could see no sign of her. I moved a few steps to the left, and then to the right, trying to increase my field of vision. I didn’t want to be alarmist, but I’d feel better if I at least had her in view.

      I didn’t spot her until I reached the highest point and finally looked down the other side. My heartrate picked up a little. Daisy had crossed over into Palinar.

      It looked surprisingly normal from here, this side of the hill visibly no different from the Marinese side. Still. Everyone had made it clear that the whole kingdom was cursed and unsafe. Only the magical nature of the affliction kept the danger safely confined within its own borders. Which made stepping over that border seem like a bad idea to me.

      “Daisy!” I called to her, but she either ignored me or didn’t hear her name. I half turned back to call to Jon but paused. He had said the wastelands were far away, and that we had nothing to fear. And he had shrugged off my anxiety for Daisy earlier.

      If I went after Daisy myself, I wouldn’t need to admit my, probably unnecessary, concern to anyone. I started down the far slope, stepping carefully to avoid loose rocks or hidden burrows.

      Daisy darted back and forth, moving downwards, away from me, apparently looking for something or playing a game with herself. When I got close enough I called to her, and she looked up with a wave and a smile. I gestured for her to come back up to me, and she started skipping in my direction.

      But at the last second she must have spotted whatever she was searching for, because she veered off to the side.

      “Daisy!” I called to her again.

      “Wild honey,” she called back, pointing at a tree. As she turned back to it, however, a large shape rose, seemingly from nowhere, to tower over her.

      She screamed and, without conscious thought, I took off running toward her.
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      The low, deep growl provided the ultimate counterpoint to Daisy’s scream. The dark, shaggy fur of the bear looked out of place against the cheerful colors of the hill. It lumbered two steps toward Daisy who seemed to have frozen in fear.

      “Run!” I screamed at her. “Run!”

      She still didn’t move.

      As I flew down the slope, no longer minding where I put my feet, I called to Sophie in my mind. Bear! Bear! Bear!

      Launching myself forward, I grabbed Daisy’s thin wrist and thrust her behind me. The bear seemed confused by my wild approach and, for a second, I hoped it would back up. But, instead, it rose to its hind legs and roared.

      When it dropped back down to all fours, it charged forward. As it neared, it lifted a clawed paw ready to swipe at us.

      Spinning I wrapped my arms around Daisy and flung us both flat to the ground, shielding her with my body. I waited to feel pain tearing up my back, but it never came. Instead I heard a deep yell and then a thwack. I recognized the sound. It was quickly followed by a second and then a third. Another roar from the bear cut off suddenly. A loud thud followed.

      Cautiously I raised my head and looked up the slope. Gabe stood there, a bow in his hand, his eyes fixed on something behind me. I twisted my head to follow his gaze. Jon, a sword gripped in his hand, stood panting over the body of the bear stretched out on the ground just behind us, three arrows protruding from its fur and its head severed.

      I looked back up at Gabe in time to see Sophie and Millie push him aside in their rapid tumble down the hill. They both dropped to their knees beside us and tried to pry us off the ground. Their efforts were more hindrance than help but, after a chaotic scramble, we all managed to get back to our feet. Sophie gave me a tight squeeze before we both turned to check on Daisy.

      Millie had wrapped her arms around her little sister but kept pulling back to look at her instead. She cupped her face in her hands, opening her mouth as if to yell at her. But, instead, she started crying, pulling Daisy back in for another hug.

      “Oomph, errgh, get off me,” said Daisy, fighting her way free of Millie’s grip. Her gaze locked on her brother, and her eyes lit up. She pointed at the dead bear. “Look, Teddy! A bear! It nearly killed me.”

      Teddy looked queasy, his gaze moving from Daisy to the bear to Millie. “You sound entirely too gleeful about that.”

      Millie shook her head. “You’re just fortunate Lily was here. And that Gabe keeps his bow ready.”

      “And that Jon had his sword.” Gabe walked over to get a closer look at the bear. He whistled. “It’s a big one. No wonder my arrows were barely slowing it down.”

      “Thank you,” I said, my voice wobbling a little. “Thank you both.”

      Jon finished cleaning his sword and returned it to his scabbard. He took one of my hands in both of his. “Are you unharmed? Are you sure? This is entirely my fault. I shouldn’t have left you alone without even a weapon. But it never occurred to me that Daisy would cross the border.”

      For someone with younger sisters, that seemed like a startling oversight in perception. He had obviously forgotten what eight-year-olds were like. But it was an accident, and his prompt reaction had prevented disaster, so I couldn’t find it in myself to be angry with him. Especially not when he seemed so very contrite. And so very close to me.

      I told myself the shaking was the aftereffects of nerves and had nothing to do with the fact that an attractive prince had just saved my life and was now holding my hand while gazing into my eyes with concern. Nothing whatsoever.

      “We’re both fine,” I said. “That’s what matters. Although I’d feel a great deal more comfortable if we could cross back over onto Marinese land.”

      “Yes, of course.” Jon ushered me and Sophie back up the slope. I caught him exchanging worried glances with Gabe. “That bear shouldn’t have been here. No one has reported any dangerous animals this close to Marin. If I had had even the least suspicion, I wouldn’t have brought us so near the border.”

      “Honestly,” I said. “I’m merely shaken. And Daisy appears to be delighted.” The young girl had rushed ahead of us all, pulling her brother along with her and chattering rapidly about her recent adventure.

      “She’s certainly resilient.” Sophie shook her head in admiration.

      “I should have called you from the beginning,” I said to Jon, “rather than going off alone and unarmed. I knew I was entering Palinar. I’m merely thankful the two of you acted so quickly.”

      “We heard the scream, of course,” said Gabe. “But it was Sophie here who told us to grab our weapons and run.” He looked at her. “I don’t know how you knew.”

      Uh oh. I carefully avoided looking at her, not wanting to fuel any possible suspicions.

      “Just a twin’s connection, I guess,” said Sophie. “I had a bad feeling as soon as I heard the scream.” That’s true enough, she added in my mind.

      “Good instincts,” said Gabe, but he seemed satisfied.

      Our small retinue of guards must have been coming to our aid, because they had made it most of the way from the picnic site. However, they had stopped and now milled around in confusion as Daisy regaled them all with her story. The highest-ranking guard approached Jon.

      “What would you like us to do, Your Highness? I take it you’ve dealt with the animal.”

      “We’ll pack up the picnic, of course,” said Jon. “And get these girls to a doctor.”

      “What? No!” Daisy dashed toward us, apparently having overheard the conversation. “The cook told me she packed my favorite pies. And I’m starving!”

      “What are you doing talking to the cook, you rascal?” asked Teddy, ruffling her hair. “You know you’re not supposed to be bothering the servants. They’re busy enough with all the Tourney festivities without having you underfoot.”

      She stuck her tongue out at him and danced out of reach, fixing her pleading eyes on Jon. “Please. Please.”

      “There really is no need for a doctor,” I said. “I’ve spent countless hours over the years assisting in the palace infirmary in Arcadia, so I know what I’m talking about when I say I’m unharmed. But, if you feel any concern for our ongoing safety …”

      Gabe shook his head before I could finish talking. “One bear may have wandered so close to the border unnoticed, but the shepherds up here would have seen if there were more of them roaming around. They don’t move in packs like wolves, so I’m sure this one was on its own.”

      “Plus, we’re safe enough here,” said Jon. “The girls told you this plague on Palinar is magical, did they not? It won’t cross our border.”

      “Let’s eat then,” I said. “Daisy isn’t the only one who’s hungry.” I smiled as winningly as I could and saw the moment he capitulated.

      “Well, if you’re absolutely sure you weren’t injured…”

      “Absolutely.” I nodded.

      It wasn’t exactly the relaxed meal I’d been expecting, but the attack had lent the occasion a sort of thrill. I toasted Gabe and Jon as heroes, and everyone seemed extra bright and witty, our relief going to our heads. We talked over what had happened from every possible angle, and Jon dispatched most of the guards to do some scouting. “Stay in pairs,” he ordered. “And don’t go far.”

      When we finished the meal, the servants who had been conducting their own little picnic not far away, began to clean up. The guards still hadn’t returned, and Daisy wanted to go looking for them. Both of her siblings refused, point-blank, but she wheedled and pleaded until Teddy relented and said she could go a little way, but only in his company and definitely not across the border.

      She took off with a whoop and Teddy followed.

      “That child clearly needs more than one pair of supervisory eyes,” said Millie with a sigh. “I’d better go too.”

      “I’ll come and keep you company,” offered Sophie.

      Gabe leaped to his feet to help her rise, and the three of them wandered away, eyes fixed on Daisy and Teddy who were fast disappearing.

      After the encounter with the bear, I had no desire to wander up the hill. But, after a moment, I realized I was in the servants’ way and took myself a short distance away to a patch of soft grass that offered a clear view of the city. As I sat, someone else dropped down beside me.

      “It seems to me that you’re the true hero,” said Jon, after a moment. “There aren’t many people who would rush toward an attacking bear.

      I shrugged. “I can’t really take any credit for bravery. I didn’t think at all, it was pure instinct.”

      His eyes didn’t waver from my face, and I dropped my own down to the grass. “Then that is even more admirable,” he said. “Surely your instincts in such a situation demonstrate your true self.”

      Glancing back at him through my lashes, I thought he looked like he wanted to continue but then thought better of it. I wished I knew what he had been about to say.

      After a long silence I decided he wasn’t going to say more on the topic, so I changed it. “You mentioned a plague. But I thought no one knew what had happened in Palinar?”

      He sighed and turned his face toward his city. “No, not a literal plague.” Leaning back on one arm, he stretched a leg in front of him and propped up the other knee. I watched him through my lashes, distracted by the strength of his muscles and the way the sunlight brought out the gold in his hair and eyes. This quiet moment felt entirely removed from the earlier terror of the bear. Had that fear unbalanced my mind? I couldn’t think of any other reason I had suddenly become obsessed with the line of his arm and the fall of his hair.

      “Like I said earlier,” he said, oblivious to my scrutiny, “Marin may only be a duchy—and a city-state, at that—but we have always been well-respected amongst the kingdoms, serving as a neutral meeting place, and even as adjudicators on occasion. I suppose that’s why we host the Princess Tourneys.” He paused and plucked a long blade of grass, twirling it between his fingers.

      “We are the true center of these lands, both in culture and in trade.” He pointed toward his distant home. “Our palace is considered to be the oldest building anywhere. The first permanent structure our ancestors built when they came to these lands.”

      He sighed and threw the grass away. “But we have all of us fallen on bad times.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, unsure what else to say.

      He glanced over at me and then away again. “It seems like a lifetime ago that we met, although it’s only been a few days. I promised full honesty to you then, in everything, and I will give it. I will not hide our true state from you.”

      He sighed. “Palinar’s fall was a significant blow to us all. And Talinos responded badly. The borders remain intact, but they’re still terrified that the taint may creep down into their land. They’ve refocused all their resources to their border with Palinar, and the rest of the kingdom falters, too neglected to thrive.

      “Meanwhile, the winters in Eldon seem to get longer every year. Oliver and his sisters used to be good company, but they seem to have frozen alongside their kingdom. It’s been some time since Eldon was able to produce any sort of harvest. And we have no fields of our own. Just this small ring of hillside pastures around the city.

      “We’re a trading hub. If the other kingdoms aren’t prosperous and trading with one another, it puts us in a desperate situation. We’re living off stored gold and foodstuffs from better times as it is. And now that we have to host this Tourney, the supplies are draining fast.”

      “What about Trione?” I asked. “They seem prosperous and, from the way Millie talks, you sound like close allies. Your mother is her father’s sister, right?”

      He sighed again. “Trione have pulled back from us lately, but I don’t think Uncle Edward and Aunt Juliette have told their children. They’re making decisions as king and queen, not as brother and sister-in-law, and they probably guess Teddy and Millie will be unhappy about it. I know my mother is upset.”

      He stopped and ran his free hand through his hair. “But personally, I can’t blame them. There’s a darkness creeping down from the North, on both continents, and it makes sense for them to try to save their own kingdom.”

      “A darkness?” I shivered despite the bright sunlight.

      “My father doesn’t seem to see it, but it’s quite clear to me. Palinar is completely lost, and Talinos is crippled by fear. Eldon will soon be entirely swallowed by ice, and Eliam…”

      He glanced over at me. “You’ve heard about Snow’s father? He won’t last much longer, they say. And his wife—that’s Snow’s stepmother—is an…interesting character. I can’t like the idea of her ruling one of the kingdoms.”

      “Won’t the kingdom go to Blanche if he dies? She’s an only child, right?”

      “It should, of course, but she’s not of age yet which complicates things. And if her stepmother doesn’t want to cede power, who’s to make her? Us?” He laughed, but there was no humour in the sound. “As I said, this is a full confessional. We’re in a bad way here. All of us.”

      “Except for Trione?” I tried to cling to some shred of positivity.

      “Yes, which is why I understand their withdrawal. They’re an island, so maybe they have a chance, too.” He looked at me sideways. “I’m sure Teddy will forget about his mystery ocean girl soon. He’s a nice enough fellow generally. And Trione would make good allies.”

      He looked miserable. And, his expression made my tension at his words melt away. In fact, it made me want to smile. But I suppressed the urge. It didn’t matter if I had no intention of marrying Teddy, something far bigger stood between me and Jon. “There is no point in thinking of alliances until we are through this Tourney. Anything might happen still.”

      “Yes, of course. You might win, after all.” His voice sounded a little odd, but I couldn’t see his eyes because he kept them trained away from me toward the sea. I did, however, see his free hand slowly clench into a fist.
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      As soon as we were back in our suite, Sophie turned on me. I’d seen it coming in her eyes ever since she’d returned from her walk and interrupted my conversation with Jon. I didn’t always need projections to know what she was thinking.

      That’s it! No more putting me off. She faced me, her hands on her hips. You two have been making eyes at each other ever since we arrived. But this afternoon the tension was so thick between the two of you, I could practically touch it. I want to know what’s going on. What did he say? A small smile crept over her face. And, more importantly, what do you think of him?

      I sighed and sat on the edge of my bed. I’ll tell you what he said, of course. But it isn’t anything like you’re thinking. We weren’t talking about us. Or, at least, not directly. He actually gave me insights on all the kingdoms—things you should know. And they serve as a reminder that I have far more important things to worry about than a personable prince.

      I proceeded to relate everything Jon had told me. About Marin, about Palinar, about the encroaching darkness. Halfway through, Sophie sat beside me, all humor gone from her face. We had sensed something wrong with these lands from the beginning, but neither of us had expected the situation to be so bad. When we had sailed away from our homes, aware that we faced possible marriages of alliance and might, therefore, never return, we had imagined this land quite differently. So far, only the friendly young royals had lived up to our expectation. And our connection with our new friends only made the insidious threat worse.

      When I finished, we sighed in unison and then smiled weakly at each other.

      So you see, I explained, I could talk about the fact that, no matter how much I try to deny it, there’s something in his gaze that makes me feel…special. And I could admit that it took all my self-control this afternoon not to reach across the short space between us and touch his arm. But what would be the point? I can’t afford to indulge the luxury of such thinking. Not with the Tourney. And maybe not even without it. From the sound of it, even Jon thinks Teddy would make a better choice.

      Sophie took a deep breath and then spoke aloud. “No, you were right in what you said to him, Lily. There will be time enough to think of alliances after the Tourney. We should just focus on getting everyone safely through the events. When it’s over we can think about other things.”

      I could easily read the concern in her eyes, and the way she wanted to distract me from the unpleasant truth. To put off as long as possible the likelihood that the end of the Tourney would mark the first of the alliances between the Four Kingdoms and this land. Even without Marin’s troubles, I was unlikely to be free to follow my heart.

      I hated the heavy feeling that had settled between us, so I smiled and spoke slowly, trying to cheer her up. “Although, surely it can’t do any harm to spend just a moment dwelling on those muscles. He must be strong. Did you see him take down the bear? I was too busy cowering on the ground, unfortunately. If I’d thought a bit more quickly, I could have pretended I’d twisted my ankle, and then he would have had to carry me up the hill.”

      “Lily! You’re shocking. You would never!” Sophie pushed me lightly and then collapsed back onto the bed, laughing.

      I dropped back to lie beside her and stare up at the canopy. “Maybe not, but a girl can dream.” I used my most innocent voice. “I’m sure I would have been light as a feather to him.”

      “Not the point,” she said between giggles.

      I smiled, upwards. Mission accomplished.

      She propped herself up on one elbow so that she could see me. “He is rather attractive, of course. I agree with you completely there. It’s something about that hair, and those eyes…”

      “…those arms,” I interjected, and she giggled.

      “I can understand why you’re drawn to him. But…” She paused and wrinkled her nose, trying to find the right words. “He’s a little too…dutiful for my taste.

      I rolled over to look at her in surprise. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t know exactly. It’s hard to describe, just a feeling, really. Maybe he comes across as just a little too constrained? Don’t you want to be romanced? You said it yourself, in fact—you want to be swept off your feet.”

      “Mmmm, yes.” I flopped back to stare upwards again. “Only I meant that quite literally you know.”

      Sophie snorted.

      “But, in all seriousness?” I frowned as I thought over my words. “I like that he takes his responsibilities seriously. It shows that he truly cares. For his family and his people.” I knew I sounded a little defensive, but I couldn’t help myself. “That’s an attractive quality.”

      Sophie laughed softly. “And that’s probably why you don’t notice it—you’re too much alike. Except he keeps forgetting he’s not the duke yet, and you keep forgetting I’m not sick anymore. He’s not solely responsible for his people, and you’re not responsible for me.” She sighed. “I keep hoping one day you’ll realize that.”

      We lay there for a moment in silence. A part of me agreed with her, but another part of me knew that she didn’t really understand. I had never come close to death, which meant she had never stood on the edge of solitude, gripped by fear. I didn’t just take care of her for her sake. I also did it for mine. Because I couldn’t bear to lose my other half. What would I be without her?

      “Do you remember all the other girls back home?” Sophie asked eventually. “All the courtiers and the commoners who thought being a princess must be lovely?”

      “Being a princess was lovely back home. I’ve been lying here remembering how we begged our parents to let us accompany the delegation.”

      “Yes, our lives would be a lot simpler if we’d stayed in Arcadia.” She turned her head to look at me. “Less exciting, though.”

      I rolled my eyes. “And thus, our downfall.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The next evening, Sophie and I entered the ballroom together as we always did. Jon had been occupied all day with his father, and I had told myself to be glad for his absence.

      And yet, as usual, my mind refused to behave, and I found myself looking for him as soon as we stepped through the doors. If he was still occupied with his duties, he might not have time for balls and dancing. He didn’t spend his days looking handsome and socializing, like Teddy and Gabe. He cared for his people and poured his time into them, which made every minute he took off to spend with me that much more meaningful. I had no right to expect he would always be awaiting our arrival, as he had done at past balls.

      And yet, sure enough, he approached us immediately. His eyes flew to me, as they so often seemed to do, but for once he didn’t smile. He looked determined, and a little cold, as he turned to Sophie instead.

      “Dance with me, Princess Sophie?” His friendly smile appeared as he looked at her.

      “Oh! I…” She looked at me.

      What are you waiting for? Go! I tried to make my projection as nonchalant as possible and to keep my eyes off them as they swept away.

      But when Gabe reached me, I agreed to dance without knowing what I said. And my attempts to keep my eyes from straying to Sophie and Jon as they circled the dance floor failed miserably.

      Had this been the real reason for my determination to push Jon away? Perhaps, somehow, underneath everything, I had been waiting for this. Eventually Jon would get close enough to see my weaknesses. To recognize how incomplete I was as an individual. It had only been a matter of time before Jon saw the truth and lost interest.

      Back home it had never been an issue, because we had never had any real suitors. The only men who courted us were interested in the power and position that such a marriage would bring. They didn’t differentiate between us, since any princess would do for the purpose. And none of the young men amongst our friends at court had ever tried to court either of us. My brother and his wife claimed it was because we were too close to each other. The boys had always seen us as a single unit rather than two individuals.

      But our family was blinded by their love. They didn’t see the reason everyone saw us as a single unit, the essential closeness that kept us both functioning. Our godmother had gifted it to us, and we had no idea how to change it. And no desire to do so, either. After all, our families didn’t know our true connection, or how impossible it would be to temper it.

      And yet, somehow, right from the beginning, Jon had seen us as distinct. He had never once confused us. I had started to believe he truly saw us as two separate people. I didn’t know why I hadn’t recognized the inevitable consequences of his unexpected insight.

      My dance with Gabe ended, and another young man took his place—a Marinese nobleman whose name I instantly forgot. Sophie and Jon had disappeared from sight. Had they moved to the other side of the dance floor? Or had they left to search for refreshments?

      Before I could make up my mind, Jon spun past. Except now he was dancing with Millie. A minute later I spotted Sophie watching me from the side of the dance floor, a glass in each hand. She shook her head at me pityingly, and I excused myself to my partner so that I could cross the floor to join her.

      She handed me one of the drinks. I thought if I let you stress a little it might make you acknowledge your true feelings a little more openly, but you looked so pathetic I don’t have the heart to continue.

      I bristled. I don’t know what you’re talking about.

      Uh huh. She smiled at me knowingly. Then I’m sure you have no interest whatsoever in the fact that Prince Jonathan has been reprimanded by his father and reminded that, as a host of the Tourney, it is his duty to dance with all the contestants.

      Oh. I could feel the flush rising up my face. Sophie was right. When had I become this pathetic?

      “Here take this.” She thrust the glass at me. “But drink quickly. We need to show Jon that he’s not the only one in high demand.”

      I stared at her. I thought we’d agreed to put schemes of romance aside until after the Tourney?

      She tossed her head. No, we agreed to put thoughts of alliances behind us until after the Tourney. Personally, I wasn’t thinking of them much to start with. And since Teddy’s good looks are rather spoiled by his moping, and Gabe is a little too daring for my tastes, I have yet to decide where my own romantic efforts should fall. Which means we need to focus on you.

      “Sophie!”

      She ignored me. Jon seems to think Teddy his most likely rival, so we should start there.

      “Sophie!” I tried again, and this time she turned to glare at me. A struggle, since her smile kept trying to shine through.

      Her projection dropped to a quiet whisper. Aren’t you curious to see if we can break through all that responsibility and restraint? Just a little bit?

      I… I had intended to tell her off, but she seemed to take my hesitation as agreement.

      “Excellent, then.” She slipped her arm through mine and dragged me toward the refreshment table. “Teddy!” she called as we barreled up to him. “You’re just the person we need…”

      When the bell finally rang, I still hadn’t danced with Jon. But I’d danced with five other handsome and eligible young men, and I had been silently complaining to Sophie for the last two. Remember how we still have to compete in an event after this? We should be conserving our strength. I glowered over at her. No, scratch that, I should be conserving my strength. You’re doing just fine.

      Sophie had taken a seat against the wall and gathered a small court of admiring locals around her. She had turned down all offers to dance and had kept them busy bringing her food and drink instead. We didn’t even need our feet for the last event. And, anyway, some sacrifices are worth it. Love is pain, and all that.

      I believe that’s beauty is pain, sister dearest.

      Oh! Is it? Her projection dripped with surprise, but I knew the emotion was feigned.

      I didn’t know why I was still arguing with her if she was in this mood. Love is pain. I shook my head and startled my dance partner by chuckling out loud. Sophie was the last person to appreciate pain in any form. She was just being ornery and outrageous on purpose.

      Thankfully the bell rang before I had to think of an excuse for my oddly-timed levity, allowing me to excuse myself and hurry away.

      We princesses were a silent group as we made our way through the groves and floated across the lake. After the outcome of the second event, I had since made special care not to let even a toe touch the water.

      When we arrived in the throne room, everyone seemed equally reluctant to approach the table which once again had twelve chairs. Sophie’s earlier good humor had dropped away. A glance at her pale face made me step forward, ignoring my own nerves.

      “There’s no reason to think the chairs are unsafe. The castle was collapsing on our heads in the first event, but I haven’t seen so much as a piece of gravel come away since. None of the events seem to affect future events.”

      “Except for this,” Celine grumbled as she pointed at her bandaged leg.

      “Well, yes, except for that.” I grimaced at her sympathetically. “But that doesn’t change the likely safety of our chairs.”

      When no one else moved or responded, I sighed, and stepped forward to take the chair that had collapsed under Giselle. When nothing happened, I glared at the others and they came over to take seats of their own.

      Parchments appeared on all our plates the instant the last princess sat down. Almost as if the Tourney had shared my impatience. I eyed the parchment uneasily, but Emmeline picked up hers with the utmost unconcern. Steeling myself, I unfolded my own.

      
        
        The first stage of the Tourney has been completed. The second stage will now begin. This stage involves a series of individual challenges where points will be awarded based on success. Each challenge will begin with the sound of a bell, and will only finish once at least one of you has successfully completed the task. Once the bell sounds, your lips will be sealed until the task is completed.

        

      

      My eyes flew to Sophie. She looked as surprised as I felt. We had only had three tasks, and we were already moving to the individual phase? There must be twelve more still to come before the final group competition on the last night of spring. We had both expected the two stages to be more equal in length. Pearl squeaked, and Marigold looked almost as scared although she remained silent.

      I looked at them both uneasily. During the collaborative phase, I hadn’t had to choose between protecting them and completing the task. Things had just become a whole lot more complicated.

      “What’s the challenge?” asked Hazel, clearly attempting—somewhat unsuccessfully—to sound grown up and not at all nervous.

      Emmeline retrieved the parchment from the middle of the table and read it out. “It is the responsibility of a ruler to see value in her kingdom, wherever it lies, and however hidden the treasure may be. The first of you to uncover the hidden treasure will win the challenge. You may begin the search as soon as the bell rings.”

      There was a moment of silence.

      “That actually doesn’t sound too bad,” said Celine. “Even I have a chance at winning a treasure hunt. It’s sort of like a riddle without any plummeting trapdoors.”

      I nodded slowly. “Just remember your families, everyone. Don’t give in to the temptation to let yourself lose. We all need to at least try.”

      Slowly the other eleven heads nodded. No one looked pleased, but they all looked determined. Except for Hazel who leaned over to Blanche, sitting next to me, and whispered, “Maybe you should try to lose, Snow. With any luck, the Tourney will strike down your stepmother.”

      “Hazel!” I tried to keep my voice low since most of the other girls were too busy talking amongst themselves, or examining their parchments, to have heard.

      She looked over at me guiltily. “I’m just joking. I know Snow would never really do something that might put her father at risk.”

      “She’s only trying to cheer me up,” said Blanche. “She’s a good friend.”

      I frowned at the parchment in my hand. Just how bad was Blanche’s stepmother? What was it Jon had said about her? An interesting character. I had assumed he mainly meant incompetent, but there must be more to it than that.

      I shook my head to clear my thoughts. I didn’t have time to think about Blanche’s family, I needed to try to win this competition for the sake of my own.

      A familiar bell rang through the mostly-empty room, the sound distorted in this strange, mirror world. The scrape of twelve chairs followed, and we all ran for the door.
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      I brought up the rear, partly from a lingering protective instinct, and partly because I needed more time to come up with a plan. What do you think? I asked Sophie. Any ideas what this treasure might be?

      I thought our lips were supposed to be sealed. Her projection sounded amused.

      Do you see my lips moving?

      She laughed silently. The only treasure I can think of is the leaves in the grove. I’ve never seen silver or gold, let alone diamond, formed into such delicate shapes.

      But it’s not exactly hidden.

      No, true. She sighed. And the same goes for our golden plates and goblets.

      Apparently we weren’t the only ones whose thoughts had gone to the groves. Almost half of the other girls went straight to the boats.

      Should we join them? Or stay here in the mirror palace. Sophie watched them clamber into the coracles.

      I considered the question. There must be a clue in the wording of the challenge. Surely we’re not supposed to stumble around blindly until one of us trips over it?

      It just said we needed to ‘uncover the hidden treasure’.

      Hmmmm. We could check that room with all the cupboards. Maybe that would count as hidden.

      It didn’t seem like a great idea, but we both started walking in that direction. The cupboards, not surprisingly, proved bare. I bit my lip and tried to focus.

      What about the word ‘uncover’. It could mean simply ‘discover’. Or it could mean it’s actually under a cover of some sort.

      I looked around the room. Like all the other rooms I had seen here, it was devoid of decoration. No tapestries, no curtains, nothing that could cover even the smallest of treasures.

      Just as I was despairing of coming up with a single idea, the bell’s chimes rang through the palace again. For a brief second, Sophie and I stared at each other. And then we both took off running for the entrance hall. It had only been minutes but, somehow, impossibly, someone else had already found the treasure.

      Celine had managed to hobble back into the entrance hall ahead of us, along with Blanche, Pearl and Opal. They were all looking around in confusion, though, so it obviously hadn’t been any of them.

      I did a quick count in my head of the girls who had already taken the boats. Only one other was missing.

      “Hazel,” I said, just as she walked into the entrance hall. She looked up at us, dazed, and then held up a small leather pouch. It jingled as if full of coins.

      “I…I won.” She didn’t sound happy.

      “Where was it?” asked Pearl.

      “It was down in the kitchens. I think it’s full of gold coins…but it wasn’t when I found it.”

      “What do you mean?” asked Blanche. “What was in it when you found it?”

      Hazel flushed slightly. “It was full of salt. I found it down in the kitchens, and I remembered hearing cook talking about how important it is. We don’t produce our own food in Marin, so our stored food is particularly valuable to us. The bell sounded as soon as I took it out of the kitchen, and then it started jingling. It looks like it’s full of gold now.”

      “It was a good idea,” said Sophie. “All of our kingdoms would be lost without salt.”

      Hazel smiled slightly at the praise before her face fell again. How had she known to look in the kitchens? Or had it simply been a lucky guess? I bit my lip. Or, rather, a not-so-lucky one. Her face certainly suggested she knew the undesirability of a win.

      “How did you know to look in the kitchens?” I asked, wanting to understand.

      “It was the words of the challenge,” she said. “And what Celine said about it being like a riddle. Uncover stood out to me, so I kept trying to think of all the possible meanings. There isn’t really anything in this whole place that could cover something else. And then I remembered that when my mother is planning a formal dinner, she and the servants talk about the number of covers.” She looked around to check we all knew what she meant. “The place settings at the table. We’d just come from the only table in this palace, so I thought I would check the kitchens…”

      “That’s very clever,” said Sophie.

      Hazel nodded sadly. “Nearly falling down that awful hole threw me off the other night. Usually I really am quite good at riddles.”

      Celine looked around the large hall and then over at me and Sophie. “It seems hard to believe it could be over already, but I suppose it must be. So, we might as well head for the boats. I, at least, have no desire to spend my whole night down here if I don’t have to.”

      “No, indeed!” agreed Blanche with a shiver.

      We had all drifted into a tight clump during our conversation, so we moved out the door together. Blanche put her arm around Hazel’s shoulder, supporting her friend, who still looked a little shaky.

      Seven of the boats still remained, so we soon reached the other side of the lake. Emmeline and Giselle were waiting for us on the shore.

      “We heard the bell,” said Emmeline. “Who found it?” Her eyes darted between me, Sophie, and Celine. She obviously thought us the most likely candidates. Did she care about the results, after all? After her success in the riddles, she sat fairly high on the charts. A less than desirable placement.

      “I did.” Hazel held up the pouch.

      I saw a shade of surprise on both their faces, but they didn’t ask her where, or how she had worked it out. Maybe they were smart enough not to want to gain even such a small insight into the Tourney. It was a strange dynamic, this competition where everyone had to try their best, but everyone wanted to lose.

      In the diamond grove we found Millie and, a moment later, Lilac and Marigold came running out of the golden-leaved trees.

      “What happened?” called Marigold as she approached. “Who won?”

      “Is it really over already?” Lilac shook her head in wonder. “That was so much shorter than the others.”

      “I guess the Tourney didn’t count on Hazel being so clever,” I said.

      “H…Hazel.” Marigold turned a horrified face on her sister. “You won, Hazel?”

      Hazel nodded wordlessly, and Lilac ran over to give her a comforting hug.

      Not exactly normal victory celebrations, are they? Sophie sounded sad and tired, but I still couldn’t help comparing how much less tired I felt than on all our previous trudges back to the trapdoor.

      When we reached the ladder, Emmeline and Giselle began to ascend immediately, but the rest of us paused. Everyone’s eyes followed me as I removed the parchment from the branch and unfolded it.

      I stared down at the numbers, not wanting to read them out. But I couldn’t delay forever. “Only Hazel scored highly for tonight’s challenge.” I looked up at her. “And since you also did fairly well with the riddles, you’re now in the lead overall.”

      Hazel’s face went completely white, and Lilac and Marigold didn’t look much better.

      “Don’t worry,” Blanche whispered audibly to her friend. “There are still twelve more challenges. I’m sure you’ll fall behind again soon.”

      Hazel nodded and pulled up a tremulous smile just as her knees buckled. Blanche gasped and managed to half-catch her, helping her regain her balance. Hazel still looked unnaturally pale, leaning against her friend, and her sisters rushed over to hover close. I kept back, giving them some space, confident it was just shock and not anything seriously wrong.

      Emmeline’s head appeared at the top of the ladder. “Are you coming?”

      “Yes,” I called up to her. “Move back.”

      Lilac and Blanche supported Hazel as she climbed, and then I ushered all the younger girls up. Sophie, Millie and I helped Celine, so that soon we all stood together in the small room. Normally someone moved straight for the door, but tonight we all paused and stared at each other, thrown off by how differently the event had gone.

      “Oh!” A soft gasp from Hazel drew everyone’s attention. She was looking down into her hands.

      “What is it?” asked Marigold, crowding in close beside her.

      “The pouch. It didn’t disappear.” She opened it and peered inside. “The gold hasn’t either,” she added in an awed voice.

      “It must be your prize,” I said. “For winning.”

      A murmur swept through the small crowd of princesses. It seemed that lots of things had changed now that we had entered the individual phase.

      “I’m tired.” Giselle pushed open the door and left, her sister close behind her.

      Slowly the rest of us filed out to be greeted with surprise by the faithful group that awaited us. Of course, none of us could explain anything to them, although Lilac told her parents they needed to get Hazel to bed.

      The ducal family moved off together, grouped around Hazel and talking quietly. Jon, however, hung back, turning to meet my eyes. I couldn’t bring myself to smile given his sister’s state, and I couldn’t interpret the turmoil in his gaze. A moment later, he was gone, and Helena was ushering Sophie and me to bed.

      We climbed into our nightgowns, and slipped obediently into bed, but as soon as she was gone, Sophie sat up. Lily.

      I sat as well, crossing my legs and facing toward her. She mirrored me, and we stared at each other in the near darkness.

      Tonight was different. Sophie sounded thoughtful.

      Everything’s changed. I paused. At least it seemed a lot safer.

      I’ve been thinking about something Marigold said on our first night.

      Oh? I tried to remember what the youngest Marinese princess had said after we arrived, but I couldn’t remember much other than her mention of the Beast.

      She said how she wouldn’t mind the Tourney if Gabe had called it. I’ve been thinking about how different it would be if it was his Tourney. From what Millie said, even the events themselves would be different.

      I thought about it. He’s fun and friendly, but also daring. So there might still have been some scares to deal with. And he’s an excellent archer. Maybe Celine would have gotten her wish and we’d all be shooting targets down there.

      If only. Sophie sighed. I just keep picturing Hazel’s face as she came out of the throne room. And when you told us about the scores.

      Yes, everyone would feel a little differently about winning if it was Gabe rather than this Dominic. And a pouch of gold as a prize would only excite everyone more.

      She nodded sadly.  From what you said, her family could do with the gold, too. Everyone would be competing with enthusiasm if it was Gabe…

      I bit my lip and closed my eyes. I had known from the second I saw the rankings what had to be done. Had known it from the beginning, really. But saying it made it feel too real. I hesitated a moment longer and then drew a deep breath.

      “We have to win.” I said the words out loud, trying to make myself accept the awful finality of them. “We’ve got the younger girls this far, we can’t abandon them now when we know it means facing something even worse than any of these challenges. We should be able to succeed, too. We’re the oldest except for Celine. And, even with all the will in the world, I can’t see her winning at this point.”

      I shook my head. “We should have won tonight, though. You were even on the right track. But I don’t think we were truly trying. I guess, if I’m honest, I just assumed we would win, so I didn’t feel any great hurry.”

      “You’re right, we should have been able to work it out.” Sophie looked half guilty, half sad. “If for no other reason than that we’re able to talk to each other and work together, when none of the rest of them can.”

      “So we just need to try harder next time.” I tried to sound confident for her sake. “Because we’re fighters, and we have each other. Which means we have the best chance of surviving this Dominic. I simply couldn’t bear to send one of those girls off to Palinar alone.”

      Sophie sighed again. “Agreed. So it sounds like our goal has changed. We can stop worrying about keeping the others alive in the events, now we need to start worrying about winning.”

      “I have confidence in us,” I whispered.

      “Yes.” Sophie lay back down. “That’s what scares me.”

      I lay down too and rolled away from her. I had said we needed to win, but that was only to forestall an argument. I had no more intention of letting Sophie face this Beast than I had of letting the younger girls do it.
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        * * *

      

      It felt strange to wake up after an event and find it was only morning of the next day. It gave me a light, buoyant feeling, despite the heavy realization of the night before. The next ball seemed such a long time away.

      The bright sunshine lured us out into the garden again, and we passed many of the other princesses as we wandered up and down the paths. We hadn’t seen Hazel or the other Marinese girls, though.

      I was just about to comment on this to Sophie, when a loud voice from behind hailed us. Turning we saw Gabe, Teddy and Jon, with Millie trailing behind. She looked a little irritated, but brightened when she saw us, and rushed forward to catch up.

      “Good morning.” Gabe seemed particularly cheerful. “Not a scratch on any of your slippers this morning, I’m told. And you came out with a bag of gold. Things seem to be looking up in this Tourney.”

      Jon didn’t seem to share his excitement. “Except that Hazel is now in the lead. My sister. Don’t forget that.” He shook his head.

      “Oh.” Gabe looked crestfallen. “I hadn’t heard that actually. And she’s only just fifteen, isn’t she?” He looked mutinous. “Much too young to be having anything to do with Dominic.”

      Sophie and I exchanged glances.

      Jon ran his hand through his hair and looked at me sideways. “All the girls are too young.”

      “Hey! We’ll be eighteen just after the Tourney finishes,” said Sophie.

      “It sounds to me like age has nothing to do with it.” I jumped in before anyone could start fighting over the acceptable age for involvement in the Tourney. “No one of any age should have to deal with this Prince Dominic, or Beast, or whatever you want to call him. But someone has to.” I took a deep breath. “But there are still twelve events to go. I hardly think it’s time to be despairing for Hazel.”

      “Maybe we should make sure of that,” said Gabe, with a significant look at the other two princes.

      “Whoa, slow down there, genius.” Millie’s grumpy face had returned. “We’ve discussed this before. None of you are going to be throwing your lives away by interfering in the Tourney.”

      I stepped up beside her to show my support. “Absolutely not. And, as I already said, it’s far too early to be worrying anyway. We’re all fine, as you saw last night. Not so much as a scratch on any of us. We have weeks still to go. There will be time enough for worrying about who’s going to win later.”

      Gabe looked mutinous, but Jon clapped him on the shoulder. “They’re right, you know.”

      Since Jon was Hazel’s brother, Gabe could hardly protest further, and the conversation turned to lighter topics as the two groups merged and wandered down the path together. But I couldn’t help but notice a certain defiant look in Gabe’s eyes, and I decided I’d better start paying more attention to him at the Tourney balls. If he intended to do anything foolish, I intended to stop him. I owed him my life after his quick intervention with the bear, and I had every intention of paying back my debt, whether he liked it or not.
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      As we walked, we fell into pairs, and somehow Jon ended up beside me. So much had happened since we had last spoken during our picnic outing, I couldn’t immediately think of what to say. And the longer the silence continued, the more blank my mind became.

      Finally he spoke, glancing sideways at me. “I was sorry not to have the opportunity to dance with you at the ball last night.”

      More silence.

      He glanced my way again. “You seemed very popular.” As soon as he said it, he shook his head quickly, as if annoyed with himself. “Of course you were. Ignore me.”

      An actual flush appeared to be creeping up his neck, but I tried to ignore it. Tried to pretend I had no interest in the potential success of Sophie’s romantic plans on my behalf at the ball. Not anymore. Not now that I had truly accepted how this Tourney was going to end. It would be best if Jon stopped thinking about me altogether.

      “You seemed well occupied yourself,” I said. “I hope you had an enjoyable time.”

      “Oh, yes. Well, that is, I mean…” He rubbed the back of his neck, and I hid a smile. He was usually much more confident.

      He glanced at me ruefully. “I don’t seem to be able to say the right thing this morning. Of course, I enjoyed all my dances. My duty as a host is clear, and I am more than happy to fulfill it.” He gazed away across the bushes that bordered our path, and then quickly back at me, before moving his eyes forward again. His next sentence was delivered so quietly I almost missed it. “But I’ve never felt so torn in my duties before.”

      Now I was the one flushing, but I ruthlessly suppressed it. Silence settled over us again. Jon’s eyes had locked on Teddy who walked ahead of us arguing with his sister in low tones. “At least Teddy was free to oblige you.”

      The fire in his tone made my eyes fly to his face. He looked ahead, not meeting my gaze, his face carefully controlled. But his hands had once again formed into fists.

      Part of me wanted to snap at him that he didn’t have a monopoly on my dances. The other part felt guilty for joining in on Sophie’s scheme to break through his restraint. It was hardly fair given I was actively trying to win the Tourney which would force me into a betrothal with someone else.

      Either way, I didn’t know how to respond to his statement. There were too many words that could not be said between us. I needed to change the subject.

      “At least you all didn’t have to wait up most of the night for us this time,” I said. “You must have appreciated the good night’s sleep almost as much as we did.”

      He smiled, but the gesture didn’t reach his eyes. “A pleasant surprise, certainly. But I’m afraid everyone in my family had a hard time settling once we saw the latest scores.”

      I wanted to kick myself. Where had all my usual poise gone? Of course it hadn’t been a good night for Hazel and her family. I needed to do better.

      “I greatly enjoyed the tour and picnic the other day,” I tried. “Thank you for organizing it.”

      He smiled a little incredulously. “In spite of the bear?”

      “Well, that bit certainly wasn’t the high point of the occasion, I’ll admit. But I loved seeing Marin.”

      “I’m glad. I’ve always thought it a beautiful city. I enjoyed sharing it with you…all.”

      I ducked my head and pretended I hadn’t noticed his hasty addition. “Have you seen Daisy? Is she fully recovered from her scare? I had some concern that she might find herself covered in bruises yesterday from where I pushed her to the ground.”

      Jon chuckled. “Daisy is as irrepressible as ever. She does have a couple of bruises, but she’s wearing them as badges of honor and telling anyone she suspects of noticing them about her fight with a bear.”

      I grinned at the thought of all the poor people subjected to the tale. “She reminds me of the mischief Sophie and I got up to as children. But she seems so much more secure than we were at that age.”

      He glanced at me with curiosity, and I remembered his earlier interest in my childhood.

      I shrugged. “For reasons I didn’t find out until I was much older, we were left to grow up a little wild. All we wanted was love and attention from our parents, of course. And we received it in the end, but…” I shook my head, not wanting to go into the whole tale. I forced my tone to become more cheerful. “But we always had each other, of course.”

      “You’ve always been this close then?” His eyes followed Sophie who had abandoned Gabe and joined Millie and Teddy in an effort to break up their dispute.

      “Yes, always.” I watched him surreptitiously but could see nothing but curiosity and a mild friendly interest on his face as he watched my twin. I still couldn’t quite believe that I might have met someone who could distinguish between us and saw us as two separate individuals.

      “My family has always been very close,” he said. “But nothing like the two of you. It’s almost uncanny how attuned you are to each other.”

      I bit my lip. He had no idea. And yet, here was another thing he had noticed about us. Perhaps we needed to be more careful.

      Jon gave a sudden, soft exclamation of annoyance. When I looked over at him questioningly, he indicated a path ahead of us that joined with ours a short distance ahead. “Talking about duties that need to be performed regardless of desire, there are two subjects I’d rather not meet right now.”

      A young man and woman strolled along the other path, on an intercept course with our group. The woman looked vaguely familiar, and for once I managed to dredge a name from my memory. Corinna. The unpleasant daughter of the unpleasant Sir Oswald. I could understand Jon’s irritation.

      As they drew closer, I examined her companion. The tall young man, dressed like a nobleman, appeared to be a couple of years her senior. For some reason it surprised me to see them together. Perhaps because she hadn’t looked like someone with a sweetheart when she looked at Jon.

      “I’ve met Corinna,” I said. “But who is her companion?”

      Jon grimaced. “That’s Cole, her older brother. And he’s even worse I’m afraid, although in a different sort of way.”

      Ah, a brother. That explained it.

      Their pace slowed, ensuring that when the others ahead of us passed the intersection between our paths, Corinna and Cole were only close enough for polite nods. When Jon and I reached the spot, however, they fell into step beside us.

      “Your Highness, what a pleasant surprise.” Corinna ignored me, directing her comment at Jon. “I hope you don’t mind if our walks converge for a few minutes.”

      Jon muttered polite assurances and, after a small nudge from Corinna, Cole nodded his own greeting, adding a cool, “Prince.”

      “Cole.” Jon sounded equally distant.

      Corinna clearly noticed their unease, since she inserted herself between them in such a way as to force Jon to offer her his arm. I relinquished my place beside him, and fell back slightly, ending up next to Cole.

      The merchant’s son made polite conversation easily enough but showed no real interest in me as a person. I felt sure that he wouldn’t even have noticed if Sophie and I had traded places halfway down the path.

      After the usual polite chit-chat, Cole steered the conversation toward trade. His subtlety far outstripped his father’s, but he still displayed a focus on wealth that reminded me too much of my previous interaction with his sister.

      And, as he questioned me further, I became even more uncomfortable. Although he never came out and said it, he seemed to be hinting at his family’s interest in a direct trade alliance. But I had attended the first day of meetings and knew that Arcadia had made its position clear. All alliances would be officially sanctioned through the duke and occur with Marin as a whole, rather than on the level of individual merchants. My parents didn’t want to risk establishing the wrong connections when we still knew so little about these new lands.

      Nothing about Corinna or Cole had dissuaded me from my original stance. I didn’t want their family included in any sort of alliance with my kingdom at all, sanctioned or otherwise. With that aim in mind, I took the same approach with Cole as I had with his sister, downplaying Arcadia’s wealth and position within the Four Kingdoms. It was easy enough to do since we were neither the richest kingdom nor the strongest military power.

      I simply omitted any mention of our significant size or the fact that, ever since my older brother had married for love six years ago, our kingdom had been thriving with bumper crops every year and increasing peace and security.

      Cole’s interest in me seemed to wane as the conversation progressed, and I congratulated myself on a task well done. Hopefully I wouldn’t be bothered by either sibling again.

      Sophie, who had been following the conversation with interest via my silent commentary, eventually rescued me and got us both back up to the palace. Once there, she went in search of Helena with a question about one of her dresses that still hadn’t made it back from the seamstresses, and I decided to visit Celine. Our poor friend was still under enforced rest between Tourney events.

      But, as I neared Celine’s room, I picked up the soft sounds of suppressed crying. The noise emanated from a partly opened door, and I decided to peek inside, afraid it was one of the younger princesses from the Tourney.

      I found the sitting room of a guest suite that looked identical to Celine’s. Blanche sat on the low green sofa, a piece of parchment clasped in her hand and tears rolling down her cheeks. It looked like a letter, and I instantly felt guilty for intruding on her privacy.

      Before I could move, however, she looked up and saw me. I froze, unsure whether to move forward and attempt to comfort her or to retreat. Enough seconds passed that I decided retreat was no longer an option, so I walked over and sat beside her.

      “Are you all right?”

      “It’s just a letter from home.” She sniffed, putting the paper down into her lap.

      “Not…not bad news, I hope.” My thoughts flew instantly to her father’s poor health.

      “Oh!” She seemed to follow my meaning. “Oh, no. Nothing like that. It’s just my stepmother. She must be having the servants report to her, because she seems to know all about the current scores in the Tourney. She wrote to lecture me for not trying hard enough. Apparently I’m giving our kingdom a bad name or some such thing. Disappointing my father.”

      I stared at her. “But…” I paused, lost for words. “Surely she can’t want you to win.”

      Blanche gave another big sniff, although she managed to make it sound scornful. “Of course she does. You should have seen the way her eyes lit up when we received the summons for the Tourney. Nothing would delight her more, I expect.” She dashed the tears from her eyes as her expression turned angry. “But she can’t fool me. I know my father doesn’t want me to win. He wants me to come home.” She scrunched up the letter and threw it across the room.

      “I’m sorry, Blanche,” I said, not sure what else I could offer in the way of sympathy.

      She shook her head and straightened, drawing a deep breath. “Please, call me Snow. Everyone else does. And don’t worry about me. I’m used to it by now. I just needed to let it out for a moment.” She drew another deep breath.

      “I just wish she hadn’t sent the letter with Randolph,” she added in a more normal tone. “He’s one of her favourite guards, and I don’t like having him here. He always looks at me with such black eyes. I feel like he’s waiting for me to put a step wrong, and then he’ll be judge, jury and executioner all rolled into one.” She shivered.

      “I’m sure he wouldn’t actually do anything to harm you! No one here would allow that.”

      “No, I suppose not. I’m just being foolish, I realise that. Still. I wish he wasn’t here.”

      “Why don’t you write a reply to your stepmother? Assure her you’ll try harder from now on. Then ask him to take it back for you.”

      Her face brightened. “That’s an excellent idea. I’ll write it immediately.” She jumped up and took several steps toward a small desk, before pausing and looking back. “Oh, I’m sorry.” She stepped back toward me, but I shook my head.

      “No, you go. The sooner, the better, right?”

      “Right!” She smiled at me and hurried over to the desk.

      I excused myself and returned to the corridor. I just hoped my suggestion worked. From everything I’d heard, Snow had enough burdens already.

      Distracted, I almost collided with a tall, hulking guard loitering near Snow’s suite. He wore the colours of Eliam, Snow’s kingdom, and one glance at his face was enough to confirm his identity.

      I could easily see why he made her uneasy. His eyes held a look that made even me nervous, and he had no connection to me whatsoever. How long he had been out there, and had he overheard any of our conversation? Our plan would be ruined already if he had.

      I could do nothing about it, though, so I hurried away and told myself my speed had nothing to do with a desire to stay as far as possible from the ominous guard.
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      We all lined up for the fifth event with much more confidence than we had ever done before. Hazel looked a little nervous, but no one seemed to fear serious injury now that we had entered the individual phase.

      I entered the room last, as I always did, the duke immediately closing the door behind me. Instantly I knew something was wrong. The others hadn’t moved toward the trapdoor as they usually did, but still stood crowded around the door.

      No one spoke, though, and the silence resounded loudly.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, just as Sophie’s projection reached me.

      Lily! Opal!

      Opal? How could the girl possibly have gotten into trouble before the trapdoor had even opened? I pushed some of the other princesses aside, moving to the front of the group. Shock washed over me.

      For the first time ever, we were not alone in the room.

      A large man stood on the far side, Opal gripped to his chest and a knife held to her throat. She trembled slightly, her giant eyes meeting mine across the empty space between us. Apparently all the action had happened in the few seconds it had taken for the entire line to file into the room.

      “Silence. Now! And don’t go making any sudden moves,” the man said, pressing his blade threateningly against Opal’s delicate neck. His eyes seemed to be focused on me, so I froze just like the others.

      I rejected a momentary thought that this might be part of the next task. The challenges never involved other people; such a thing violated the requirement for secrecy. And the trapdoor still hadn’t opened.

      Pearl, standing next to me, whimpered, and a rustle moved through the girls in response to the sound. Our standoff couldn’t last forever.

      But the man had made no demands, and I couldn’t think of a likely reason for his presence or his threat. Was he an angry Talinosian, simply taking advantage of the opportunity to find one of his kingdom’s princesses alone and vulnerable?

      “Randolph,” whispered Snow behind me, almost too quiet for me to catch.

      The name jolted my memory, and I recognized the Elamese guard who had been lingering outside Snow’s suite. And now he was here, threatening one of the Talinosians. It still made no sense.

      “What do you want?” asked Celine, uncowed despite her broken leg.

      He looked angry at her defiance but must have realized the necessity to communicate with us. “Wherever it is you all go, I’ll be coming with you. And this little thing with me.” He gave Opal a small shake. “Princess Blanche will be winning this next task, and you all had better make sure of it if you don’t want to see this little girl harmed.”

      Ten heads swiveled to stare at Blanche who had gone pale. “What are you thinking, Randolph? Let her go at once! You know it’s not permitted for anyone to interfere with the Tourney. Don’t you care for your life at all?”

      “My instructions are clear.” He seemed entirely unmoved by her arguments. “I’m to ensure that you win for the glory of Eliam and my queen.”

      “My stepmother. I knew it,” Blanche muttered. “I can’t imagine how she thinks she’s going to get away with this.”

      “I’m guessing she expected him to try something a little more subtle,” I said, equally quietly. Perhaps the Elamese queen had failed to notice the crazed look in his eye when she had given him such foolish orders.

      “Doesn’t she fear the magic of the Tourney?” Lilac joined our whispered conversation.

      I shook my head slightly. “I bet she thinks she’s safe enough since she’s not directly involved. She clearly isn’t too worried about him forfeiting his life. And he seems devoted enough not to care either.”

      “Enough!” Randolph spoke with enough menace to bring instant silence. “What are you waiting for? Let the task begin.”

      When no one moved, his knife nicked Opal’s skin causing a single drop of blood to trickle down her thin neck. Pearl whimpered again.

      Rage filled me. The trapdoor still hadn’t opened, so the task would obviously not begin while someone else remained in the room. Which meant we needed to do something to rescue Opal, and fast.

      I debated just opening the door behind me and calling for help, but I didn’t trust that he wouldn’t hurt Opal before anyone could reach him. And I now stood at the front of the huddled princesses, anyway. If I moved for the door, it would be more than obvious.

      Sophie! Any ideas?

      I’m trying! Sophie sounded frantic.

      What if you distract him by pretending to open the trapdoor? If you can get his attention, I might be able to get behind him.

      And do what?

      I frowned. I hadn’t thought that far. I glanced around the small room, but it was as bare as ever. If only I were armed. Any weapon would be better than none right now. But tradition definitely didn’t support princesses wearing weapons to balls.

      My eyes caught on Celine. She leaned, as always, on her crutches. Crutches that I had often heard her complain were far too heavy, carved as they were from a dense, solid oak of a type we hadn’t encountered in the Four Kingdoms. Lilac had told us it had been used as a mark of respect, a status symbol, but Celine had grumbled to me more than once that she would have much preferred the use of light and practical pine.

      I’m going to thwack him over the head as hard as I can with one of Celine’s crutches.

      A short pause followed, before Sophie sent her agreement. Really, it was the only plan we had so, like it or not, it had to do.

      “Very well, then,” Sophie said to him, her voice trembling convincingly. “We need to open the trapdoor.”

      “But…” Marigold’s confused interjection, presumably to point out that the trapdoor had always opened on its own before, was quickly cut off by Sophie.

      “Don’t you see? We have to do what he says, or he’ll harm Opal.” She gave a significant glare at the other girls, and no one raised any further objections. I only hoped they understood enough not to interfere.

      Sophie moved toward the spot where the invisible trapdoor lay, talking loudly about the process we had to use to open it. “It’s a dance. No one else knows the moves but us.” She glanced at Randolph. “A very complicated dance,” she added, firmly.

      “Yes, and a long one,” agreed Millie, stepping forward to support her.

      Lilac joined them. “Three of us have to do it. And if anyone makes a wrong move, we have to start again.”

      Sophie nodded. “Why do you think we’re gone for so long each night?” She raised both of her hands over her head, and the other two girls followed suit.

      You look ridiculous, I told Sophie as I sidled past the remaining princesses. Are you trying to mimic the travelling merchants’ dance? Because it really doesn’t look anything like that.

      Thank you, Lily. That is extremely helpful. She had now started hopping from foot to foot in a complicated pattern. The other two tried to follow her steps with limited success.

      I slid past Celine and tugged at one of her crutches. She released it instantly into my grasp. The briefest exchange of glances told me she understood exactly what was going on. As soon as I had moved past her, she began to call criticisms to the other girls. “That’s not how you do it. You’ve got it all wrong. It will never open like that.”

      “Why don’t you do it yourself, then?” asked Lilac.

      “I would if I could!” Celine shook her head.

      “She’s right you know, that’s not the right move,” said Blanche, joining the argument on Celine’s side. “You should have done five hops with your left foot before switching to your right.”

      “Fine!” said Sophie, stopping to put her hands on her hips and glare at Blanche. “You come and do it, then.”

      “Very well,” said Blanche, moving to join Millie and Lilac. “It’s like this.” When she put her hands above her head and began to hop she looked almost elegant, her beautiful features intensified in concentration. When she spun around and swung her arms low, Celine snorted.

      “You were supposed to spin the other way.”

      “No, she wasn’t,” said Hazel, finding the courage to join in. “You always get it confused.”

      “No, she doesn’t!” said Marigold, glaring at her middle sister. “You’re the one who always gets it wrong.”

      Millie sighed. “Marigold and Celine are right. Now we’ll have to start again. Everyone back in position.”

      “Let me try again,” said Sophie. “I was doing it right all along.”

      Several voices called protests about this over the top of each other.

      Randolph’s eyes jumped between them all with increasing confusion. The room now seemed overly full of complaining voices and bouncing princesses. In the confusion, I managed to circle around him and approach from behind.

      I planted my feet firmly, adjusting my grip on the awkward shape of the crutch. I was only going to have one chance at this. As I carefully raised the implement above my head, my eyes met Pearl’s across the room.

      She hadn’t moved at all despite the chaos that had broken out. Instead she stood rooted in spot, her terrified eyes never leaving her sister. Seeing me move to strike, she gasped loudly.

      Somehow the sound penetrated the noise from the argument and the dance Sophie and Millie had begun. Randolph’s eyes flew to Pearl, and then he twisted, following the trajectory of her gaze to look over his shoulder.

      I had only the briefest second to act. Forgetting all about a good grip, I swung the long piece of wood down onto his head with all the force I could.

      For a moment, our eyes met, his starting out with surprise, and then he dropped. His knife cut a long, shallow slice down Opal’s arm as he fell, but she stumbled away from him, otherwise unharmed.

      Emmeline, who had remained apart from the uproar and had made no move to help, flung open the door.

      “Help,” she called. “Intruder.” She sounded calm despite the intensity of the words themselves. It was hard to believe it could have been fear in her case that had prevented her from assisting us.

      Her cry brought an instant response. Soon the room became even more crowded and chaotic than it had been a moment earlier and, before I knew it, we were all back in the ballroom. Unlike the usual quiet crowd waiting for us, the ballroom remained packed with the entire court. The music had stopped, but the confused couples on the dance floor suggested the ball had still been in progress before our interruption.

      Jon and Gabe, who had responded so quickly they must have been lingering near the door, had dragged Randolph out and stood over him. And the duke himself had carried out a half-fainting Opal, Pearl clinging to her sister’s hand.

      Within minutes, doctors had arrived and were tending to the cut on Opal’s arm, and Randolph had awoken to angry questioning from the duke. The guards who usually ringed the walls rushed forward to form a protective bubble around us, keeping back the shocked and curious guests. Only the delegation heads, along with Duke Philip and Duchess Aurelia of Marin, and Millie’s parents, King Edward and Queen Juliette of Trione, had been permitted to stay within the circle. But with Jon, Gabe, Randolph and all twelve contestants in there too, it still felt like a crowd.

      “Let me through, let me through. I want to see,” called a small voice that I recognized. Daisy appeared to be trying to push her way through the resisting guards.

      Despite everything, a small smile made its way onto my face. I would have felt just the same at her age. Teddy appeared and demanded the guards let him through, allowing Daisy to slip in behind him. Her triumphant grin made my own grow, fueled by my still-pumping nerves.

      Emmeline explained what had happened in a most composed manner, and I wanted to shake her for caring so little about yet another danger that had confronted us all. At least if she seemed uncaring about the rest of us, she seemed equally uncaring about her own safety.

      Outrage gripped everyone present at her story. Sullenly, Randolph denied any involvement of King George and Queen Alida of Eliam. He had acted alone, he said, on his own initiative. Motivated solely by his pride in his kingdom.

      I could see by the outraged faces of everyone inside the circle, that no one believed such an unlikely tale. But I could see also the immediate resignation. With no possible proof to the contrary, the duke would be forced to accept his story.

      “You have risked your life by defying the sanctity of the Tourney,” said the duke, raising his voice to be heard throughout the ballroom. “Who knows what taint may now strike you down. I will not risk anyone else by allowing you to roam free, carrying unknown darkness within you.”

      I could see the weight of the pronouncement in his eyes. A reminder that the people of this land were as much bound by this Tourney as Sophie and I. None of us had a choice in allowing this to play out.

      A small squad of guards hauled Randolph to his feet and escorted him from the ballroom. The doctors, having finished bandaging Opal’s arm, also left. Gabe helped his young sister to her feet and then started as Duke Philip ordered us to reform our line.

      “But, surely…Opal…” He stared at the duke.

      “I’m sorry, Your Highness.” Duke Philip included us all in his gaze. “All of Your Highnesses, for the unacceptable interruption to the Tourney. The Elamese guard Randolph must have been hiding in there since yesterday given that ball preparations have been going on in here all day. I can assure you that the law will be upheld. Unfortunately, however, the event must go on.”

      Gabe looked like he wanted to argue, but Jon met his eyes across the small space, and he subsided. Slowly, we formed back into our allotted order and began to reenter the room.

      As I inched forward, Jon approached me where I stood at the back.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, concern filling his voice and face.

      I could easily read how much the situation infuriated him, so I infused more cheer into my voice than I felt when I whispered back. “Of course. We are all of us unharmed except for poor Opal. And the doctors didn’t seem to consider her injury serious.”

      “And once again, you’re the hero.” His eyes glowed. “Be careful in there, Lily.”

      The forward movement of the line carried me through the door before I could answer, but the approval in his gaze lingered in my mind all the way through the groves and across the lake.

      When we each received our own parchment with instructions for another treasure hunt, I breathed a sigh of relief. If only everyone could avoid falling in the lake or tumbling down the stairs, we should be safe enough. We had certainly all had our fill of excitement for the night.

      My body, at least, seemed confused as to whether it needed to remain in a state of heightened tension, or whether it could collapse in the aftermath of the previous burst of energy.

      Somehow I forced myself to put aside thoughts of Randolph’s attack and focus my attention on the challenge. A list of coded instructions directed us to a series of locations within, and possibly outside, the castle. Each location would yield a clue to the next instruction. My main concern was how it would be possible to pull ahead in such a competition. Surely we would all end up travelling from place to place in a group?

      But, to my surprise, when the bell sounded, everyone scattered in different directions. A quick consult with Sophie soon revealed why. Our instructions were completely different. Did they all lead eventually to the same treasure? Or were there twelve buried prizes to be found?

      Sophie and I split up, racing through our instructions with constant help from the other in deciphering our clues.

      I just saw Celine hobbling past, projected Sophie.

      Do you think we’re ahead of everyone else?

      I got no response, so I tried again. Sophie? And then again. Sophie!

      Oh! Sorry! I had to count the panes in the top left corner window in one of the rooms on the second floor. And I can’t count and talk at the same time. There were six panes, so now I need to go to the sixth room on the right up on the third floor.

      My clues had already led me out to the lake, and I only hoped I hadn’t missed some crucial piece of information and gone off in the wrong direction. Floating across the water gave me plenty of opportunity to help Sophie with the clue for the sixth room on the third floor. It was the hardest one yet, but eventually we worked out that the paneling was walnut wood, and that her next clue would be in the kitchen.

      Two of the other coracles were already gone, I told her. That gives me hope I didn’t get something too horribly wrong.

      Of course you didn’t. Stop fretting. Sophie sounded distracted again, so I assumed she had reached the kitchen.

      Working together, I felt reasonably certain we were ahead, or at least keeping pace with the others. But unbeknownst to Sophie, I had a secondary concern. I needed to find my treasure before she found hers. Pulling ahead in the points without her realizing what I was doing was going to be a delicate process.

      I grew more insistent asking for help on my next few clues, and slower to come up with assistance for her, but she still announced she had reached her final destination just as I began to dig beneath the largest knothole on one of the trees in the grove of golden leaves. Sophie was still back at the castle, so I couldn’t imagine she would have to do any digging.

      I threw myself into the task with increased fervor, but I had still only just uncovered the tip of a small leather bag when the bell rang out. For a moment, I hoped I had done enough to trigger it, but Sophie’s triumphant projection told me she had found her treasure. I dug the bag up anyway, and when the rest of the princesses joined those of us already in the groves, I discovered Sophie and I weren’t the only ones carrying bags.

      Hazel looked even more dejected at her second prize than she had at her first, and Lilac and Marigold both remained unusually silent.

      “I saw my bag,” commented Emmeline, “but I hadn’t quite reached it when the bell sounded. It dissolved away before I could retrieve it.”

      Did that mean the three of us who still had our bags had tied? I didn’t have to wonder long. The scores soon proved exactly that. Hazel, Sophie and I had each received leading scores, with Emmeline close behind.

      We all climbed the ladder to the trapdoor in silence. Sophie and I even refrained from projecting. We had succeeded in protecting Opal earlier but had now failed to protect Hazel. I could only hope the next challenge was less tailored to her strengths.

      This second treasure hunt had taken much longer than the first and, as we filed out of the room, I noticed that dirt caked my dancing slippers from my efforts at digging. They looked incongruous against my pristine gown. What would Jon and the others make of them?

      But Jon’s eyes didn’t stray down to my shoes. A larger group than usual awaited us, and we were each swept away quickly by guards from our own kingdoms. After the immersion of the challenge, the attack from Randolph seemed distant to me. But those who had stayed behind in the palace remained on edge, despite his arrest.

      Jon met my eyes for only the briefest moment, before his focus centered on his sister. As was right and proper. But the fire that had leaped from his eyes to take up residence somewhere around my heart made me question if his sister held his full attention, after all.
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      The next morning Sophie talked some sense into me. You were a hero last night, Lil. And clearly Jon saw that. You’re the one who was disappointed we didn’t manage to overtake Hazel, not him.

      I smiled at her, grateful for her calm good sense. You were pretty good too, you know. I particularly liked that dance you and Millie were doing to ‘open’ the trapdoor.

      Sophie laughed. I can’t believe it worked. She sobered. I just wish we’d done a little better at that treasure hunt. Maybe we need to brush up on our riddling skills.

      I’ve been hoping that the next challenge is entirely different. But you’re probably right.

      In consequence, we spent a significant portion of the next three days in the palace library. The large, airy room was beautiful, lined with floor to ceiling bookshelves, interspersed with equally tall windows, many of them opening out into the garden. But the pleasant environment only served to remind me I would rather be in the garden, and I often caught myself gazing out the windows, my book forgotten.

      By the time the next ball arrived, however, I felt a lot more confident about decrypting riddles, so the time had been well-spent. And Sophie had loved the room. She eventually admitted it made her feel at home. Libraries were familiar environments since we had been forced by our sister-in-law, Alyssa, to spend a lot of time in the one in our own palace while growing up. Alyssa had a firm belief in the power of books and had been in charge of our daily study schedule. Unfortunately.

      When we arrived at the next ball, Jon was not in sight. Eventually I spotted him already on the dance floor with Emmeline, but the haughty Eldonian princess sparked no jealousy in me. She was infuriating and unhelpful in the Tourney events, but I couldn’t imagine Jon being attracted to her. I could still feel the fire that had burned between us after the last event, and Emmeline was pure ice.

      When he hurried over as soon as the dance ended, I scolded myself for the way my heart leaped. If I couldn’t improve my self-control, it was going to end up broken.

      “Lily!” He bowed over my hand. “Would a heroine such as yourself deign to dance with a lowly duke-to-be like me?”

      I pretended to consider. “I suppose so, since no one else is available.”

      He grinned, looking significantly at the other young men standing around us before leading me into the dance. “I’ve hardly seen you the last few days,” he said more seriously once we had settled into the dance. “I had started to think you were avoiding me.”

      “Avoiding you?” The suggestion startled me. “No, of course not.”

      A second later it occurred to me that perhaps I should have encouraged the idea. But he already looked more cheerful again, and I couldn’t bring myself to say something cutting.

      “Sophie and I have been…otherwise engaged.”

      “So I heard.”

      I glanced up at him. Had he been asking about me? Plenty of the servants had seen us in the library.

      “I was all ready to challenge someone to a duel, until I heard it was just a bunch of books that had you so enthralled.”

      He said the words lightly, but I still flushed. Why couldn’t I control my emotions around him long enough to push him away? I needed to try harder. Say something to put him off. It was for his own sake, after all. I could at least try to limit the heartbreak to myself.

      The dance ended, and Jon reluctantly let me go. “I’ve promised to dance the next one with Blanche. But save me another one later?” His warm brown eyes compelled me to say yes. “Please?”

      I tore my gaze away, determined not to be so easily swayed. “It’s kind of you to think of me, but I don’t anticipate having another dance available.” I said the words with as much indifference as I could manage, not meeting his eyes. When I risked a glance up, I immediately felt guilty for the combination of hurt, confusion and frustration on his face at my unexpected turn toward cold formality.

      “Perhaps I will have someone to challenge to a duel, after all, then.” He kept his words light and kissed my hand again.

      As he strode away, I couldn’t stop myself from watching him disappear into the crowd. My hand burned from the pressure of his lips. I suspected he had meant to match my own formal disinterest, but his lips had lingered just a second too long.

      I retreated back to the edge of the room, needing to regain my composure before reentering the dance. As I lingered there, I noticed a bright flash of color behind a large potted plant. I drifted over to get a better look. Peering through the greenery, I saw Daisy, looking despondent.

      “Do you mind if I join you?” I asked.

      She eyed me consideringly. “I suppose you can. Since we’re friends now.”

      I rounded the pot, sliding down the wall to sit beside her. “You’ve picked a good spot here. Well-hidden but with an excellent view.”

      “Yes.” She sighed, a heavy world-weary sound, and I hid a smile.

      “What’s the matter?”

      She glanced up at me. “Do you promise not to tell? Not even Millie?”

      “Not even Millie,” I assured her gravely.

      She grinned up at me a little impishly. “I begged Mother and Father to let me attend all the balls. They said I was too young, but I wanted to wear a big dress and be part of the fun. I told them I should be here to support Millie, so they agreed.”

      I suppressed yet another grin. I could easily imagine the tactics Daisy had employed to wear her parents down. “But now you’re hiding behind a plant.”

      “Yes.” She gave an even bigger sigh. “It turns out balls are boring. But I can hardly admit that now.”

      I nodded solemnly. “They can be, a little.”

      “At home everyone was always too busy to notice me much during a ball. In the summer, I would sneak out for a moonlit ride on my pony. And during the winter, when it was too cold, I would go down to the kitchen. The pastry chefs at home all like me, and they let me help ice the little cakes.”

      She shook her head. “I thought for sure the ball itself would be more interesting, though.”

      “Perhaps you’ll find them more interesting when you’re big enough to dance?”

      She looked at me doubtfully. “I suppose. But I’ve been at six of them now, and they just seem to be about dancing with princes.”’

      “You don’t like princes?” I asked, struggling to keep a straight face at her accurate assessment of a royal ball.

      “Princes are for ninnies! I’m an adventurer, remember?” She looked disgusted at my suggestion.

      “What if you found a prince who was an adventurer too? Like Gabe. He seems daring. Doesn’t he have a younger brother?”

      She flushed slightly at my mention of Gabe, and I remembered Millie saying Daisy hero-worshiped him. But then she rolled her eyes. “Gabe’s only daring because he lived with us. The rest of his family are afraid of everything, like the twins. And, anyway, Percy is old!”

      I would hardly have called Prince Percival old at fifteen, but then I supposed it was all a matter of perspective. To an eight-year-old, fifteen must seem ancient.

      “When I’m grown up, I want to do more exciting things than make eyes across a ballroom!”

      This time I suppressed a sigh. I had been all too similar as a young girl. Desperate for a long dress and to be included with the adults, dazzled by the allure of a ball. But, at the same time, wanting adventures. It hadn’t seemed at all contradictory either.

      I didn’t try to explain to her that growing up, for a princess, at least, meant responsibilities, many of them boring, and sacrificing adventures for diplomacy and alliances. Except for the sort of unpleasant adventures that were thrust upon you, like this Tourney. She would find out soon enough. Right about the time she discovered just how fascinating making eyes across a ballroom could be.

      I thought of Jon walking away from me with hurt and confusion in his eyes and actually sighed aloud this time.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” said Daisy. “I probably shouldn’t have said any of that, since you like Prince Jonathan so much.”

      “Excuse me?” I twisted around to stare at her. Was I really that obvious, despite all my efforts to distance myself from him? I flushed, embarrassed and horrified. Did everyone in the palace think I was desperately pining away?

      “Don’t worry,” said Daisy, patting my hand comfortingly. “He watches you even more than you watch him.”

      “What?” My eyes flew to Jon, spinning around the dance floor, on the other side of our leafy green screen. In the back of my mind I realized that I knew exactly where he was.

      “I’ve been at six balls now,” said Daisy. “I know all about how it works. If someone watches you all the time, it means they’re interested. You know, in dancing and stuff.” She wrinkled up her nose. “Unless they’re old. Then they watch their children and the people their children dance with.”

      I didn’t dare ask her what she considered old after her comment about Gabe’s younger brother.

      She seemed to take my silence as disbelief. “See.” She pointed to where the baron and baroness waltzed past, their heads close together in quiet conversation. “They’re always watching each other. Although they are old.” She stopped to consider. “It must be because they don’t have any children here. They watch each other all the time, when they’re not watching you and Sophie, anyway.” She pointed again. “And all those girls over there watch Prince Jonathan.”

      I examined the cluster of girls and recognized some of them as local nobles. It was true that they often seemed to watch Jon and me when we danced.

      “I’ve heard them talking about how handsome he is.” Daisy looked unimpressed. “And swooning over how he’s a prince. But he’s going to be a duke one day, so he won’t even stay a prince. So that’s just silly. I would much rather marry a knight on a noble quest.”

      I coughed. “Do you have a lot of those in Trione?”

      She looked defensive. “I only need one.”

      This surprised a snorted chuckle from me, but I quickly returned my expression to solemnity. “Very true, excuse my foolishness.”

      “That group of girls watch Gabe, and those ones watch Teddy.” She pointed out several more groups of courtiers. “Which is also silly, because who would want to marry Teddy?”

      “Well, he is a prince. And he’s good-looking enough, when you’re not his sister.”

      Daisy shook her head skeptically, but continued her rundown of the ballroom. “That girl definitely likes Prince Jonathan. She’s always watching him.”

      Leaning around a large leaf, I saw that she was indicating Corinna. The Marinese girl stood to the side of the ballroom watching the dance, her brother at her side. “What about him?” I pointed at Cole. “Who does her brother watch?”

      “Oh, him? That’s easy. He watches Celine. Even though she can hardly dance with her broken leg.” Daisy frowned for a moment. “I don’t like him. He has a funny look when he watches her. Kind of like the one the scullery maids get when they’re trying to steal one of the best cakes while the pastry chef’s back is turned.” She lowered her voice. “Don’t tell anyone, but I help them sometimes, and then they share the cake with me. But it’s a funny look to give a person.”

      “That does sound odd,” I said.

      “And he had a conversation with one of the other nobles in front of my bush at the last ball. I couldn’t exactly follow it all, but they kept talking about tributes and alliances, and they weren’t saying very nice things about the duke.” She looked over at me. “He’s my uncle, you know.”

      I bit my lip. None of that sounded good. “Do you remember anything more about what they said?”

      Daisy shook her head.

      “What about who he was talking to. Could you point him out to me?”

      Daisy scrambled up onto her knees and leaned forward through the bush. “There. It was him.” She pointed at an older man deep in conversation with a small group of nobles.

      I couldn’t recall his name, but he looked familiar from the single day of meetings I had attended. Sophie? Do you remember the name of that influential baron we met at those meetings?

      Ummm…no? Wait, yes! Baron Thurrgold. Why?

      I quickly filled her in on my conversation with Daisy. She laughed at Daisy’s childish insight, but sobered when she heard her comments about Cole.

      It’s one thing for Sir Oswald to disparage Jon and his family, but it doesn’t seem like a good sign if the most powerful nobles are joining him. And if they think they have a chance of negotiating alliances around the duke, that’s even worse. I think we need to tell Jon.

      Well, I’m already dancing, she projected quickly. You’ll have to do it yourself.

      I rolled my eyes, easily seeing through her, but pushed myself to my feet anyway. “Thank you for telling me, Daisy,” I said. “And for letting me join you. Could you let me know if you overhear any other strange conversations?”

      “Of course I can.” Daisy’s eyes lit up. “I’m great at overhearing things. And I’m glad we decided to be friends.”

      I smiled at her. “Me, too.”

      “You should tell Sophie to visit me sometime, too. She always treats me seriously, and I like that. Even if it makes me a bit sad.”

      I had already started to step away in my urgency, but her final sentence made me pause. “What do you mean? Why does it make you sad?”

      She frowned. “Princess Adelaide used to treat me like that, too. She never told me I was annoying and to go away like the others.”

      I stared at her. “Princess Adelaide?” The name did sound vaguely familiar, but how could there be another princess who wasn’t here participating in the Tourney? Was she already betrothed? Or dead? That would explain Daisy’s sadness.

      “She’s the Beast’s sister. But she’s nice, not like him. Or at least she used to be. No one in my family would tell me anything, they all think I’m a baby, so I had to ask the servants. Apparently she’s disappeared, along with King Nicolas and Queen Ruby. Only Prince Dominic is left, and he’s some sort of monster apparently.”

      She looked down and then up at me. “You don’t think he could have killed his own sister, do you?”

      I knelt down and touched her hand. “No! I’m sure he wouldn’t have. Remember, we don’t really know what’s happened in Palinar. She might be fine. Maybe her parents took her somewhere to hide her away and protect her.”

      “I didn’t think of that,” said Daisy, instantly brightening. “I bet that’s what happened! I bet they all ran away from awful Dominic. He was always too important to notice anyone else. His horse trampled my favorite doll after I dropped it one day, and he didn’t even care.”

      She seemed cheerful enough with this theory, so I bid her farewell and hurried away in search of Jon. I didn’t share her hopeful outlook on Princess Adelaide, but I was hardly going to say as much. I grimaced. Yet another awful mystery to add to the horror of winning the Tourney. What if the Beast had done something terrible to his family? Would his wife ‘disappear’ too?”

      I paused on the edge of the dance floor to take a deep breath. I didn’t have time to worry about a princess I’d never met. I had more urgent concerns. One of which was approaching Jon after I’d just told him I had no time for him.

      The current dance ended while I was still thinking about what to say. My hesitation allowed the group of admirers Daisy had pointed out to approach him first, so he was surrounded by the time I arrived.

      I considered retreating and waiting for an easier opportunity, but I didn’t want to be cowardly. Not when I had such a clear sense that something was wrong in Marin. Swallowing my pride, I joined the group of girls around him.

      He conversed easily with them, but I noticed the moment his eyes fell on me. He looked both surprised and something else. Only I couldn’t quite pinpoint the other emotion. Was it pleasure at seeing me again, or resentment at my earlier words? Whatever it was, something had unsettled him.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve come to beg a dance, Princess Lily,” he said with a laugh. It didn’t sound as warm as his usual one. Maybe resentment, then.

      The crowd around him tittered. I felt like a child again, surrounded by unfriendly faces at court. I wanted to tell him a princess of Arcadia didn’t beg before turning around and walking away. But I hadn’t come here for myself.

      I forced a smile. “I would be honored, Prince Jonathan, if you have one free.”

      For a second I read in his eyes that he meant to pay me back for my earlier comment by refusing me now. But as his gaze lingered on me, something changed. Perhaps he saw my desperation. Reluctantly he held out his hand. “I would be the one who is honored.”

      Relief swept through me at the escape from public rejection. As his arm circled around me, a spark seemed to jump between us. Our circumstances had been nothing but complicated since we met, and yet the attraction between us persisted. I struggled to remember why I had come to find him as he pulled me close and leaned down, his face just above mine.

      “You torment me, Lily,” he whispered, and I forgot to breathe.

      What does he think? Sophie’s projection seemed to thunder through my head, pulling me out of the moment.

      I pulled back slightly from Jon. I don’t know. I haven’t told him yet.

      What are you waiting for?

      I… The sound of the bell reverberated through the ballroom, saving me from coming up with an excuse, but also cutting short my dance with Jon.
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      He looked disappointed, but I wasn’t sure if it was due to my withdrawal or to the bell.

      “There’s something I need to tell you,” I said as he led me toward the small room.

      He looked at me expectantly.

      “No, not now, there isn’t time. Tomorrow. Come find me.”

      I joined the line and entered the room without hearing his answer, but the curious look on his face assured me he would search me out the next day.

      The hours of study proved to be worthwhile since we found ourselves facing the exact same challenge as in the previous event. Only the clues themselves were different.

      “I guess the Tourney doesn’t approve of ties,” said Celine, her gaze fixed on her parchment. “Maybe if we can keep this up, the next ten events can all be treasure hunts. That wouldn’t be so bad.”

      Ugh, I hope not, I sent to Sophie. I’m not sure my riddling is good enough for that.

      We all scrambled up as soon as the bell sounded and scattered through the mirror palace. The clues were more difficult than the previous time, but Sophie seemed energized by our days of preparation. Even though I dragged out my responses to her clues, she still kept pace with me. I only hoped our teamwork, when combined with all our study, had enabled us to gain a lead on Hazel.

      As the first tones of the final bell rang through the underground world, I lunged forward and managed to wrap my fingers around my treasure pouch. I exhaled and collapsed with exhaustion when it stayed solid in my hand. Another tie. Just.

      “Wow, you actually managed it,” said Celine when the whole group gathered on the far edge of the lake. “I don’t know how you two can do everything with such coordination.” She shook her head. “Like when that Randolph attacked. Makes me wish I had a twin.”

      I smiled weakly. I had been too distracted tonight, another excellent reason why I needed to do better at staying away from Jon. At least Sophie and I had gotten ahead of Hazel. We had tied only with each other.

      All three of the Marinese princesses looked greatly relieved, especially when I read out the scores. Sophie and I once again led the Tourney, although Hazel wasn’t far behind.

      I slept late the next morning, but ate quickly once I was up. My meeting with Jon loomed in my mind and made it impossible to focus on anything else. I wished I had set a more specific time, but I hadn’t known how the event would go.

      Sophie knew exactly what I was thinking when I announced I wanted to stroll through the gardens. She rolled her eyes but didn’t offer to join me. Apparently she still held on to her matchmaking intentions. I told myself I was disappointed not to have her company, but I didn’t believe it.

      Part of me had hoped Jon would be waiting for me at the beginning of the gardens, but I saw no sign of him. Wandering aimlessly, I eventually found myself surrounded by trees and tall bushes which shielded my view of the palace. I had just decided to turn back around, since Jon wouldn’t be likely to find me this far out, when he appeared down one of the paths.

      A small voice in the back of my head asked if he had waited for me to wander this far on purpose. Perhaps he didn’t want us to be disturbed this time. I squashed the thought.

      “Lily.” He bowed over my hand, the formality making me think he might still be put out by our interactions at the ball. But he didn’t let go of my hand, keeping it clasped firmly in his.

      You torment me. The memory of his words drifted through my mind, but I thrust them aside. I hadn’t come here to talk about us.

      He drew me over to an ornate stone bench. “You have something to tell me?” He sounded almost hopeful, and I wondered what he thought I was going to say. I felt sure my actual news could only disappoint.

      “I’ve been up all night from the curiosity, you know,” he added, the laugh in his voice belying his words.

      “Yes, that event last night was ill-timed. I’m afraid it isn’t good news, though.”

      His face instantly dropped into a look of concern. “I’d ask if you’ve received bad news from home, but I know no ship from the Four Kingdoms has entered our ports.”

      I shook my head. “It isn’t Arcadia. It’s Marin.”

      His look sharpened. “What do you mean?”

      I drew a deep breath. “I’m afraid it might be trouble for your father.” And I proceeded to tell him the whole story, from my encounter with Cole to Daisy’s report of the conversation she had overheard.

      Jon’s frown deepened as I talked, and he let go of my hand to run his fingers through his hair. “Baron Thurrgold, you said. Are you sure?”

      I nodded apologetically. “I’m terrible with names, but I confirmed it with Sophie. And she never forgets a face.”

      “Baron Thurrgold has always been a strong supporter of my father.”

      “Perhaps he still is. We don’t really know what’s going on. Daisy might have completely misinterpreted the conversation. They might not be strategizing against your father at all.”

      “Perhaps.” He didn’t sound convinced.

      He stared into the distance, and I stayed silent, not wanting to interrupt his thoughts. A sudden sound made him whip his head to the side and leap to his feet.

      “Quick,” he said, pulling me up and pushing me behind the bench and between two bushes. “Stay here and stay quiet.”

      He sat back down, while I stood frozen, blinking in surprise. What in the kingdoms had just happened? Had Jon hidden me in a bush? Whatever for?

      I brushed some leaves out of my hair, slowly maneuvering myself around some sharp branches, trying to ease myself into a more comfortable position without making too much noise. I couldn’t imagine why Jon had suddenly felt the need to hide me, but something had clearly startled him, and I wanted to see what it was.

      Perhaps he felt my reputation was at risk from meeting him in such a secluded spot. Arcadia wasn’t so strict, especially not on the palace grounds, but perhaps Marin was more old-fashioned about such things.

      I peered through the leaves—Daisy would be proud. A second later, all thought of the young girl was driven from my mind by the appearance of Corinna, walking alone up one of the paths. She approached Jon with purpose, not making any attempt to make the meeting appear coincidental.

      I bristled and had to remind myself that I had no claim on Jon. Sophie, I projected, my walk just got interesting. I sent her an image of myself in the bushes and Corinna approaching down the path.

      What in the kingdoms? I got the sense that I had woken her up from a half-doze. Tell me everything that happens.

      Very well, just be ready to come and rescue us if needed. I don’t want to be stuck behind this bush for the next hour or something.

      “Corinna,” said Jon, rising, “this is a surprise.”

      “I need to speak to you.”

      Get in line, Sophie’s amused chuckle accompanied her projection but, with a branch sticking into my arm, I wasn’t finding the situation so humorous.

      “By all means, what can I do for you?”

      Jon was using his polite voice, and Corinna seemed to know it. “It’s not what you can do for me, it’s what you can do for yourself.” She paused before meeting his eyes. “Marry me.”

      “What?”

      What? Sophie’s silent screech nearly sent me backwards into the garden bed.

      “I’m sorry,” Jon sounded dazed. “I don’t understand. Are you suggesting we become betrothed?”

      “For your own sake, yes,” said Corinna. “And for your sisters.”

      “And what exactly is that supposed to mean?” Jon took a step toward her, but his stance looked menacing rather than romantic. “Is that a threat?”

      Corinna sighed, sounding annoyed. “I’m doing you a favor here. I shouldn’t be talking to you at all. My father and brother will be furious, which is why I had to wait until I could find you alone, somewhere remote.” She glanced around the garden with apparent distaste.

      Jon took a small step back, his angle changing enough for me to read his face. He looked concerned. “Why would your father be angry that you were talking to me?”

      “The people of Marin are worried,” she said, ignoring his question. “They fear they will soon have no food on their plates or fuel in their fires. Your father has done nothing to protect them or their future. In their fear, they’ve turned to my father for leadership.”

      I shook my head silently. Did she really believe that anyone had turned spontaneously to her father? Or was she just trying to whitewash the situation?

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that your father won’t be in power for much longer. My father has come up with a plan to save us all. All except for your family, of course.” She frowned. “He’s going to become a governor. Do you know what the daughter of a governor is called? Nothing. Nothing whatsoever. It’s exactly like being the daughter of a knight. Worse, maybe.”

      Her gaze latched back onto Jon, and I recognized the same hunger I had seen previously. “But I don’t want to be nothing. I want to be a princess.”

      Jon stepped forward and then back. “Corinna, what do you mean by your father becoming a governor?”

      She ignored him again. “I’ve come up with another idea, a better one. And if you agree to it, I’m sure I can convince my father. You just need to marry me.”

      Jon grabbed her shoulders and spoke slowly. “Corinna, what are you talking about?”

      She sighed. “Any day now, my father will have enough support from the nobles and merchants of Marin to demand your father relinquish his throne. Father will then execute a deal with the Lanoverians for Marin to become a province of Lanover. Apparently Lanover is the richest of the Four Kingdoms, even that Arcadian princess told us that. They can afford to feed us all while the duchy recovers its position in these lands. We just need to give them a motivation to do so.”

      My stomach roiled. I had never dreamed that my words to Corinna and Cole could come back to haunt me like this.

      “My father will be the governor, of course,” she continued, “and the alliance will be sealed with a marriage between Cole and Princess Celine. Cole will return to Lanover with his new wife, as a prince, and I’ll be left to languish here as nothing more than the daughter of a governor.”

      Corinna shook her head. “Lanover doesn’t have any available princes for me and, anyway, I don’t want one of them. I want you. I’ve always wanted you.” She looked up at him with such an intense expression that he let go of her and fell back.

      I could see him shaking but couldn’t tell if it was from anger or shock. “Corinna, you cannot possibly think I would agree to marry you when you have just admitted your father is planning treason against my family.”

      “But don’t you see?” She stepped forward, closing the gap between them again. “It’s too late for you to do anything about it. What will your father do? Throw half the merchants and nobles of Marin into the dungeons? There would be rioting in the streets. And, even if he could, how will he feed the people once the summer is over?”

      “We have stores…” Jon sounded shaken. “They’ll last longer than that.”

      Corinna shrugged. “But they won’t last forever. I’m giving you a way out, for both our sakes. I don’t know what will happen to you and your sisters when my father takes over.”

      Jon stiffened at the mention of his sisters, and Corinna pressed the point.

      “I can’t guarantee your safety. Any of you. Unfortunate things happen in coups. Even ones that are intended to be bloodless.”

      Jon paled, his hands curling unconsciously into fists again.

      “But,” she continued, “if you agree to marry me, to work with us, I know I can change my father’s mind. Your father would still have to abdicate, of course. And Cole would still marry Celine to seal the alliance, but we could negotiate for you to keep your rank. It’s already only an honorary title. You could rule as prince and governor with me as your wife, and your sisters would be safe.”

      Jon barked an angry laugh. “Your father would never agree to such a thing.”

      Corinna stepped even closer and looked up at him appealingly. “My father has only ever cared for my future, and my brother’s. I can convince him, I know I can. Obviously he will be the true ruler of Marin. But I know he would agree to do it from the position of First Advisor, rather than governor, if it means his grandchildren will be princes and princesses. And he can train our son to take over as the next Governor.”

      A shudder ran through Jon at the mention of grandchildren, but Corinna’s eyes glowed even brighter. She moved closer again. “I know you could come to love me. I know it.”

      Jon stepped back, and her face fell.

      “You must be mad to even think such a thing. I would never turn against my father like this.” He shook his head. “Hand Marin over to foreigners? Enter a sham marriage, just so I can become a puppet ruler with my sisters as constant hostages? Never!”

      Her expression hardened into unbecoming rage. “Don’t be so hasty, Prince Jonathan. Better hostages than dead.”

      He straightened, anger sweeping over his face, but she spoke again before he could respond. “I’ll give you some time to think about it. You might not want to be so hasty next time we speak.”

      Turning on her heel, she stormed away, leaving Jon standing alone and in shock, and me still cowering in the bushes filled with horror.
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      Once Corinna had completely disappeared, I struggled out from amongst the greenery. Jon moved to assist me, his expression haunted.

      “Is she right?” I asked. “Can your father truly do nothing against such a plot?”

      Jon sank onto the bench and put his head between his hands. “If Oswald has the support she claims…” He looked up at me. “And it doesn’t look good given what you were just telling me about Baron Thurrgold. I’m sure he wouldn’t turn against my father unless he truly felt there was no other option. And if he feels that way, how many others…”

      I placed my hand tentatively on his shoulder, wishing I could offer more substantial support. But I had no idea how I could help Marin.

      He shook his head. “I think she’s right about the risk of rioting. My father has already told me he can’t enforce rationing without risking mass unrest.” He stood up and strode across the path, returning to the bench within a few steps. “I just don’t understand how such a widespread plot could be underway without my father getting wind of it. Some of the city must be loyal to him still. He has served Marin faithfully his entire life.”

      I squeezed my lips together, not wanting to speak my thought aloud.

      Jon noticed. “What is it?”

      “Perhaps he already knows. But if there is really nothing he can do against Sir Oswald without destroying the duchy, perhaps he hasn’t wanted to tell you.”

      “He wouldn’t keep such a thing from…” Jon looked at me with shadows in his eyes. “I made this plan possible when I told the Emissary to bring delegations from foreign kingdoms back with him. And I did it secretly. Perhaps my father no longer trusts me.”

      “No!” I jumped up and took one of his hands, holding it between both of mine. “I’m sure he understands that you were only trying to help Marin.” I remembered Sophie’s earlier words about who really bore responsibility for the duchy. “He is still the duke, after all. And you’re his son. I’m sure he’s working on some alliance or plan of his own to save Marin, and he doesn’t want to worry you when there’s nothing you can do.”

      “What plan? What alliance?” Jon sounded bitter, but he didn’t pull his hand from my grip. “You know Lanover much better than me. Do you think they would be party to such a coup?”

      I frowned. “The Lanoverians are good people. But they are also shrewd negotiators. I do not believe they would assist in a coup. But if it had already taken place…If the nobles and merchants were all in agreement, and they came to Lanover pleading for salvation for their people?” I shook my head uneasily. “They are the richest of the Four Kingdoms and could afford to support Marin for now, in the hope of future gain. They might easily see the benefits of having a foothold in this land. It would certainly give them an advantage over the rest of the Four Kingdoms when it came to trade between our lands.”

      “Then we are lost.” Jon closed his eyes and drew me in close, wrapping his arms around me. I didn’t resist the embrace since he seemed unaware of having done it, reaching out instinctively for comfort. Our individual troubles had paled beside the scope of this danger to his family and duchy.

      Oh, Lily… Sophie’s voice in my head sounded small.

      After a minute, Jon let go, stepping back and looking guilty. “I’m sorry. I had no right…”

      I shook my head, cutting off his apology. “Surely there must be something we can do to help your father. There must be some way to save Marin without this!”

      Jon eyed me, clearly hesitant. “I don’t suppose you’d consider calling on your godmother? We could certainly do with such assistance about now.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said miserably. “Sophie and Celine have both tried. But nothing happens. It seems Oliver was right and we are all on our own out here.”
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        * * *

      

      It was awful, I projected to Sophie as we sat together on my bed that night. He looked so tortured. I can’t bear the thought of him being forced to marry that awful Corinna.

      Sophie pulled me into a hug and patted my back. I’m sure he won’t agree to such a thing. We sat in silence, each lost in our own sad thoughts.

      I feel sorry for her, actually, Sophie projected at last. I raised my eyebrows disbelievingly, and she shrugged. I’m not saying I hope he marries her or anything. But she’s obviously in love with him.

      And with his title, I grumbled.

      Well, yes. Sophie frowned. But we have no way of knowing how we would feel about our rank if we hadn’t been born princesses.

      You’re too nice.

      She shook her head. She hated when I said that. You’re nice too, Lily.

      I ignored her. What are we going to do to help them? Could Arcadia make an alliance with Marin?

      Sophie bit her lip, and I could tell she had already thought about the possibility. I don’t think the baron would agree. I know Helena would be sympathetic, but Mother and Father charged them with the welfare of us and our kingdom. Not with the welfare of Marin. And with no trade coming through the duchy, Marin has nothing to offer an alliance.

      I sighed. That’s the problem. Sir Oswald is gambling on the fact that Marin has nothing but itself to offer. He’s seen his opportunity to gain power, and he’s seizing it.

      I don’t know what sort of trade deals we could make when they have nothing to trade. Sophie squeezed my hand, her next projection reluctant. And I can’t see Mother and Father agreeing to a marriage alliance when it would put their daughter in such an unstable position.

      I could see she thought she was delivering a blow, but I had never expected to make a marriage alliance with Marin. Not with the end of the Tourney ahead. I couldn’t tell her so, though, since she still didn’t know about my determination to beat her.

      The sudden toll of an alarm bell made us both jump up and rush toward the window. But our view overlooked the gardens at the back of the palace, and we could see nothing but darkness and stars.

      Without needing to discuss it, we both raced across the hall to the Liltons’ suite. We knocked, and the baron called for us to enter. He and Helena already stood by one of their windows, so Sophie and I ran to the other.

      “Fire,” Sophie breathed as we peered down into the city.

      The bright flames stood out against the dark sky, illuminating a small crowd already gathered at the distant scene.

      “The flames are so high already,” I murmured, mesmerized by the dancing red, yellow and orange. I couldn’t drag my eyes away from the terrible sight.

      “You girls stay here, we’re going down to see if we can help.” The baron’s voice pulled me out of my daze, and I turned to find him pulling on a jacket.

      “Absolutely not.” Sophie spoke for both of us. “We’re coming too.”

      The baron eyed us and seemed to know an argument would be fruitless. “Very well then. Be quick.”

      We flew back to our room, exchanging nightgowns for our most practical dresses and boots. Within minutes all four of us had joined the stream of people flowing from the palace toward the fire.

      More alarm bells had picked up the call, and people poured in from all directions. I feared there were far too many of us to be of any help but, to my surprise, the crowd moved without chaos. I faltered and slowed as we reached the fire, overwhelmed by the heat and sound and the scope of the ordered activity around me.

      Ash and smoke swirled through the air, and the fire roared hungrily. A large group of guards barked orders and organized the volunteers, with force if needed. They had already formed two long bucket lines between the nearest fountain square and two hand pumps located in front of the burning building. The volunteers at the end of the line dumped water into the wells of the pumps while more volunteers operated the pumps themselves, swapping out when anyone became too tired to pump at full speed. Guards directed the hard jets of water onto the flames.

      Two men had arrived just in front of us, pulling a small wagon full of more buckets, so some of the guards began organizing a third bucket line. Young children raced along each of the lines, carrying empty buckets back to the fountains.

      The windows of all the houses on the street blazed with lanterns and candles, fighting against the night and the smoke in their attempt to illuminate the efforts. A team of guards went from house to house away from the fire, clearing out the inhabitants before leaving one of their number to guard each front door. Whether they remained to prevent the occupants from returning for one last treasured item, or to guard from looters, I wasn’t sure.

      The central burning building appeared to be a large warehouse, but houses flanked it on either side, and the roofs of the two closest were already aflame. The buckets from the newly formed bucket line were soon used to douse all the closest houses, in an attempt to prevent any more from catching fire.

      Clearly the people of Marin knew exactly what to do when it came to fighting fires. I felt out of place in the frantic scene, confused by the noise and the smell and the heat that assaulted my senses. I looked around trying to spot somewhere I could be of help. I had been unable to think of any other way to help Jon’s duchy, but surely I could be of some assistance here.

      One of the men at the pump staggered away, rubbing his arms, and the third man from the front of the nearest bucket line raced forward to take his place. Seeing an opportunity, I ran to take his position in the line, a bucket immediately thrust into my hands by the person behind me. I passed bucket after bucket along, coughing from the smoke, until a local dipped a scarf into one of the buckets and handed it to me, gesturing for me to wrap it over my nose and mouth. I tied it on as quickly as I could, already holding up the progress of the buckets.

      A group of three guards strode past, their eyes on the fire that had taken hold of one of the neighboring houses. With a start, I realized that one of them wasn’t a guard at all. It was Jon. Someone thrust a bucket into my hands, and I passed it on blindly, my eyes stuck on Jon’s tall figure.

      He looked strong and confident as he directed the guards at one of the pumps to abandon the main blaze in favor of dousing the smaller, neighboring fire. Just as the guards began to move the pump, the loud shatter of breaking glass and a piercing scream broke through the rush and crackle of the fire and the shouts of the guards and volunteers.

      For a brief second everyone froze, and then further furor broke out. I followed the sound and the many pointing fingers to see a young woman, half hanging from one of the top windows in the burning house, a baby clutched in one arm, and a young child hanging off her other hip.

      Oh no. Sophie’s quiet projection cut through the noise, when not even her shout could have done so. She had joined the third line, and I could barely see her.

      I didn’t even try to respond, my mind too full of the scene unfolding before me. Because Jon, upon hearing the scream, had run forward and, as I watched, disappeared into the burning building.
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      My feet moved of their own accord, as if to follow him, but a bucket thrust into my hands made me stop. I could do more good here than standing uselessly in front of a burning building. I passed the bucket on, my arms burning by this point from the heavy water, and reached back for the next one.

      In my head I counted the seconds, my eyes glued on the woman who still hung out of the window. The two guards who had been with Jon called instructions up to her, while several more ran forward carrying a large sheet which they placed on the ground beneath the house.

      How could they stand the heat? I stood further back and could barely cope despite being dressed much more lightly than the guards in their heavy leather jackets. None of them faltered, however, and I took strength from their confidence.

      The seconds ticked by, and still Jon did not appear. A prickling sensation crawled through my body, my fear mounting. Surely there had been enough time for him to reach the woman by now. I pictured him consumed by flames, and had to wrench my mind from the image before I was sick.

      Another bucket came and went through my hands. And another.

      Jon, where are you? my mind screamed.

      What do you mean? Sophie’s sharp question shocked me. I hadn’t realized I had projected the thought.

      He’s here. He went into that building after the woman and children.

      What? Sophie sounded appropriately horrified.

      A shout went up from the men at the base of the building at the same moment as the woman pulled back, away from the window. What had happened? Had Jon reached her?

      A second later, his head thrust out of the window, and he called down to the guards. Four of them each picked up a corner of the sheet, raising it well above the ground and stretching it tight.

      They planned to catch the trapped people. Sophie! Do you see?

      Can they do that?

      I didn’t answer, caught up in the unfolding drama, my hands mechanically passing along the buckets shoved into them. Jon pulled back into the house and reappeared with the young child in his arms.

      One of the guards called something up to him, and I gasped as he let the child drop. I held my breath as the screaming girl plummeted down, landed on the sheet and bounced back into the air. The guards moved in coordination, keeping the sheet steady and at the right tension to catch the child again. I didn’t breathe until she had rolled off and landed on all fours, crying hard. A woman from the crowd rushed forward and scooped her up, pulling her away from the fire.

      My eyes flew back to the window. I could just see Jon and the woman, both trying to breathe the cleaner air outside. I couldn’t hear anything from them, of course, but the woman looked angry or, possibly, hysterical. After a moment, I realized that Jon had taken the baby and was gesturing for the woman to jump out of the window and onto the sheet. She kept shaking her head and trying to grab the baby back from him.

      I wanted to scream at her to stop fighting and hurry up. Every moment that passed saw the fire consume more of the building.

      More buckets passed through my hands.

      Finally, Jon pushed the woman away from him and bent down. When he straightened he no longer held the baby. Picking up the now screaming woman, he threw her bodily out the window. She fell into the sheet, like the child had done earlier, but this time my eyes remained on the window.

      Jon bent down again and reappeared with a large bulge in the front of his jacket. Did he intend to jump as well?

      But he didn’t even stop to check if the woman had survived the fall. Taking a deep breath at the window, he turned and disappeared.

      He’s gone back inside. I couldn’t quite believe my own words.

      He doesn’t think the baby will survive the fall. That must be it, Sophie whispered back at me.

      The woman had rolled from the sheet, unharmed it seemed, and was now being restrained by two guards as she fought to rush back into the building.

      I was reduced to counting again, my hands still passing the buckets, but my mind wholly focused on the numbers that kept rising in my head. How long could he survive in there? Had his passage been blocked by the flames?

      A physical pain burst through my chest. I loved him. This prince who put even the smallest of his people before himself. The realization made my head spin. I could not bear for Jon to die. It took every bit of my willpower to stop myself running into the building after him.

      And then a cheer roared from the crowd as he burst through the doorway, coughing but still on his feet, his shoulders and arms curled protectively around the front of his jacket. The woman and several guards rushed forward, blocking my view.

      For a second I could see nothing, but I heard the woman’s screams. I didn’t know how she had any breath left for such a sound with all this smoke.

      “He isn’t breathing. The baby isn’t breathing.” The words passed through the crowd, yelled from person to person.

      I waited for the guards to do something, but for once they seemed lost, milling around without purpose. The crowd cleared enough for me to see Jon, sitting on the ground, his head in his hands.

      Lily! Sophie screamed in my mind. Do something!

      I dropped the bucket I was holding and ran toward him. A guard grabbed me around the waist and I fought, kicking backwards and screaming Jon’s name. He looked up and saw me, leaping to his feet and staggering in my direction.

      He tried to order the guard to release me, but only succeeded in bringing on a coughing fit. The guard saw his gestures, though, and let me go. I ran to the weeping woman, who was cradling her baby.

      I grabbed the arm of the closest guard and yelled for him to take the infant. The woman struggled blindly, but another guard held her back, shouting to her to give us space and let us help him. I placed one hand on the infant’s head and one on his tiny chest. I could feel a few flutters from the soft spot on his skull, but no rise and fall of his breath.

      “There’s still a chance,” I said, as loudly as I could. “We need to get him away from the smoke.” I glanced back at Jon. “And him too!” I made eye contact with two other guards. “Drag him away, if you have to.” The older one nodded at me, a determined expression on his face.

      I looked back at the guard holding the baby. “Give him to me, and then run ahead of us. We need to get to the palace quickly, and I don’t know the way well enough.”

      The guard hesitated for the briefest moment and then shoved the limp bundle into my arms. I cradled him in one arm, as several more guards appeared and formed a circle around me, clearing my path on all sides. We ran through the streets as I pressed hard repetitively with the fingers of my hand against the infant’s chest. After a moment, I paused and lowered my head to cover his nose and mouth with my own mouth, exhaling a breath into his tiny lungs.

      Step by step and breath by breath we moved away from the heat and the smoke. Until, finally, I raised my head to breathe and found myself gasping in clear air. We had reached the courtyard of the palace.

      I lay the infant down on the ground. “Fetch a doctor,” I panted, my focus on the baby, my fingers still pressing against his chest. I swayed, dizzy, and a hand grabbed my elbow to steady me.

      “Whoa, careful there, Your Highness.” I looked into a vaguely familiar face. “What was that you were just doing? With the baby?”

      “Breathing for him. And compressions to get his heartrate up.”

      The man seemed to understand, thrusting me aside to take my place kneeling beside the baby. I finally placed him—one of the doctors who had assisted with Celine’s ankle and Opal’s cut.

      I sank down onto the ground and put my head between my knees, still gasping in beautiful, fresh, clean air.

      After several more breaths, my dizziness cleared, and I looked around for Jon. He sat on the palace steps. Two more doctors and a nurse surrounded him, but his eyes were fixed on me. I managed a weak smile, and a look passed over his face too intense to describe.

      A sudden cheer went up from the small crowd around the infant boy. “He’s breathing!” someone called out, and I heard the message passing back into the city. “He’s alive! The baby’s alive!”

      My eyes were still locked on Jon’s, so I saw the wonder that crossed his face at the news. He staggered to his feet, pushing the protesting doctors aside, and strode over to me. Crouching, he took my face in his hands.

      “You saved that child,” he whispered. “I was trying to save him, but I accidentally killed him instead. He was breathing at the window, but I wanted to protect him from the smoke, so I tucked him into my jacket. When I got out of the house and pulled him out, I found I’d prevented the smoke from reaching him, but no air had got through either. But you saved him.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “We both did. He wouldn’t have been so easy to revive from smoke inhalation.” I leaned my head into his hands. His grip, strong but gentle, steadied me after the fear and shock.

      “Lily…” The wonder hadn’t left his eyes. “I…”

      I desperately wanted to hear whatever he was going to say, this man who I loved. The word pulsed through my veins with each heartbeat. Love. Love. Love. Jon. Jon. Jon. But a sudden commotion at the palace gates distracted him.

      He looked up, over my shoulder, and a moment later new arms encircled me.

      “You did it! You did it!” Sophie cried into my hair.

      I could hear more joyful sobbing close by and saw that the mother had arrived with Sophie, her older child in tow. The baron and baroness were close behind.

      After that more chaos descended with doctors and nurses swarming us all. Jon and I were pulled apart and lost each other in the confusion of examinations and explanations that followed. I wanted to call out after him, to protest, but I knew I had no right to do so. My feelings had changed but the facts had not. Jon did not belong to me, or I to him. And we never would.
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      When I woke up the next morning, it was to a riot of color. Red and yellow and pink and white and purple and green filled our room.

      “What in the kingdoms?” I murmured, still too sleepy to make sense of what I was seeing.

      Sophie, who stood beside her bed, frowning down at it, looked up and grinned. “Good morning, sleepy head.”

      “Ugh.” I threw my pillow at her, and glanced out the window. “It can’t be that late.”

      “Maybe not.” She grinned and gestured around her. “But your many admirers are already up and about.”

      I sat up. Flowers blanketed the room, every color and size imaginable. “What do you mean, admirers?”

      “Apparently, they got the fire under control not long after we left, although it was only extinguished completely in the early hours of the morning. They didn’t lose any more houses, either. But the real topic of conversation in the city is you and Jon and that family you saved.”

      “I did not save a whole family.” I swung my legs out of bed. “Wait. Jon! The baby!”

      “Relax. They’re both fine. The family is still here at the palace; the doctors kept them under observation all night. They’ll be here for another couple of days, apparently, but they seem healthy given the circumstances.”

      I ran a hand over my face, trying to chase away the sleep. Memories from the night before came flooding back. I blushed, remembering the feel of Jon’s hands cupping my face.

      “Lily? What is it?”

      I opened my mouth to admit my nighttime revelation to her and stopped. I couldn’t tell her, not when I planned to win the Tourney. It would break her heart on my behalf. And one broken heart between us was quite enough.

      “I smell terrible,” I said instead.

      She grimaced. “Not as bad as these, I’m afraid.” She gestured toward whatever she had been staring at when I woke up.

      I walked over to join her, looking down at our two dresses from the night before.

      “Oh dear.” I turned my head away from the overpowering smell of smoke.

      “I don’t think they’re salvageable.” Sophie sounded resigned. “I’ll give them to one of the maids to burn.”

      “I think the job’s half done for them,” I muttered, wandering over to examine some of the flowers. “Are these really from the people in the city?”

      “Apparently. It looks like half the city raided their flower boxes for you. I wonder if Jon’s room looks like this, too?”

      I wanted to see him so desperately, I could feel the longing throbbing in my chest. I suppressed it. “You know I didn’t do anything particularly brave or heroic.”

      “It was heroic enough. There’s a note for you, by the way.” She pointed to a silver tray resting on our small table.

      I hurried over and opened it, hoping to see one particular name. And, sure enough, the note had been written by Jon.

      
        
        
        Lily —

        I need to talk to you. Come to the infirmary as soon as you have the chance.

        Jon

      

        

      

      I felt the ghostly pressure of his hands against my face and the echo of his words, broken off. What did he want to say to me? And, whatever it was, what could I possibly reply?

      “It’s Jon.” I met Sophie’s eyes. “He wants me to come to the infirmary. Do you want to come, too?”

      She nodded, and we set off down the corridor. I’ll distract the doctors, so the two of you can sneak off together. I didn’t need to see her grin to hear it in her projection.

      Sophie… I infused my own projection with tones of warning, and she rolled her eyes before slipping her arm through mine. But, thankfully, she said no more on the topic.

      Our arrival in the infirmary caused something of a stir. The mother who had been rescued from the fire jumped up to thank me and had to be coaxed back to her bed by a nurse. Jon also hurried over to greet us, proving more resistant to the nurses’ disapproval than the mother.

      Two doctors were also present, including the one I had spoken to the night before, and they wanted to know more about what I had done.

      “And how did you know to do it?” added Jon. “I’ve never seen such a thing.”

      “Some of the sailors claim to do a similar thing when they rescue one of their number from the sea,” said the second doctor. “There has been some debate on the topic amongst the doctors here, and some of us have begun to train in the technique, but I have never seen it done on one so young.”

      “It is widely used in the Four Kingdoms for drownings and other such accidents,” I said. “According to the stories, it originated with a woodcutter’s third son, who decided to leave his family to seek his fortune. He found it as a doctor and introduced many new life-saving treatments. I suppose godmothers can give practical assistance as well as magical.”

      “If only our godmothers had not left us,” muttered Jon.

      I ignored him since I had no reply to that. “We have a family friend who is a doctor, and he taught me the method. Time is critical, and I wanted to be equipped in case no doctor was nearby.”

      “We would like to hear more details, and an exact description of the process, if you would be willing,” said the doctor from the fire.

      He was looking at me, but I had insisted Sophie learn the technique as well, so she stepped forward to answer their questions, giving me a slight nudge in Jon’s direction as she did so. Against my better judgment, I stepped toward him, eager to see for myself that he was truly unharmed.

      “So, once again you’re the hero, Princess Lily,” he said quietly.

      “No. This time that title belongs to you.” I looked up at him, the newfound intensity of my emotions making me shy. “You were very brave to run into that building like you did.”

      He shrugged. “I acted on instinct.” He grinned down at me. “Just like someone else once told me, if I recall correctly.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “What a modest pair we are! Think of all the accolades we’re missing out on.”

      “There’s only one accolade I want,” he said, his voice low and his eyes gazing at me with a shade of his wonder from the night before.

      I shivered. “You wanted to talk to me…” I whispered.

      He blinked. “Right. Yes. The doctors had been pestering me with questions which I’ve been entirely unable to answer. I thought it would be better if you answered them yourself.”

      I deflated. Had this been how he felt when I met him in the garden and started talking about possible treason? “Oh, of course. Sophie and I are happy to answer any questions they may have. Perhaps we can organize a medical exchange at some point. I’m sure there would be a lot to learn on both sides. And for the guards as well. I’ve never seen such impressive firefighting efforts.”

      “Thank you.” Jon grinned. “I’m the official head of the Fire Squad, so I’ll take the compliment.”

      “The Fire Squad?”

      “Given that Marin is one giant city, we take the threat of fire extremely seriously. We have a squad of specially trained guards who direct all firefighting efforts. They’re the ones you saw in action last night.”

      “They certainly seemed well-trained and capable. I’m sure my parents would love to speak with some of them about their methods.”

      “We’re always seeking to improve.” Jon grimaced. “And after last night, it’s clear we need to add a couple of doctors to our number. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before.”

      The nurse interrupted us then to insist that Jon needed to rest. He grumbled, but this time he complied, and Sophie and I left to give all the patients some peace and quiet.

      I didn’t see Jon again until the next ball when his appearance shocked me. He looked like a different person, grim and with shadowed eyes.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked as we danced, trying not to focus on the feeling of his hand on my waist. “Between us and your squad, we managed to save everyone. And with the help of all those volunteers, only two houses were lost along with that warehouse. You should be feeling proud of your city right now.”

      He shook his head. “My squad are experts on fire. They’ve examined the site in the daylight, and the news isn’t good. We won’t make the findings public, because we don’t want to incite panic, but that fire was deliberately lit.”

      I gasped. “Arson? But why? And who would do such a thing?”

      Jon’s mouth hardened into an angry line. “Excellent questions. We haven’t had an arsonist in the city for over a generation. So, I keep asking myself who stands to gain from such a disaster. And the answer is all too clear. That warehouse belonged to my father’s most loyal adherent amongst the merchants, and Oswald’s biggest rival. And it was being used to store grain and other necessities.”

      I gasped again. “You’re saying he deliberately burned some of the city’s supplies? But people could die.” I paused. “People nearly did die!”

      He sighed, and his shoulders slumped. “Oswald has just become the richest merchant in Marin. And with those supplies gone, the city will only last until the end of the summer. Without much hope of the usual harvest trading coming through, the whole duchy will be in hardship after that. I’m already hearing rumors, now that I know what to listen for. Since this disaster, Oswald has already won some of the previously reluctant nobles and merchants to his cause. The number of loyalists grows smaller by the hour.”

      “A masterful move, then. He has achieved several goals with one blow.”

      Jon spoke almost in my ear, so that no one would overhear us, but now his voice dropped even lower. “I haven’t mentioned this to anyone, but I’ve been thinking. Oswald bought his position in the nobility here. Everyone knows that. He was originally from Palinar. When the kingdom was cursed, many people congratulated him on escaping well before the disaster. But I’m starting to wonder. All this time I’ve been concerned about the darkness creeping toward us on every side. But maybe it’s already here, festering in the heart of the duchy.”

      My eyes flew up to Jon’s as I tried to process his words. “You mean you think the darkness has taken over Oswald’s heart? His actions with the fire certainly seem evil enough.”

      “I can only imagine it found fertile ground there,” he said, bitterness in his voice. “The man has always been greedy and proud.”

      A sudden memory surfaced. “And remember what Corinna said? She asked how your father would feed the people once the summer was over. They were already counting on destroying those supplies.”  My stomach churned, and I fought the urge to be sick. “Perhaps you will need to accept her proposal, after all.”
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      I barely saw Jon in the two weeks that followed. And when we did cross paths, at the Tourney balls or in the corridors of the palace, he looked withdrawn and desperate. His haunted eyes always followed me, and I could feel their burning force, but he rarely approached me.

      When I asked him questions he turned them aside, except to tell me that I had been right about his father. He knew of the conspiracy but had yet to devise a way to counter it. Some of his nobles and merchants remained loyal, however, so while Sir Oswald worked to gather more support, a delicate balance held, everyone pretending to devote their attention to the Tourney and the stalled alliance negotiations.

      Occasionally I saw Jon’s eyes following Corinna, and I feared that he was steeling himself to accept her offer. I couldn’t bear the thought and now spent most of my time in the library, searching desperately for a solution. If I could only find something of value that Marin could offer the Four Kingdoms other than itself.

      Millie, Teddy and Gabe couldn’t understand my obsession and had just about given up on me. Sophie remained loyal, of course, but even she often chose to join our friends in the gardens instead. She had a greater love for books than I did, but she didn’t believe we would find a solution for Marin within their pages. I was content to let her go, encouraged it even, because I had another purpose in the library. I studied in the hope that I would gain enough knowledge to pull ahead of my sister in the Tourney.

      I studied mainly in solitude, undisturbed by the silent Keepers of the Library who flitted in and out. They had perfected the art of moving soundlessly around the room so as not to disturb visitors. With beautiful spring weather outside, I saw few others.

      Celine had been wrong about the repeated events being due to tied scores. Rather it seemed that the Tourney liked to operate in threes. Three cooperative events. Three treasure hunts. The hunts were followed by three purely physical endurance events that left us all exhausted but favored Sophie and me as the oldest, excluding the injured Celine. I might have stopped visiting the library during those events, except that I still hoped to help Marin, and I had a lurking suspicion that puzzles and riddles would reappear in later events.

      And sure enough, the next set of three were the least physically demanding events of the Tourney so far, involving a series of logic and number puzzles. My study gave me some small advantage, but I received an even greater one when Sophie succumbed to summer fever before the twelfth event. Her whole body ached, poor thing, and she struggled to sleep or think clearly.

      Seeing her sick brought back a rush of my old fears, as it always did, and I longed to take my usual position at her bedside as nurse. But this time I forced myself to stay carefully away, in quarantine, even sleeping on a pallet in Celine’s room. I could tell that both Celine and Sophie were concerned for me and my strange behavior, but I offered no explanation.

      When the next ball and event arrived, I easily pulled ahead, catapulting myself to the top of the scores. When we saw the results on the parchment, Sophie peering over my shoulder, she looked green. I couldn’t be sure if it was exhaustion from having to compete while sick, or guilt over falling behind. I didn’t ask.

      I had always tried to protect her, but I had never tried to separate myself from her like this. I kept waiting for her to demand answers, but the illness must have exhausted her too much to press me.

      And after being forced to compete she had a relapse. I felt drained as I watched her suffer from afar, anxiety eating at me. I desperately wanted to be by her side, cheering her up and nursing her through it, but I kept reminding myself that I was staying away for her sake. She had properly trained nurses with her, so it was really only my company she lacked. And better she lose my company now, than be forced to marry the Beast. The slightly lost expression in her eyes when she looked at me only confirmed my resolution. My feelings for Jon didn’t matter next to my need to protect my sister and the younger girls.

      Yet, every time I saw him, my traitorous heart still leaped. And I did feel like a traitor. I had only known him a matter of weeks, but his distance felt almost as painful as my own forced withdrawal from Sophie. It made no sense. But my heart refused to listen to reason and continued in its erratic course.

      The day after the twelfth trial, Jon’s mother, Duchess Aurelia, threw a garden party for all the visiting royalty and nobles. The spring sun shone brightly, a light breeze keeping the day from becoming too hot, and Helena dragged me out of the library to attend.

      “I don’t know what has taken hold of you,” she said, eyeing me suspiciously. “You were never one to hole yourself up in the library.” She cracked a smile. “Not that Alyssa wouldn’t be proud, but Sophie is sick and you must represent Arcadia. We’re here to make a good impression and form alliances, remember?”

      I agreed because I knew she was right. Between the Tourney and the impending coup, I had almost forgotten our original purpose in Marin. An hour later, I entered the garden in my favorite afternoon gown. I knew I looked elegant, but I still felt half-naked. I never attended social functions without Sophie. I reached out to her in my mind but could tell she was asleep.

      I looked around for Millie, instead, but could see no sign of her. Lilac, Snow, and the others were similarly absent from sight, with the exception of Emmeline and Giselle, who only made me turn hurriedly the other way, hoping to avoid a stilted conversation.

      Taking a drink from one of the tables that had been carried out onto the lawns, I wandered through the flowers alone. I knew I was getting further and further away from the party, but I couldn’t make myself care. It felt too nice to stop thinking and stop trying, and just walk and enjoy the beauty. Of course, that only lasted for about twenty minutes, until I turned a corner and almost ran into Corinna and two of her friends.

      “My apologies.” I stepped back hurriedly.

      She sneered at me. “Just because you’re a princess, doesn’t mean you can walk all over us.”

      I said nothing, since such a comment clearly didn’t warrant a response. But my silence seemed to infuriate her. She stepped up to stand directly in front of me, her face so twisted with anger, I feared she meant to physically attack me.

      “You think you’re so much better than me?” she whispered. “Well you’re not going to have him. He’s mine, do you understand? Mine!”

      I stepped back, my eyes widening. “I…I don’t know what you mean.” My eyes flicked over her shoulder to her two friends who both looked bemused.

      The slight movement seemed to remind her we weren’t alone. She stepped back, taking a deep breath and regaining some calm. “Prince Jonathan will never choose some worthless foreign girl like you.”

      Rage boiled through me, but I kept my face still. I refused to let her know that she had succeeded in upsetting me. Especially when her comment was only a trigger rather than the cause of my true pain. The pain I had been denying for the past two weeks, shut up in the library.

      Because it didn’t matter if Jon would have chosen me or not. I was going to win the Tourney and marry a prince more beast than man. And all my efforts to save Jon from Corinna were only going to free him to inherit his throne and marry some other princess. It was still worth it, of course, to save him. But that didn’t stop it hurting more than I had thought such a thing could.

      Then, almost as if she could read my mind, one of the other girls spoke up. “Don’t worry, Corinna. Haven’t you seen the latest results? Princess Liliana is going to end up betrothed to the Beast.”

      She and the second girl both shuddered, but I could tell from their shining eyes and smiles that they rather enjoyed the second-hand fear. It didn’t touch them, not really. I felt like I watched them from a great distance, so far separated by situation that we didn’t really inhabit the same location.

      Corinna, on the other hand, felt all too real. The venom in her eyes stung because she was playing the same high-stakes game as me. And she wasn’t satisfied to see me dragged away involuntarily. She couldn’t bear the idea that Jon might have chosen me if we were both free. I could read it on her face as clearly as if she had spoken aloud. But she couldn’t say the words. Not now, anyway.

      “It’s a good thing you’ll be going to Palinar,” she said instead. “Because you’ll never be welcome here in Marin.”

      “Corinna!” The second girl’s shocked reprimand was undermined by her giggles.

      I drew myself up to my full height, wishing it were more impressive, but hesitated. Did Arcadia’s honor and good name require me to defend myself, or to leave before I insulted someone? Naturally I didn’t care about insulting Corinna, but I didn’t even know who the other girls were. Instinctively I reached out to ask Sophie, before remembering she was asleep.

      “I think you must be confused, Corinna,” an unexpected voice joined the conversation, and his tone sent a delicious shiver racing down my spine. I had never heard him sound so dangerous. “I decide who’s welcome in Marin, not you.”

      She paled and fell back several steps as if driven by an invisible source. “P...Prince Jonathan. I…I just…”

      “Yes?” He stepped into view, stopping just in front of me as if shielding me from her. “You just what?”

      Corinna gaped at him, clearly shocked at his presence and his attitude. When the silence lengthened, she seemed to remember their earlier interaction, and her eyes narrowed into a glare. “Really, Jonathan. Is that whose side you want to take? Are you sure?”

      Her friends gasped, but she ignored them, taking a step toward him. Jon didn’t back down, stepping forward, instead, to meet her halfway.

      “Let me make one thing clear.” His words were low but clear, spoken slowly and with dangerous intent. “It doesn’t matter what you do or say. I will always choose her. Every. Single. Time.”

      I swayed, unable to believe what was happening. Unable to take it in. I could read the rage and the warning in Corinna’s eyes, and I knew Jon could, too, but he didn’t falter for even a second.

      The tense silence lengthened and then suddenly snapped. “Fine!” Corinna spun around and gestured for her friends to follow. “Have your foreign princess. But don’t say I didn’t try to warn you.”

      She stormed off, but her two friends hesitated. They glanced at each other and then dropped quick curtsies to Jon and me before scurrying after Corinna. We watched them go without moving. And then we were alone.

      “Jon.” His name came out half-breath, half-whisper.

      He spun around and strode over, jerking me into his arms. His eyes devoured my face, hungry and tortured. “I don’t care about consequences. I don’t care about responsibility. I’m going half out of my mind.” His low voice throbbed with passion. “All I want is you.”

      A small voice in the back of my mind told me that I, at least, couldn’t abandon consequences and responsibility. My ailing sister was relying on me, even if she didn’t know it. But the rest of my thoughts had fastened on the feel of his strong arms around me, the glow in his eyes and the shape of his mouth, so close to my own.

      And when he groaned, pulled me even closer and crushed his lips against mine, those weak and traitorous feelings not only allowed it, they gloried in it. Because despite every barrier between us, despite everything, Jon had chosen me. And my heart wanted to burst from the joy.
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      When Jon and I broke apart, it was sudden. Both of us falling back and panting, staring at each other with wide eyes. Every nerve in my body tried to pull me back toward him, but I resisted. Now that the first heady moments had passed, I remembered that I wasn’t free to follow my heart.

      “What are you doing?” I whispered. “I’m leading the Tourney, and you just threw away what might be your only chance to save your sisters.” I hated the words even as they came out of my mouth.

      He ran a hand through his hair. “I know.” And then softer. “I know.” He stepped closer, and I took a trembling step back. But he stepped closer again, reaching for me. I pulled away, but his eyes pleaded so desperately and eloquently that I stopped fighting myself and melted forward into his arms. He wrapped them tight around me and gave a deep sigh.

      “I’ve been asking myself for the last two weeks if I could do it. If I could force myself to marry her for the sake of my sisters. And sometimes I almost convinced myself I could. And then I would see you again, and the illusion would be swept away.

      “My whole life I have been nothing but responsible. And now, despite all my efforts, my duchy is about to be destroyed. I’ve tried and tried, and I cannot think of a way to save it. I told myself I could save the girls, at least. But I cannot marry Corinna. Not now that you’re here. And for once I want to stop thinking about everyone else. I want to be selfish and think about just one person. You.”

      I laughed shakily. “You might need to take another look at the definition of selfish. I think you’re doing it wrong.”

      He chuckled softly at my humor, and I immediately felt guilty for giving him hope. This time I did pull away, and his arms dropped to his sides, his face falling.

      “It doesn’t matter what either of us does, it doesn’t change the Tourney,” I said. “We are all of us bound by it.”

      He frowned and moved toward me again. I gave him a warning look, and he fell back with a sigh. “There are still five events to go. That’s plenty of time for the scores to change. You might fall and break your ankle like Celine.”

      I wanted to shake my head at the sort of twisted situation that would make that a loving statement. A bigger part of me wanted to ask him who he hoped would win in my stead. Sophie? Hazel? But I refrained from any of it.

      “Even if I don’t win the Tourney, there’s still the crisis in Marin.” I took a deep breath. “My parents would never let me make a marriage alliance with the duchy in its current state.”

      A look of intense pain and shame crossed his face.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, wishing there were something else I could say. But I had nothing.

      A long silence stretched between us, broken eventually by a distant voice calling my name. We both stirred as if awakening from a dream. I started to turn toward the sound, but Jon stopped me, gripping my shoulders and leaning toward me.

      “I won’t leave it at that. I can’t.” He pressed a fast kiss down onto my lips, and then disappeared around a hedge.

      “Lily?” Helena appeared from the other direction, looking at me with confusion. “What’s going on? What are you doing out here?” She looked around as if expecting other people to come bursting from the flower beds.

      I still stood in the same spot, my fingers pressed to my lips, trying to hold onto the warmth of his kiss, knowing that, despite his words, it had to be the last one. For both our sakes. We couldn’t torment ourselves like this.

      “Lily? Lily, are you all right?” Helena laid a concerned hand on my arm, and I shook myself.

      “Yes, oh, yes. I’m sorry, I was just daydreaming. I took a walk and got distracted by the beautiful flowers.” I gestured weakly at the garden.

      Helena relaxed, although suspicion still lurked in her eyes. “It is beautiful, isn’t it? I’m sorry to pull you away, but I have some Trionians I want to introduce you to.”

      “Oh, of course.” My feet followed behind her without conscious thought. I seemed to be floating through water, every movement meeting resistance, all sounds distant and muted. I must have said the right things, but I remembered none of it.

      And when the event was over, I had to remind myself that Sophie, sick in bed, knew nothing of what had happened. My whole world had just shifted, and I couldn’t tell my twin. It felt like another loss. When Celine fell asleep that night, I cried soundlessly into my pillow for half the night.
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      And yet, despite everything, life went on. Now that I had pulled ahead in the Tourney, I abandoned the library. I had given up hope of finding a solution for Marin there, and with Sophie in bed sick, I hated the constant solitude.

      The doctors had finally given Celine permission to move around a bit more, and she had insisted on an excursion into the gardens. “I miss the gardens at home,” she told me, and I realized flowers to Celine were like books to Sophie. A taste of home.

      All the girls except for the Eldonians had been regularly visiting Celine in her suite to keep her company, and everyone shared the excitement at her release. As we all rushed around, ensuring every tiny detail had been considered, I realized it was the first time we had all been together without fear or tension hanging over us.

      And I found I enjoyed it. Even Celine, despite her constant eye rolls and commands for us to get on with it, appeared to be appreciating the cheerful chaos. Perhaps it reminded her of growing up surrounded by her many siblings.

      “Where’s her shawl? There might be a breeze, and I can’t find it anywhere,” said Marigold, upending the room in her search for the missing article.

      “Stop! You’re destroying the room,” said Hazel, asserting the superiority that came with being one year older than her younger sister. Except Marigold appeared not to recognize her sister’s authority, and a squabble threatened to break out until Millie intervened.

      Blanche meanwhile had quietly made her way around the room, straightening everything that Marigold had thrown around.

      Celine ignored them all, distracted by Pearl and Opal who had decided to try on her collection of hats with many accompanying giggles. Celine had no great consideration for the state of her room, but she had a significant love for her wardrobe. A love that caused her to hover nervously near the youngest members of our group.

      “Don’t worry,” said Lilac, who had ignored the dispute between her two younger sisters in favor of supervising Pearl and Opal, “I won’t let them damage anything.”

      I suspected her responsible attitude came from her secret desire to make her own inspection of Celine’s admittedly impressive wardrobe. I made no move to intervene anywhere, preferring to sit back and laugh at the others’ antics and Celine’s attempts to conceal her clothing-related anxieties.

      At last Daisy burst into the room. “It’s ready!” she called. Everyone dropped their various discussions and activities and rushed toward the door.

      “What’s ready?” Celine’s eyes narrowed into suspicious slits as she observed the chaos fall instantly into order. “What’s going on?”

      “You’ll see,” I grinned at her.

      We all instantly stopped our fussing and swept her out of the room, which only fed her suspicion. “I was right, you really were wasting time, the lot of you,” she said, her voice full of fake outrage. “Waiting for Daisy.”

      “You’ll find out soon enough,” I said.

      Daisy, who had raced ahead of us, turned as we stepped out into the garden and yelled, “Surprise!”

      Several large rugs had been thrown across the closest lawn, and large cushions had been scattered liberally over them. Sophie, whose fever had finally broken but who remained weak, had already been carried down and sat in a dense pile of the pillows. Keeping her company were Teddy, Gabe and Jon. I carefully averted my eyes from Jon, scared of what I might see in his face.

      A picnic had been laid out on the rug, and Gabe, stretched out full length on his side, his elbow propped on a cushion, had already begun on a plate.

      “Gabe!” Daisy seemed to visibly swell in her outrage. “What are you doing? You can’t start eating before the guest of honor arrives!”

      “Can’t I?” He grinned lazily up at us all, not bothering to rise in greeting as Teddy and Jon had done. “But it’s such a lovely day, and the food looked so very delicious.”

      “Humph!” Daisy plonked down and continued to glare at her hero.

      He shrugged and smiled charmingly up at us. “My apologies, Celine.” He pulled a second plate from amongst the pillows. “I did, however, save you a piece of cake.”

      “Save? What do you mean save?” Daisy leaped back to her feet. “Did you eat all the cake?”

      “I’m sure he can’t possibly have had time to do so,” I said, soothingly, afraid she might actually explode.

      “You underestimate him,” said Teddy, grinning at his sister. “Daisy knows him better.”

      “What can I say? I’m a hungry man.” Gabe took a big bite from his plate and then winked at Celine and me.

      “Stop it,” said Celine. “Leave poor Daisy in peace. I can see a large cake over there with sufficient slices for everyone.”

      Daisy glared at him again and marched off with her nose in the air. The younger girls all followed her lead, rushing to collect their own plates, while Millie helped Celine to sit, and I collapsed down next to Sophie.

      It’s good to see you up. I was worried you wouldn’t be well enough to be here.

      It’s good to be up. I was so sick of that fever and that bed, I could have screamed. She tipped her head back to the sun and closed her eyes.

      “I have to tease her occasionally,” Gabe was explaining to Millie. “It wouldn’t be sporting to do it to my own sisters.” He looked a little sadly in the direction of the twins, and I silently admitted he was right. Pearl and Opal lacked the necessary spunk for such an endeavor; it would just be cruel.

      Millie rolled her eyes and began to assemble her own plate. Soon everyone was eating happily, the silence broken only by the occasional comment on the food. I risked a single glance toward Jon, but his eyes were fixed on me, so I quickly looked away again, flushing.

      What’s going on? asked Sophie.

      Nothing, I projected quickly, and she didn’t press it.

      A group of servants stood nearby ready to clean up the food, laughing and talking quietly amongst themselves as they waited for us to finish. Sophie nodded her head toward them. It reminds me of the servants at our picnic on the hill. They seem to be having a good time. Remember what Alyssa told us?

      I nodded but said nothing. Our sister-in-law had taken us aside before we left to give us some advice. And one of the things she had told us was to make sure to watch the servants in whatever palace we visited. “If they seem lazy and disorganised and sullen, that tells you the rulers are weak and ineffectual. But worse is if they seem silent or scared. That means the rulers are harsh and cruel. Find a palace where the servants laugh and talk as they complete their duties, where they have time off, but where everything always seems to be done. That’s the mark of a good ruler, both kind and effective. The sort of person you could trust.” She had paused, tears in her eyes. “The sort of place you could call home. The state of the servants won’t lie.”

      She’d hugged us both tight, then, one in each arm, although we’d grown as tall as her. I don’t think she would have let us go at all if the baron and baroness hadn’t been with us. She trusted them to care for us just as she and my brother would have done themselves.

      I had felt so hopeful when she had given us the advice, but Sophie’s reminder now merely twisted the knife that had taken up permanent residence in my heart. Yet another reminder that I had found the perfect home. A reminder of what could have been if not for the darkness consuming these lands.

      “It will be nice when the summer begins, and we no longer have the Tourney hanging over us,” said Lilac, wandering over to join us. The younger girls had moved away from the rugs and were throwing a small ball back and forth between them. “Everyone will stay on for a little while at least. I hope, anyway. Then we can do things like this all the time.”

      She smiled around at us all. Clearly she no longer feared winning the Tourney herself. Because, for one of our number, summer would only bring a worse fate than the competition itself.

      “Except that someone will win, Lilac,” Jon reminded his sister. I could feel his eyes on me, but I kept my own trained on the ground. He at least had not forgotten.

      “Oh! Yes, I didn’t mean…” her voice trailed off, and she sounded almost in tears.

      I forced myself to look up and smile. “Don’t worry, Lilac, I’m quite sure it won’t be you or either of your sisters.”

      “No,” said Celine, drawing out the word, her eyes drifting from Sophie to me. “I’ve had that distinct impression for some time.” She knew what we had been doing, then. Not that I was surprised. I felt sure she would have joined us in the attempt if not for her leg and her low score from that first event.

      A moment of silence ensued as everyone absorbed her words, and I couldn’t resist taking a tiny peep at Jon. A growing horror crept across his face. His eyes slipped to mine, and I forced myself to smile. I mustn’t have succeeded very well, though, since he only looked more tortured.

      Sophie cleared her throat and changed the topic and everyone followed her gratefully. I tried to talk and laugh as if nothing was wrong, but I didn’t know if I was fooling anyone. I didn’t look at Jon again, and soon Sophie tired and needed to be helped back inside.

      He stood immediately and came over to assist us, but I clung stubbornly to my sister. I could tell he was trying to pull me aside, but I refused to give him the opportunity. I didn’t even move far enough away from Sophie for him to whisper in my ear. Only when we reached the door of the palace did I glance back to see him still standing where we had left him on the rug in the garden, staring after us.
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      Now that Sophie was recovering and no longer infectious, I stuck to her side, trying to make up for my earlier absence, while also protecting myself from any unexpected encounters. It worked until the next ball. As soon as we stepped through the doors, Jon appeared, just as he used to do.

      “Dance with me,” he said, and his voice made it clear it wasn’t a request.

      Sophie nudged me forward and, in a moment of weakness, I capitulated. I knew I had made a mistake as soon as his arms encircled me. Their strength felt far too appealing, and the fire that raced through me scared me. It was already hard enough holding everything together.

      “You’re planning to win, aren’t you?”

      I had no reply to his hard words, not one he would accept anyway. But we had only just arrived at the ballroom, so I had no expectation of being saved by the sound of the bell. When it rang out, we both stilled, staring at each other in confusion.

      “Was that for the Tourney?” I looked around. “Are we even all here?” I counted the princesses in the ballroom as they started to move slowly toward our small door, clearly all equally surprised.

      Jon laughed bitterly. “Just a reminder for us all that we are none of us in control.” He released me abruptly and disappeared into the crowd.

      Sophie appeared at my elbow, watching him go. “What was that?” She shook her head. “Never mind. Let’s go.”

      After so many events without injury, we no longer trod in fear as we followed the now-familiar routine. Even Pearl and Opal chattered away as we walked through the groves. Of course, as the events ticked past, and everyone else grew lighter, I grew heavier. But it was a sacrifice I had chosen.

      Except, when we sat down, no individual puzzles or instructions appeared on our golden plates. Only a single parchment in the middle of the table. The voices dropped away, as we all remembered we had now completed three puzzle events and were facing the unknown again. A shadow of our earlier dread reappeared. In an instant everything had changed, and it immediately seemed hard to understand how we had ever become comfortable in this mysterious and gloomy world.

      At least now, after the three treasure hunts, it wasn’t only the Marinese princesses who knew the mirror castle well. We had all explored its nooks and crannies, as well as the three groves.

      But it turned out that our new challenge required none of that knowledge. Emmeline read out the instructions. “Return across the lake. In the grove of golden leaves, you will find a marked track. You must each take it in turns to race to the end of the track. Points will be awarded based on speed. If any part of your body touches the ground outside of the track, you will be instantly disqualified.”

      “A straight race? Well, that rules me out,” said Celine.

      I looked around the table trying to guess who amongst the other princesses might be fast runners. Certainly neither the twins nor Marigold had anything to fear with their short legs.

      The bell sounded, and we all rose silently and crossed the lake. As soon as we stepped into the golden grove, we found a new path that branched away from the regular one. It glowed as if it, too, were made of gold, although the surface still looked like dirt in texture.

      It wove away between the trees and out of sight. The finish of the race track, however, could just be seen connecting with the main path again at the other end of the grove. It must swing back around, then.

      We all looked at each other, wondering who should go first. Eventually Celine shrugged and stepped forward to the line. As soon as she was in position, a small chime rang out, and she hobbled away, her crutches swinging.

      She had been out of sight for a couple of minutes when the same chime sounded again. Before I could ask Sophie what she thought it meant, Celine flew out onto the path and landed hard, as if shot at speed from the other end of the race track.

      I gasped and raced over to her. She had pulled herself up into a sitting position, and tears leaked out of her eyes as she clutched at her injured ankle. I kneeled down next to her, but she merely shrugged at me and grimaced. I reached for her leg, to check it, but she shook her head and pushed me away, gesturing for me to return to the beginning of the track. I hoped that meant she hadn’t reinjured it despite the evident pain.

      The others had watched our silent interaction with wide eyes, no one stepping up to run next. After a moment, Emmeline looked around at the rest of the group and then moved forward. She was taller than either Sophie or me, but my previous concerns about beating her time had faded, replaced by new ones as to what exactly this ‘race’ entailed.

      She disappeared from sight much more quickly than Celine had, leaving the rest of us with no option but to wait and see what happened.

      Did Celine seem badly hurt? Sophie asked.

      I think she’ll be all right. I hope so anyway. But there’s nothing we can do to help her down here. And I’m worried about you getting thrown around like that. You’re still weak from the fever.

      You’ll have to go first, projected Sophie. You can tell me what to expect. Maybe I can avoid triggering whatever happened to Celine.

      I had originally planned to send her first, to give myself that advantage of foresight, but in the light of this unknown danger I agreed to her suggestion. Even with the extra help, she would still be slow so was likely to have one of the lower scores.

      When the chime sounded again, we all flinched, our eyes racing to the end of the track. Sure enough, Emmeline came flying out, just as Celine had done. She landed hard, winced and pushed herself slowly upright. Thankfully Celine had managed to push herself out of the way before Emmeline’s abrupt arrival, or the other girl would have landed on top of her.

      Millie moved forward to take her place at the start of the race, a look of determination on her face. I was grateful to her for leading the way since strategy suggested I should wait until the end, in the hope I might be able to gain some clue to what was happening.

      When her chime sounded, she followed the previous two, shooting out onto the main path and landing awkwardly. I frowned and met Sophie’s eyes.

      It’s hard to tell time down here, but… Sophie started chewing on a strand of hair. Do you think the chime is sounding after the same amount of time?

      I nodded. It did seem like it. But the instructions didn’t tell us there was a time limit for completing the track.

      She sent back a laugh that lacked humor. They didn’t tell us the ceiling would fall in either. Or to watch out for waves.

      She had a point. Let’s count this time.

      We counted steadily through the next three contestants and, sure enough, the chime sounded after five minutes each time. So we need to finish the track in that time to avoid a painful exit, projected Sophie.

      I nodded but without much hope. If neither Emmeline nor Millie had managed it, I didn’t see how Sophie would in a weakened state. Which meant it was up to me to give her enough of an advantage with my description of the track.

      The group at the end of the track grew as the group at the beginning shrunk, until eventually only Sophie and I remained. No one had succeeded in outrunning the chime, and Pearl and Marigold were both crying from their falls.

      Finally I took my place, springing away before the chime had faded from the air. The golden glow of the track made it easy to follow, and the path behind me was soon swallowed by the trees. It twisted and turned, and I soon came upon an obstacle—a downed tree across the track. I leaped over it, but had to slow my pace or risk serious injury if I came upon another obstruction too fast. I wondered uneasily if a few bruises from being flung from the path was the only thing making Pearl and Marigold cry.

      I pushed them from my mind. I could do nothing to help them, and I needed all my attention to try to beat the race and leave Sophie forewarned. If she knew when to expect the obstacles, maybe she really could run faster than the rest of us and escape the fall. I kept up a constant projection to her, warning her of each obstruction and twist of the track.

      My lungs and legs burned by the time the track turned back in the direction of the path. I continued to push myself, though, thinking of Sophie every time I felt my steps slow.

      I’ve circled all the way back, I said to her, keeping up my account of the track. I can actually see a stretch from the beginning of the track. I didn’t notice it passed so close when I was running the other section.

      Thank goodness I didn’t need my breath to project since I had none left. Now I’ve made another turn and I still can’t see the end of the track.

      It had been too much to keep count while also talking to Sophie, but I had a sinking feeling that five minutes must nearly be up. How could anyone complete the track in the allocated time?

      I had no sooner finished the thought, than the chime sounded, and my feet slid out from under me. The golden dirt of the track solidified into a surface as slippery as ice, and the ground immediately behind me seemed to rise, the raised portion moving forward like a wave and propelling me down the slide that was thus created.

      By the time it dumped me onto the main path, I had gained enough speed that it hurt. A lot. I lay there, not even attempting to sit up as I tried to regain my breath. I had five minutes to get out of the way, and I didn’t see how Sophie could possibly finish in that time, even with my warnings. I had slid a long way.

      Anger and frustration at the impossible task welled within me, buoyed by the pain from where I had landed. I took several deep breaths and made myself sit up.

      Millie and Lilac appeared and held out their hands to help me up. I had just grasped the proffered assistance when they both looked over my shoulder, their eyes widening. I tried to twist around to look as well, but they dragged me quickly forward, not waiting for me to get my feet under me.

      I finally managed to regain my balance and turn around just in time to see Sophie jog across the end of the track onto the path. As she stepped over to join us, everyone’s voice was freed.

      “That was so fast!”

      “How did you do it?”

      The other girls crowded around her, calling out questions, but my shock was too great to be put in to words. She laughed and shrugged. “I knew I didn’t have the energy for a full run, and I would never have made it before that chime. So, when I saw another section of the track so close, I took a chance and jumped across. I ended up cutting out most of it, I think.”

      “Jumped it?” Marigold sounded half-shocked, half-delighted. “Are you allowed to do that?”

      “It just said our body couldn’t touch the ground outside of the track, it didn’t say you had to actually run the whole thing. And once I’d done that, I found I was almost here.”

      “I’m impressed,” said Emmeline. “I didn’t even notice the track doubled back so close until I was on the second section.”

      “Me neither,” said Snow.

      “I didn’t notice it either,” said Celine. “But then I was already sliding by the time I must have come back past it.”

      Sophie met my eyes and grinned before shrugging again. “I was watching really closely.”

      I had to force myself to smile back. I had only wanted to protect her from injury, not to allow her to leap ahead in the scores as she would surely do now.

      When we collected the scores, I was relieved to see that I had been the third fastest after Sophie and Emmeline. Emmeline now trailed Hazel closely, but Sophie and I still considerably outstripped them. I had lost most of the lead I had previously gained on my sister, though.

      The usual small crowd awaited us when we emerged from the small room, but Helena’s efforts focused on Sophie given her current frail state. I trailed behind them, still too tired after my intense run to offer any assistance.

      “You’re planning to win, aren’t you?” The words, that I had already heard once that night, emerged from the shadows. I jumped. I tried to move away without responding, but his hand shot out and gripped my arm, pulling me into the shadows with him.

      It’s Jon, I sent to Sophie. He wants to talk to me about something. I’ll try to catch up in a minute, but give some excuse to Helena if you have to.

      Very well. I could hear her curiosity, but she refrained from asking me questions. Another area in which her virtues exceeded mine.

      “Look at me.” His voice was so anguished, I couldn’t help but comply. “And don’t try to hide it from me. I know you too well. You would never let someone else take on the responsibility. I can’t let you do it.”

      I sighed. There was clearly no point denying it. “You can’t do anything to stop me.”

      “Can’t I?”

      His intensity scared me. “No, Jon, you can’t! The law is clear, remember? You can’t get around the magic, your life would be forfeit. It doesn’t matter who you are. Think of your kingdom. Think of your parents and your sisters. They need you. Especially now.” I clutched the front of his jacket with both hands. “You can’t do anything foolish. You’ll only get yourself killed.”

      He pulled me closer. “I’m always responsible. For nineteen years I’ve been nothing but responsible. And I love my people. I just love you more. I’ve already told you—in this one thing I can’t be responsible. I would do anything to save you.”

      “Don’t say that,” I said, my voice small. I looked up into his eyes and felt like I was suffocating. “I don’t want you to save me at the expense of yourself. It would break my heart.”

      He leaned down so our faces nearly touched. “You’re already breaking mine.” His lips pressed down hard against mine, and his arms swept around me, locking me against his chest.

      I embraced him back, I couldn’t help myself, but silent tears poured from my eyes, and the salt water mingled with the taste of our kiss. Could you die from love and sorrow and pain?

      Lily? Sophie’s voice in my head made me stagger backwards from the kiss. Helena’s coming back for you.

      I mopped at my face, desperately trying to scrub away the tears before the baroness found me. Gentle hands reached out and gripped mine, stopping me, but I wrenched myself free and fled down the corridor.

      “Lily,” he called after me, his voice hoarse. But I didn’t stop.
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        * * *

      

      I could barely sleep, haunted by Jon’s words. Sophie had instantly seen my distress, and this time had pressed me to explain. The encounter with Jon had broken down some of my carefully constructed defenses, so I had told her my most pressing fear—that Jon would attempt to interfere with the Tourney.

      I could tell, though, that she didn’t think it likely. “All of them get heated up, sometimes,” she said. “But Jon is always the most sensible. If anyone was going to try, it would be Gabe.”

      Except that you succeeded, I wanted to tell her. We broke through his responsibility and restraint, just like you told me to do in that ballroom so many days ago. Only, we did it more than the little bit you were aiming for. And now I’m terrified he’s going to end up destroying his life, and it will be all my fault.

      But I remained silent, even in my mind.

      The next morning, I refused to leave our room. “I’m staying in here until I come up with an idea,” I told Sophie. “We have to think of a way to save Marin.” If I could give Jon some hope for his duchy, perhaps he would give up whatever desperate plan he had hatched.

      But no brilliant revelations came to me. Eventually, in desperation, I convinced Sophie to come with me to talk to the head of the Lanoverian delegation. “The Duchess of Sessily is shrewd, but she has compassion. Perhaps she will agree to help Marin.” I lowered my voice. “Perhaps she would consider a marriage alliance between Celine and Jon, without requiring Marin to hand themselves over to Lanover.”

      “Lily! How can you even think of such a thing!”

      But Sophie’s horror didn’t sway me. My desperation had grown as I spent the day cooped up in my room, and I knew that nothing would be so terrible as seeing Jon struck down by the magic that had destroyed Palinar and Prince Dominic.

      Reluctantly Sophie accompanied me and listened in silence to my halting explanation to the duchess. I told her of Marin’s troubles and their need, but I didn’t mention the coup. I thought she might be more likely to offer Lanover’s help to the duchy now if she didn’t know a better offer might be coming. Although, given the noblewoman’s reputation, I considered it more than possible she already knew, anyway.

      “I’m sorry, Lily,” she said when I had finished. “The duke and duchess seem like good rulers, fallen on hard times through no fault of their own. But I serve Lanover’s interests, not theirs. Marin is smaller than all the kingdoms of this land and only a duchy. I could not, in all good faith, recommend a marriage alliance with them over Talinos or Trione.”

      Her face softened slightly and she gave a small sigh. “If love were involved, that would be a different thing. We still serve under the High King’s laws, of course. But I have seen no sign of that between the Marinese prince and Celine…” Her voice trailed off, her eyes gentle but all too knowing.

      I fought to hold back tears. I had never meant to doom Marin’s only chance by attracting Jon’s attention. I had always imagined that when I fell in love it would be something beautiful, a pathway to peace and prosperity for many. This reality was nothing like I had pictured it.

      I excused us both then, Sophie still not having said a word, too dejected to attempt conversation. But at the door I paused, looking back at the older woman. I tried to make my voice light, keeping my face clear of emotion.

      “Oh, I’ve been meaning to ask you. Has Sir Oswald approached you at all? I’m afraid I may have encouraged him in your direction in my efforts to avoid the younger members of his family.” I wrinkled my nose as if it was no more than a matter of my less-than-deft dealings with an unwanted suitor.

      A veil seemed to descend over the duchess’ expression, reminding me that while she had something of a soft spot for me and Sophie, she was also a master diplomat. “He has, as a matter of fact. He is a man full of passion for his business. I was forced to remind him that the king and queen of Lanover have made their position clear. Like Arcadia, they wish only to make treaties through the rulers of this land. While Duke Philip rules, all alliances with Marin must go through him.”

      “Apologies, Your Grace, for putting you to that trouble.” I gave her a respectful nod, as seemed appropriate toward someone below me in rank, but well above me in age, experience and wisdom, and shut the door behind me.

      Well, that was clear enough, said Sophie.

      Yes, she definitely knows about the plans for a coup. And her position is exactly as we suspected. She won’t aid it but, if they succeed, she’ll profit from it.

      Perhaps we should have told her about Sir Oswald being behind the fire? Sophie twisted her hands together. About what sort of ruler he would be. If she expects it to be a bloodless coup, with the support of all the nobles and merchants, she may even think it’s a good thing.

      I shook my head. How likely is she to believe us, when we have the information from Prince Jonathan? If Duke Philip had any evidence, he would have arrested Sir Oswald for conspiracy to commit arson by now. It would have been a nice solution to his problem, in fact.

      Sophie slammed her hand against the stone wall. This is infuriating!

      I haven’t given up hope. There’s still time. But maintaining any optimism was getting harder and harder.
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      After my reaction last time, and my weakness in the corridor, I didn’t trust myself to dance with Jon at the next ball. I caught Teddy as we were walking in and had agreed to dance with him before he knew he had asked.

      Despite the lack of any real danger in the race challenge, we still passed through the groves with a far more somber air than three nights before. The events had returned to more physical challenges, and we all remembered the dangers we had faced before. And something about Sophie’s surprise win had unsettled everyone. A reminder, perhaps, that the unexpected could still happen with the scores.

      And, sure enough, the instructions for the challenge were far more detailed than usual. We had to race to the tallest tower of the mirror palace, a different structure from the high keep we had visited in the first challenge and, once again, take a piece of jewelry. Only this time, the winner would be the one to bring back the superior piece.

      When Opal timidly asked what that was supposed to mean, no one had any answers. And, to complicate it further, we were only to be allowed to leave the table one at a time, with the princess with the lowest rank leaving first. A list of our current ranks had been provided, and a series of bells would indicate each princess’ release.

      “It looks like the Tourney is giving us an opportunity to even the scores,” said Celine. “It won’t make much of a difference for me, though, given it’s another race.”

      I ground my teeth together. After all the hard work I had put in to gain my lead, it seemed I would have to continue to struggle to keep it. But the scared faces around the table reminded me why the effort was worth it. Hazel, in particular, looked terrified at being given the chance to catch up.

      “Opal, it looks like you’re to leave first,” said Celine, just before a chime sounded through the room.

      Opal froze, panic taking over her face, but her twin gave her a shove and she leaped from her chair and rushed from the room. Pearl, only a few points in front of her, almost immediately received the chime signaling her own release.

      One by one, princesses fled the room, the table emptying until only a handful of us remained. My leg jiggled beneath the wood, the tension rising in my middle. I kept picturing them all gaining ground, and the images made it hard to sit still. Celine had long gone, and soon only Sophie, Emmeline, Hazel and I remained. Sophie kept sending me reassuring projections, in an effort to calm my tension, but the other girls wouldn’t meet our eyes. Despite this challenge, we were the four most likely to win the Tourney, and I could only assume they were both hoping it would be anyone but them. As usual, our voices had been silenced.

      Then Emmeline was gone, and soon afterward Hazel. The next wait seemed interminable, though in reality it must have been less than a minute. When the next chime sounded, Sophie leaped to her feet and raced from the room, with a single backwards glance for me. Calm down! Our scores are close enough that your chime will sound any second.

      She was right, of course. The final chime released me within moments. I jumped up so violently that my chair clattered to the ground behind me. I ignored it and dashed from the room.

      Sophie still hadn’t regained her full strength from the fever, so I quickly overtook her. And I easily remembered the path to the tallest tower since three of my clues had been located there during the treasure hunts. The room at the top was accessed by a long spiral stone staircase that wound through the center of the tower, and I hoped to pass most of the girls struggling up the endless flights of stairs.

      I kept reminding myself that it wasn’t a straight race, either. It all came down to our choice of jewelry, and none of us knew what sort to expect, or what might be considered significant.

      I passed Hazel on the first stretch of stairs, and Celine not long after, struggling up with her crutches. I sent her a sympathetic smile but didn’t slow. Pearl and Opal were next, despite having left first, and then Giselle. I kept expecting to see Marigold but saw no sign of her.

      I was panting hard and wondering how much farther when I passed Blanche and, shortly after, Emmeline. Like me, she had gained a lot of ground, but now seemed to be struggling to catch her breath.

      Still, I wasn’t far ahead of either of them when I burst into the room. A table filled the center of the small space, and Millie stood beside it staring down at an array of crowns. I hurried over to join her. Only eleven items lay on the table. I looked around again, as if Marigold would suddenly emerge from one of the walls.

      Have you seen Marigold? I asked Sophie who I guessed would be more than halfway up the stairs by now.

      No. Why?

      I didn’t pass her at all. But there’s already a crown missing.

      Oh, they’re crowns are they?

      Yes. I kept my answer short, my mind divided between concern for the mysterious disappearance of Marigold, and confusion over which of the crowns I should take. Millie seemed to share my indecision. Twice she reached out a hand only to draw it back again.

      When I gazed at them more carefully, my eyes caught on one in particular. One so familiar, I didn’t know why it hadn’t leaped out at me immediately. Sitting on the table of this strange mirror tower was an exact replica of the Arcadian royal crown worn by my father at important functions and state occasions.

      Now that I knew what to look for, I easily identified the others. Arcadia, Lanover, Northhelm and Rangmere were all represented from the Four Kingdoms. And I had spent hours on the voyage on the way over learning about the local kingdoms of this land. I recognized the crowns of Eldon, Eliam, Palinar, Talinos and Trione easily enough. The table even included the circlets worn by the heirs of Palinar and Talinos.

      Which meant Marigold, if she had indeed been and gone already, had taken the crown of her own duchy. A statement of loyalty regarding the superiority of her home. Despite my love for Jon and his home, it wasn’t the crown I would have chosen in her place.

      But what was? Did superior mean largest kingdom in land size? Or most powerful? Or richest? And could I even be sure how they all ranked in these areas? I knew how each of the kingdoms compared to the others of their own land, but it was a little more difficult to compare between lands.

      Before the mysterious curse, Palinar had been the largest and richest kingdom of these lands, although Marin held the greatest prestige. I suspected, now, however, that the smaller island kingdom of Trione would have to be the richest. But all of them were threatened by the encroaching darkness, so surely the Four Kingdoms, currently in one of their greatest ever periods of prosperity and peace, would have to be considered superior.

      And Lanover was the richest of the Four Kingdoms. So perhaps theirs was the crown I should take? My hand hovered over it as I reached out to Sophie, still toiling up the stairs, to explain my dilemma.

      So, do you think I should take Lanover? I concluded.

      Let me think for a minute.

      I waited impatiently for her answer.

      I’ve had a thought, she projected after several long beats of silence. What if the crowns don’t represent the kingdoms, but their rulers? The Princess Tourney is all about finding the perfect match for each ruler, after all. So, the winning score is supposed to go to the princess who best matches the one who called the Tourney. And surely that girl would consider the ruler in question superior over all others. Which means the superior crown belongs to Palinar.

      Brilliant!

      My eyes latched on the Palinaran crown before veering off to the side. It had been Prince Dominic, not King Nicolas, who had called the Tourney. So it was the heir’s circlet I should take. One of the least-imposing crowns present. That realization made me feel certain of my decision. This was the test.

      I snatched it up. Millie, eyeing me sideways, seemed confused by my choice. After a moment she also chose a crown—the Lanoverian one I had nearly taken earlier. Did she even recognize our crowns? Or was she taking her cue from me?

      It didn’t matter now, we had both made our choice. Emmeline and Blanche burst through the door, almost colliding with one another in their haste and hurried over. We stepped back to give them access to the table. I watched their faces, waiting for the moment of understanding as they recognized the pieces. But they were both difficult to read.

      Sophie darted into the room, her eyes raking the table. For a brief moment she looked disappointed before snatching up the Palinaran crown. Had she attempted to lead me astray on purpose, hoping to take the heir’s circlet and the winning score herself?

      She staggered back to lean against a wall gasping in deep breaths. Millie, Blanche and Emmeline all stared at her in surprise, but she ignored them.

      She chuckled silently. I’ve really confused them all now. Did you find Marigold?

      No. The question of the crowns had momentarily distracted me, but my earlier confusion now returned. How could the younger girl have gotten so far ahead, and how had we not seen her? We should go back down. Perhaps we’ll find her back in the Throne Room.

      Millie followed our lead, and the three of us left just as Lilac entered. We passed Hazel, Giselle, Pearl and Opal at the top of the stairs, and Celine some way below them. She grimaced at us, and hopped her way up another stair.

      We all winced in sympathy. When we reached the throne room, we found it empty. I bit my lip and glanced at Sophie who shrugged. Millie frowned questioningly at us, and I pointed at the chair where Marigold had sat, raising my hands in a question.

      She squinted at the table, clearly struggling to build a mental image of who had been sitting where. I could see the moment she remembered and, seconds later, the confusion when she realized we hadn’t passed Marigold at all.

      I crossed back to my chair and placed my chosen crown on the golden plate. A chime sounded, identical to the ones that had released us. Millie raised her eyebrows and copied me, Sophie not far behind her. Two chimes sang out.

      I stood behind my chair gripping the back, tired from my dash up the stairs, but too restless to sit. Sophie mimicked me, but Millie chose to sit.

      She must have taken another way. I’m sure she’ll turn up any minute. Sophie tried to calm me, just as she had before the event began.

      Did you see another way? And, anyway, one of the crowns was gone when I arrived. If she did take another way, she should have been back by now.

      The other girls trickled into the room, following our lead and placing their crowns on their plates. When ten chimes had sounded, the bell signaling the end of the challenge rang.

      “Oh, thank goodness,” said Millie. “I thought that stupid bell was going to make us wait for Celine to hobble all the way back down.”

      “Perhaps she’s just taken the last crown,” said Blanche.

      “Where’s Marigold?” Lilac sounded as worried as I felt.

      “Exactly what I want to know.” For once I didn’t try to shield the other girls from the fear in my voice. I felt a dreadful certainty we were right to be afraid. “I didn’t see any sign of her, and one of the crowns was already gone when I arrived at the top of the tower.”

      I glanced over at Millie who frowned. “It was gone when I arrived, too, and I never saw her ahead of me.”

      “You know her and the palace better than any of us,” I said to Lilac and Hazel. “Is there another way up to that tower?”

      The two sisters shared a look. “You don’t think she would have…?”

      “Of course she would.” Lilac sighed and looked back at me. “There’s an uncovered stairway that circles the outside of the tower. She’s never been afraid of heights, or deterred by our parents forbidding her to use it. It’s much quicker to get to it from here than getting to the base of the tower inside the palace.”

      “Then it also should have been quicker to get back,” I said grimly. “Lead us there.”

      Hazel and Lilac ran, and the rest of us followed, somehow finding new reserves. My pulse drummed so loudly I wondered if everyone could hear it, my breath scraping loudly past my ears.

      We were out of the mirror palace and circling the outside wall within a few steps. Lilac had pulled ahead, so it was her piercing scream that rent the stillness.
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      Somehow, impossibly, I found a final spurt of energy. I sprinted around the final corner, the horrible sight unfolding before me.

      Marigold lay still at the base of the wall, her small body sprawled unnaturally across the ground. Her pale face stood out horribly against the stream of bright red blood that cut across it. The Marinese crown lay a short distance from her outflung arm, as if it had rolled from her fingers after she hit the ground.

      In my peripheral vision, I noticed a small segment of one of the steps had crumbled away well above my head height. I dropped onto my knees next to Lilac, Hazel close behind me. Both of them were crying.

      “Can you do that thing you did for the baby?” Hazel sobbed. “Breathe for her?”

      I leaned over Marigold’s comatose form and then sat back up. “I don’t need to. Her heart is beating, and she’s breathing on her own. We need to stop her bleeding and check for any broken bones.”

      The rest of the girls had arrived by this time, forming a loose circle around us, several of them crying almost as much as Marigold’s sisters.

      “She’s not dead,” said Sophie. She eyed off the others consideringly. “And Lily needs your scarf, Blanche.”

      Blanche quickly complied, handing it to me so I could create a makeshift bandage. I wadded it against Marigold’s head, where the blood appeared to originate.

      “Lilac, press down here. I’m going to check her.”

      I looked up at Sophie, and she dropped down to her knees to help without my having to ask. What do you think? I asked.

      She gently ran her hands along the younger girl’s legs. I’m not sure. I wish Aldric or Matilde were here, they would know what to do. She named our medical friends at home in Arcadia.

      We don’t know how long she’s been lying here, but it looks like she’s lost a fair amount of blood. I don’t like that she’s still unconscious.

      Sophie met my eyes but didn’t reply, as aware as I was that it wasn’t a good sign.

      “We can’t find any breaks,” I said, at last. “But we’re far from experts. We need to get her back to the palace and to some doctors as quickly as possible.”

      “There’s no point. She should have regained consciousness long before now.” Emmeline’s emotionless words set off more rounds of tears.

      I glared at her, but she simply shrugged slightly. “I’m just stating the facts.”

      “Well, please don’t,” I snapped, before rearranging the bandage so I could tie it around Marigold’s head. Then I looked up at Sophie. “We’ll have to take turns carrying her.”

      Emmeline stepped forward. “I’ll carry her to the boats.” I wanted to push her away, but I took a deep breath and reminded myself that her cold words had done no actual harm to Marigold. That had occurred long before any of us arrived. And she had only said the truth Sophie and I had kept silent. In fact, Emmeline had never actually done anything against any of us. Maybe her and her sister’s minds simply worked differently than the rest of ours. A lack of emotions wasn’t exactly a crime.

      “Thank you,” I made myself say, helping to steady Marigold as the Eldonian crouched down and gently lifted her limp body. Emmeline didn’t respond.

      Laying the still-unresponsive form into a boat alone felt completely wrong, but there was nothing else we could do. The coracles would only bear the weight of one. Celine finally arrived as the rest of us were loading ourselves into our own boats.

      “What’s going on?” she asked before catching sight of Marigold and falling silent.

      Millie, Sophie and I each carried her through one of the groves, her slight frame growing heavier with each step. Millie took the last turn through the grove of silver leaves, so I took the parchment of scores, tucking it into my dress without bothering to read it, and climbed the ladder first. Sophie followed but stopped halfway, and carefully Millie handed Marigold up. Once I dragged her into the room, I lifted her into my arms again.

      I could barely wait for poor Celine to crawl up, two of the others helping her, and for the trapdoor to close and melt into the floor. As soon as it had disappeared, Hazel thrust open the door and staggered out, calling for a doctor through her still-falling tears.

      I only just made it through the doorway before sinking onto my knees and placing Marigold down upon the ground. Her family gathered around her, screams and shouts filling the mostly-empty ballroom. Someone I couldn’t see helped me to my feet.

      A tingling rushed through me at the contact, my body somehow recognizing the feel of Jon’s hand, even if my eyes couldn’t see his face. I wanted to collapse into his arms, but I held myself back. This was his family’s tragedy, and I didn’t deserve to be the one seeking comfort.

      Sophie approached, and we clung to each other, just outside the circle of action. Watching and waiting. And hoping still, however feebly.

      “M…Mother?” Marigold’s soft, frail voice somehow cut through all the sound to reach our ears. Sophie went limp beside me.

      “Oh, thank goodness,” she whispered. “I thought…”

      The doctors quickly confirmed our hasty diagnosis. Marigold had suffered no broken bones, the concussion and bleeding her only injuries, although serious ones.

      Once she had been carried off, her family around her, the rest of us drifted to bed, still half in shock. I kept feeling her dead weight in my arms and hearing her shallow, halting breaths. It took me a long time to fall asleep.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Helena woke us to the news that Marigold was expected to make a full recovery. “She’s awake and alert,” she told us with a broad smile. “She will need rest and lots of fluids for the next three days, but she will recover.”

      We all exclaimed joyously, no one commenting on why three days was the limit given to her recovery. But after Helena left, I sat on my bed, my arms wrapped around my legs and my chin on my knees.

      It doesn’t make sense, I projected to Sophie, thoughtfully. We saw how far she fell, and how much blood she lost.

      Sophie chewed on a strand of her hair. I’ve been thinking the same thing. She was unconscious for far too long.

      I’m delighted, of course…but she shouldn’t have recovered. Certainly not so quickly and easily.

      I think it’s good news for more than just Marigold, Sophie projected. I think it proves our worst fears have been groundless. Especially when you also consider Giselle in the third event. I don’t think any of us can actually die in the Tourney.

      I didn’t quite share her optimism. All we can be sure it means is that things don’t follow the same rules down there. And that can go either way. Remember how sick the water made us. There’s no way that was natural.

      Sophie sighed. Well, whatever it was, in this case at least, I’ll take it and be glad.

      It soon became apparent that a stark contrast in perspectives existed between those of us who had made that long, silent trek through the groves, listening desperately for each shallow breath, afraid it might be the last we heard. And those who had merely seen me burst through the door carrying a deathly-injured child.

      The competitors all saw it as a miracle, the joy of relief lightening everything else. The princes, however, were angry and afraid. Of course, we could not explain to them how much worse the situation should have been. And I doubted that would have comforted them. We had become somewhat inured to the dangers of the Tourney in a way they had not.

      For me, seeing their reactions drained away any lingering pleasure from Marigold’s recovery. Her accident could only fuel Jon’s deadly desire to interfere with the remaining three events. Especially since my guess had been correct. I had received the highest number of points for Palinar’s circlet,  Sophie close behind me with the Palinaran crown.

      Tension permeated the Marinese palace. Duke Philip had made no progress in undermining Sir Oswald. Without an alternative plan to save Marin, more and more of the influential members of the city reluctantly swapped their allegiances.

      Summer seemed to be approaching far too fast, and the reality of the end of the Tourney, with its inevitable betrothal, had cast a pall over anyone untouched by the planned coup. The ball before the fifteenth event had a more subdued tone than any of the ones that had preceded it.

      Sophie and I had each danced our single obligatory dance with nobles of the Marinese court and then refused all other offers. We stood by the long windows, clutching glasses but not drinking. Too tired in body and mind to do anything but wait for the bell.

      “Lily! Sophie!” A small figure approached us at speed.

      “Daisy? I haven’t seen you for a while.”

      “No, I’ve been busy, like you told me.” The mood of the court didn’t seem to have touched the young girl. Her shining eyes and bright face were a breath of fresh air cutting through the stale tension.

      “Busy with what?” Sophie looked between us in confusion.

      Oh dear, I sent to Sophie, and then, “What have you overheard?” to Daisy.

      She leaned in dramatically. “It’s Gabe.”

      I exchanged a glance with Sophie. “What about him?”

      “He says he’s not going to stand by to see any other young girls carried out of that room. He says he’s going with you all, to protect you.”

      I paled and dropped to my knees, heedless of my gown, so I could look her in the eyes. “Daisy, tell me exactly what you overheard.”

      She did. And any hopes that it had just been talk, more blowing off steam, evaporated. He really meant to do it. And tonight.

      “Daisy,” I said. “You know that if he tries to interfere, he’ll die, don’t you?”

      Her face dropped. “He said that other guard didn’t die, he’s just ill, and that maybe he can get around the magic.”

      I wanted to scream at such foolishness. “The guard is deathly ill, Daisy, they don’t expect him to survive.”

      Her whole face fell, and her lip began to wobble.

      I spoke quickly to cut off any tears. “But it’s not too late. We can still save him. Daisy, I have a very important task for you. Do you think you can do it?”

      She stared at me with wide eyes, and I knew she saw all this as an adventure, unable to fully understand the consequences.

      “I need you to watch Gabe. Don’t let him out of your sight. I’m going to go get something. When you see me return to the ballroom, come and find me. Can you do that?”

      “Of course!” Daisy sounded almost scornful. “That’s not difficult.”

      “Thank you.” I stood and grabbed Sophie’s hand, dragging her along without pausing to explain first.

      I don’t know how much time we have, I projected over the music as we pushed through the crowds near the door. The bell could go at any moment.

      I can’t believe he’s actually going to try. There’s no way he could hide himself in that tiny room.

      Yes, but he doesn’t know that. He doesn’t know what’s in there, or where we go, or how any of it works. And he’s been building himself up to this for weeks, even before Marigold. It doesn’t help that he knows Pearl and Opal are the most likely to be injured of all of us.

      So what’s your plan? asked Sophie, running beside me down the corridor away from the ballroom.

      The infirmary. I recognized something when we were in there after the fire. I kept berating myself for not seeing this coming. Sophie had even told me it would be Gabe who tried something, but I had been too distracted by fear for Jon.

      The infirmary was deserted, which made my task a great deal simpler. Opening a tall cabinet, I located a large bottle. Can you see an empty one anywhere, something smaller? I didn’t want to lug the large one around, and I didn’t want anyone to notice it was missing either.

      Sophie managed to find two small vials, and I carefully filled them from the main bottle. Come on, let’s go. I took off as soon as I had finished, tucking them both into my dress.

      Every second I expected to hear the bell, but it had yet to ring. We slipped back into the ballroom and started looking for Daisy. She appeared almost instantly at my elbow, as if from nowhere.

      “He’s over there.” She pointed to the far side of the room. “With the others.”

      The three princes stood in a huddle, clearly waiting for the bell to sound. I knew from Daisy that they planned to open the door for us, and that the other two would shield Gabe from view while he slipped inside. With the number of people usually milling around the door, they trusted that no one would notice his disappearance.

      It was a terrible plan.

      As the princesses knew from Randolph’s attack, the trapdoor wouldn’t open with someone else in the room. Which meant that even if there had been cover in the room—which I knew there wasn’t—his presence would be discovered before he had any hope of doing good to offset his sacrifice.

      Thankfully, I had previously set Daisy to work as a little spy, and she had an especial interest in Gabe. I hoped that one day he would realize his mistake and thank her. But it wouldn’t be today. Because I had no intention of letting him find out his errors when it meant destroying himself in the process.

      Seizing a goblet of wine, I emptied one of the vials into the dark liquid.

      “What’s that?” asked Daisy.

      “Don’t worry,” said Sophie. “It’s just a sleeping draught.”

      Daisy’s eyes grew round. “Are you planning to drug him?”

      “We have to.” I met her eyes. “It’s the only way to save him. You don’t want him locked away forever, do you?”

      “No…” She eyed the drink uncertainly.

      “It won’t hurt him,” said Sophie. “We promise.”

      I didn’t wait to hear my sister’s reassurances, hurrying across the ballroom toward the princes instead. Jon stepped forward to meet me, but I sidestepped around him, stopping in front of Gabe.

      “Gabe.” I laughed and shook my head. “I’ve been assured that you’re parched and in need of a drink. And a dance. With someone more than four feet tall.” I gestured over to where Daisy still stood beside Sophie, watching us with a fascinated expression.

      “Ah.” Teddy clapped Gabe on the back. “Your youngest admirer strikes again.”

      “You have to drink it, you know.” I thrust the goblet into his hand. “Or you’ll hurt her feelings.”

      He rolled his eyes but tipped his head back and drained the wine. I tried not to follow his movements too eagerly. Once he had finished, he thrust the empty goblet at Teddy and held out his hand to me. “And a dance I believe you said. This is the sort of tyranny I could get used to.” He flashed his charming smile at me. “A refreshing drink and a dance with a beautiful woman.”

      I shook my head but accepted his hand. He led me away, punching Jon lightly in the shoulder as he went past. “Sorry, old fellow. I’m under orders.”

      I glanced up at Jon through my lashes. He was glaring at his friend, his hands once more in tight fists at his sides. But then his eyes moved to me, and for the briefest second before I looked away, I saw that it was pain, not anger in his face.

      I had sidestepped him without acknowledgement and gone straight to Gabe, laughing and joking. In fact, I rarely ever looked at him now, let alone initiated conversation. I wanted to drop Gabe’s hand and run to Jon, I wanted to tell him that if I had the choice, I would spend every moment with him. I wanted to wipe away all that agony of longing in his eyes.

      But I didn’t. I entered the dance with Gabe instead. I laughed and chattered, until his eyes began to droop. Then I carefully maneuvered us to the far side of the dance floor, out of sight of the other two princes. I pulled him closer, so that his head could drop onto my shoulder as we reached the edge of the floor. I felt glad for all those times I had helped the younger princesses or hoisted Celine up the ladder. I could maneuver his weight more easily than I could have done before, given all the strength I had gained from so many weeks of events. Making one last turn, I deposited him into a chair which Sophie and Daisy had tucked behind one of the large potted plants. He blinked at me twice in confusion, and then his head dropped and lolled to the side.

      “That was neatly done,” said Sophie admiringly.

      The bell finally rang through the ball.

      “And just in time, too.” I sucked in a relieved breath.

      “I’ll stay here and watch him,” said Daisy, sitting cross-legged on the floor. “But, don’t worry.” She smiled conspiratorially up at us. “I won’t tell him what happened. I’ll just say he got very sleepy and decided to have a nap.”

      Sophie snorted, but I pulled her away before she could argue. We rushed into line and pushed at the other girls impatiently. I could see Teddy and Jon looking around in confusion, and then the door closed. I sighed in relief.

      “Goodness, what’s the rush?” asked Giselle, looking mildly put out.

      I shrugged and didn’t answer.

      The burst of fear, the rush through the palace, and then my hastily executed stratagems had left me buzzing with energy. I funneled it into the challenge, a different kind of race from the previous two.

      It took place in the mirror palace’s library, the room stocked with books for the first time. We had to race against each other to find answers to a series of questions. After all my hours spent in the library, I thought I would easily win. But Sophie had spent large amounts of my study time just wandering the room, browsing the titles, so she had an excellent sense of where to go to find a book on any particular subject.

      In the end I kept my lead, but only just.

      I led us all back through the groves at a near-run. The others kept giving me strange looks, but I ignored them. I wanted to reassure myself that Gabe had woken up without incident.

      For the first time, none of the princes waited to meet us in the ballroom. I overheard Queen Juliette telling Millie that Teddy and Jon had gotten into some sort of argument with Gabe and they had all left immediately after the ball. Daisy, standing next to her mother, gave Sophie and me an exaggerated wink. I interpreted it to mean Gabe was fine.

      “That girl is a true treasure,” said Sophie, trying to hold back a smile.

      “Absolutely,” I agreed fervently. Then I glanced sideways at her. “But I’m glad she’s not our little sister.”

      Sophie snorted and Helena shook her head in confusion. “That event was one of the shorter ones and, thankfully after the last one, injury-free. So let’s get the two of you to bed.”
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      Something changed for me after that. The fifteenth event had marked the end of the second stage, the last of the individual challenges. All that remained was the group competition on the final night of the Tourney. The first day of summer, the last day of my freedom, was only three days away, and I couldn’t get out of my head Jon’s expression as Gabe led me off to dance.

      I slipped out of bed early, careful not to wake Sophie, and went for a solitary walk in the garden. Jon appeared so quickly, he must have seen me leave the palace and followed me. And not for the first time, either, I suspected, given how often we had stumbled upon each other amongst the leafy green paths.

      He looked surprised and then delighted when I didn’t try to avoid him. Falling into step beside me, he kept the conversation light. But once we had exhausted the beautiful weather, the gorgeous flowers, and our plans for the afternoon, the topic inevitably turned to the coup.

      “We’ve had word they have it planned for immediately following the Betrothal Ceremony. The ceremony will take place the day after the final event, and is the true end of the Tourney. They don’t wish to risk disrupting the Tourney and bringing a curse onto Marin, so they won’t act until it’s finished. But, as soon as the final words are spoken, the ancient laws will be fulfilled, and then they will have the ideal opportunity.” He sounded bitter. “It couldn’t be more perfect, really, with all the notable members of the duchy gathered ready, along with witnesses from all the kingdoms.”

      “How do you know all this?” I asked.

      “Some of the servants remain loyal even though their masters have felt obliged to change allegiances.”

      A shiver ran through me. “Do you hate them for it? Does your father?”

      He rubbed a hand down his face. “No. How can we? What alternative do they have? To leave things as they are and see their people starve or freeze come winter?” He growled suddenly. “Oswald, on the other hand, is a different story. And a couple of his closest supporters. They clearly have no concern for the people, they are merely seizing power while they can.”

      I placed a hand on his arm. He looked down at it and then up at me. I could see it took all his willpower not to take me in his arms. With a shuddering breath, he tore his eyes away and continued. “We know that some of the more senior nobles have their own plans. They’re going along with Oswald now to secure the alliance and the aid, but then they plan to petition Lanover to have one of them replace Oswald as governor.”

      He shook his head. “Apparently Oswald has promised that after my father and I have abdicated, our family will be merely imprisoned. These nobles plan to smuggle us to Trione and bring us back once Oswald has been ousted.”

      A bubble of hope filled my chest. “That doesn’t sound so bad.”

      He gave an angry bark of laughter. “No, indeed. It is a pretty story to salve a throbbing conscience.” He looked sideways at me. “But you saw the fire, and you heard Corinna. If any of us so much as make it to the dungeons, I will be astonished.” His voice dropped. “I’m hoping I’m wrong, though. I’m hoping they’ll spare Mother and the girls. There’s a chance they will, since she was originally a princess of Trione. Maybe they will even let her take my sisters back home with her.”

      I shuddered at the awful picture he painted, my bubble easily burst. Now that he had said it, it sounded all too likely. Jon and his father, at least, were too much of a threat for Sir Oswald to keep alive. And he had already demonstrated his lack of concern for the lives of others.

      My voice trembled. “Perhaps it’s not too late to take up Corinna’s proposal?”

      He was shaking his head before I had finished the words, stopping and pulling me into his arms without care for who might be nearby. “No. I won’t do it. You know I won’t.”

      “You may not have a choice.” I hated how small my voice sounded. And how much I craved the comfort and safety of his arms. I tried to tell myself to pull away, but my body didn’t move.

      The threat of my impending forced betrothal had made me cling to my last days of freedom. I knew I needed to cut Jon off completely, to free him to save himself, but when I saw the look in his eyes, I simply couldn’t do it.

      “Oh Lily,” he breathed, looking down into my face. “How I have missed you.” He leaned down to kiss me, but I turned my face away.

      “Jon!” I scolded. “Anyone might see!”

      “Let them.” He tightened his arms around me.

      I shook my head and lightly pushed him away.

      “Very well, then.” He took my hand. “Let me show you some much more lovely parts of the garden.” His eyes grinned wickedly, and I knew I should scold him again but, instead, I let him tug me along. Laughing, even, because of the giddy feeling of holding his hand.

      When we reached the secluded spot where Corinna had confronted me, and then Jon and I had shared our first kiss, he stopped. “This,” he said, gesturing with his free hand, “this is my personal favourite spot.”

      I groaned, but he just laughed and tugged on my hand again, reeling me in toward him. He pulled me in gradually, his eyes on my face, and a delicious tingle shot through me. When he finally pressed me against his chest and lowered his face slowly toward mine, I didn’t even think of resisting.

      As our lips finally met, I melted, his arms tightening to support my weight. I couldn’t think of anything at all, except to agree with his assessment, that this beautiful spot might just be my favourite place in the world.

      For once he was the one to pull away, groaning and cradling my face into the crook of his neck. “Do you think, just for a few hours, we could pretend that there is no Tourney and no coup. That the Emissary just sailed into the harbor one bright Spring morning and brought me my heart’s desire, no strings attached.”

      For a brief second, I thought I should be responsible and say no, but the thought dissolved before it had fully formed. After weeks of being responsible, surely I could let myself have a single morning.

      I pulled out of his hold and stepped back. His face fell, but I smiled up at him and swept my deepest curtsy. “Greetings Your Highness, and thank you for your hospitality. They call me Princess Lily.”

      A grin lit up his eyes, and he bowed equally low. “The pleasure is all mine, Princess Lily, I assure you.” He took my hand and pressed his lips passionately against each knuckle.

      My knees began to melt again, so I pulled my hand away, giggling. “You would never have done such a thing when we first met.”

      He pulled me close. “Only because I’m too much of a fool to instantly recognize the love of my life.”

      He tried to snatch another kiss, but I pushed him away. “I would like to walk amongst these delightful gardens, Prince Jonathan.”

      “Then it would be my pleasure to show them to you.” He tucked my arm into his, and we strolled along the closest path, content in our companionable silence. After a while he asked about the mare he had found for me to ride, and I ended up telling him about my beloved pony. He squeezed my hand, confessing that he, too, had once had a much-loved childhood mount, and that he had cried when the animal died.

      “It comes from having three sisters,” he explained gravely. “It makes you very in tune with emotions.” He glanced at me, his eyes dancing and his mouth twitching upwards. “It’s what makes me such an excellent catch. I can assure you that not even tears are enough to dismay me. I’ve won over many a lady, old and young, with my handy handkerchief and complete lack of terror.”

      I laughed, and the sound echoed back from the other side of one of the hedges.

      “Quick,” said Jon, “someone’s coming.”

      And the next thing I knew, we were both of us hiding behind a tree, Jon with his back pressed against the trunk, and me tucked into his chest.

      “What in the kingdoms are we doing back here?” I tried to peer around him and the tree. “Is there some reason I don’t know about why we can’t be seen?”

      He looked down at me and grinned. “None at all. I just wanted an excuse to do this.” And before I could realize what he meant to do, he pressed his lips down over mine.

      I swatted him away. “If you had done that on the day we met, I would have turned the ship straight back to Arcadia. Or maybe just on to Trione,” I added, unable to resist teasing him a little. “I hear their prince is a nice enough fellow, and they make excellent allies.”

      “Lies. All lies,” said Jon promptly, trying to kiss me again.

      I giggled and wriggled out of his grip, the other voices long since having faded away. “That’s funny. I could have sworn you were the one to…”

      “Oh, look! Shall we take a rest on that lovely patch of grass?”

      I shook my head, but followed him over to it, and even let him lie back with his head in my lap.

      “I think I deserve all sorts of credit for my nobility,” he said, once we were settled. “Praising Teddy like that.”

      “Certainly,” I agreed soothingly. I felt a spike of fear that he would ask what had happened to Gabe during our dance, but he said nothing.

      We fell into a peaceful silence, and my hand reached out of its own accord to stroke his hair where it rested against my gown. He sighed and closed his eyes.

      After some time, he spoke. “The truth about the tree, is that, just this once, I couldn’t bear to share you. Not even for a minute. Not this morning.”

      I felt a warm wash of contentment at his words, and the feeling scared me. My fingers stilled. “This is so unlike us,” I said. “Both of us. Being irresponsible and foolish. Do you think someone put something into our breakfasts this morning?”

      He sat up. “If they did, I’ll have to request they do it every morning.”

      I shook my head, the magical bubble I had somehow enclosed myself in disappearing and exposing me to cold reality again. “Our responsibilities won’t go away simply because we wish to be free of them.”

      “But we could be together,” he said, his eyes burning into mine. “And surely, together, we could find some way to save Marin.”

      “But the Tourney,” I whispered.

      “There’s still time. You don’t have to win.”

      I shook my head, saying nothing. There was nothing helpful to say.

      He stood up abruptly, paced the length of the grass, and then dropped back down with a growl. “I think I will go mad at the idea of you going off to Dominic. I can’t bear the idea of the Beast being anywhere near you, let alone getting to call you his.”

      His pain tore at me, but I liked the idea no more than he did. This had always been nothing but the lesser of many evils.

      He read the answer in my eyes and sighed. “There’s nothing I can say to convince you, is there?”

      “I’m sorry, Jon.”

      He looked away. “It’s horrible, but I feel so jealous of Sophie sometimes.”

      I frowned at him, startled and displeased to hear him say such a thing.

      He ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “I love that you have each other. But I hate that I can’t get through to you, no matter how many words I use. And yet, the two of you only need to look at each other, and you seem to arrive at perfect understanding.”

      His words surprised a laugh out of me. “Hardly.” In all these years I had never told anyone the truth, but the words fell from my lips now with surprising ease. It felt right to share every part of me with Jon. “We use as many words as anyone else. You just can’t hear us.”

      “I…I don’t understand. What do you mean?” His brow crinkled in adorable confusion.

      “At our Christening, our godmother gave us a gift. ‘A greater bond than ever twins have shared before.’ We can, sort of, project our thoughts to each other. Silently, and regardless of our physical location.”

      He stared at me in disbelief. “You’re telling me you can read each other’s minds?”

      I shook my head quickly. “No. No mind reading. We can only hear what the other chooses to send. Like talking, but we don’t use our mouths or our ears.”

      “So…” He paused, clearly struggling to wrap his mind around my revelation. “Right now you can project your thoughts to Sophie. And she to you. Even though she’s…”

      I nodded. “Exactly.”

      “Are you talking right now?” He stared at me with wide eyes.

      I shook my head again and then realized the truth of my denial. I had just made one of the most momentous decisions of my life. I had shared my darkest secret, and with a foreigner, no less. And it had never even occurred to me to reach out to Sophie for her opinion. Despite how much it affected her. Guilt filled me, but also a strange exhilaration. I had always shared everything with my sister. Had always been glad to do so.

      But now I had something that was all my own. Jon and I might never be together but, when it came to Sophie and me, he would always be mine rather than ours. When I was with him, I wasn’t a twin, one half of a whole. I was just Lily.

      It struck me that I had always been a little bit afraid. Afraid that our godmother had gifted us such closeness because she had known from the beginning that neither of us was a complete person on our own. That, without each other, we were both deficient.

      But, in this moment, nothing about me felt deficient. And my new sense of freedom brought back my earlier bubble of hope. Only, this time, it was hope for my sister. That once I was gone to Palinar, she, too, would discover she didn’t need me to make her whole. She could stand on her own and make a life for herself without me.

      Lily? Her voice sounded as if in response to my thoughts. You’ve been gone all morning. Where are you?

      Just in the gardens. I’ll come in now.

      “You’re doing it aren’t you? Talking to her, right now.” Jon sounded excited. “You get a sort of faraway look on your face, sometimes, as if you’ve mentally detached from your surroundings. I always wondered what you were thinking about because you sometimes do it at the oddest times.” He seemed proud of himself.

      I stood up and brushed myself off. “Yes, that was Sophie wondering where I am. I should go in.”

      He leaped up to accompany me, ready with a constant stream of questions about our gift, many of which I couldn’t answer. When we neared the palace, I swore him to secrecy. Telling Jon was one thing. That didn’t mean I wanted to tell everyone. And certainly not without Sophie’s agreement.
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      Over the following days, I no longer avoided Jon, but neither did I leave my room again without Sophie by my side. I treasured our stolen morning together, and the feel of his lips on mine, and I craved his presence, but my heart could only take so many tragic kisses. I needed to start thinking of Jon as nothing more than a friend. However hopeless a task that seemed now.

      Each hour that passed after the fifteenth event seemed to bring all my worst fears closer. When I spent time with Sophie and Jon, I could smile, but the gesture didn’t reach my heart. In my heart I felt only panic.

      The day before the ball, I convinced them both to join me in the library, in one last, desperate attempt to come up with a plan.

      “You really love books, don’t you?” Jon sounded bemused.

      I grinned. “I like books well enough. But it’s my sister-in-law who’s the true fanatic. She believes that the answer to any problem can be found in a book somewhere. And, admittedly, she’s managed to solve some pretty big problems in the library. I figure it’s worth a look.”

      “It certainly can’t do any harm.”

      But once we were in there, none of us knew where to start. We wandered down the shelves aimlessly, calling out the names of books, in case they sparked an idea. Sophie pulled a book off the shelf and started reading it, so I wandered over to peer over her shoulder, hoping she’d found something of interest. It was a book on fabric and clothing design.

      I raised one eyebrow at her, and she shrugged. “They have a very large section here on cloth and fashion. I was curious.”

      Jon looked over. “My mother brought many of those with her when she married my father. Trione is known for its fabric, and many of the garments throughout the Four Kingdoms originate on the island. I believe she had a great interest in it as a girl.” He ran his hand over the spines of the books. “My ancestors have lived here for too many generations to count, each one growing this collection of books, building this duchy. I just can’t believe it’s all about to be ripped away from us.”

      “There is still hope,” I said, although the words felt increasingly empty.

      A gravelly voice spoke from the far corner of the room, startling me. “Some of us still remember how many generations it has been, my lad.”

      “Albert!” Jon strode over to greet the old man who rose from a deep chair, half hidden in shadows. “I didn’t expect to see you here today.” He turned back to Sophie and me with a wide smile.

      “Albert here used to be our Keeper of the Library, although he retired many years ago. He had endless patience for a serious young boy wishing to make his father proud.”

      “And proud he is,” said Albert, clapping Jon on the back. “Never you doubt it. We Keepers always know what’s going on.”

      “Do you?” The shadow had dropped back over Jon’s face. “And do you have the answers I seek this time?”

      Albert sighed and slowly lowered himself back into his seat. “Not all answers can be found in a library. Some you must search out for yourself.”

      “That sounds like the sort of cryptic thing a godmother would say,” said Sophie.

      “Godmothers, hey?” Albert looked her over with a sharp eye. “And what would you know of godmothers, young lady?”

      “My apologies,” said Jon, ushering us both forward to join them. “This is Princess Sophie and Princess Lily, Albert. They are part of the delegation here from the Four Kingdoms.”

      “I know who they are, boy.” He sounded testy and not at all impressed by our rank. He watched us silently for a moment and then shook his head. “I did not think I would live to see our lands united again. Or to meet someone from the Old Kingdoms.”

      “The Old Kingdoms? I haven’t heard that name before,” I said, just as Jon said, “What do you mean ‘again’?”

      Albert looked between us. “I knew that no one here cared to remember, but I have often wondered if anyone in the Old Kingdoms remembered those they had lost.” He seemed to sink into his memories for a moment.

      “We would like to remember, if you would be willing to tell us,” said Sophie softly.

      He looked up and a light came into his eyes. “It does me good to hear you say so, my girl. I have stories in me still, for those who care to listen.”

      “Haven’t I always listened to you, Albert?” asked Jon.

      Albert gave a bark of laughter. “Oh, aye, you did your best. But young boys are restless by nature.”

      Sophie giggled, and he smiled at her. “Girls, too, if this one’s sisters were anything to go by.”

      “Yes, we gave our governess plenty of grief as children,” said Sophie.

      “Not that she didn’t deserve it,” I muttered. Sophie gave me a reproving look.

      “But we never learned anything about this land,” I said to Albert. “And yet, you seem to have heard of ours.”

      Albert nodded. “Have you not wondered why we speak the same language? Why so many of our customs are similar? Many generations ago, the rulers of the Four Kingdoms lost their way. They forgot the directions of the High King, and they ceased to rule their kingdoms with love. A group of nobles collected a band of citizens who wished to live by the old ways. They built a flotilla of mighty ships and sailed off in search of a new home. They found these lands, pristine and untouched, and founded the kingdoms we have now.

      “They called on the High King to protect them from their old rulers, and he set up a wall of storms to keep them safe. But they still remained fearful. So they asked the High King to choose their queens for them. To ensure that true love always ruled their lands. He assured them that his godmothers would always be there to help them. But it wasn’t enough. They didn’t want to trust to the godmothers, and the trials that seem to accompany them. They wanted an easier, surer way.

      “They begged and pleaded and, at last, he agreed and made the Princess Tourney for them. He warned that any such system had the potential to become twisted, but they insisted upon it anyway. And for generations it served them well.

      “Until a generation arose who wanted to make their own alliances without influence from the Tourney, or the godmothers, or even love. They worked against the Tourney, and they ceased even to call upon their godmothers.”

      The old man spread his hands wide. “It seems they got their way, and now we all suffer for it. Because, I ask you, who has seen a godmother in their lifetime? Who is coming now to aid us in our trials?”

      None of us replied.

      “But I see that the Four Kingdoms have found their way again. And the godmothers help your rulers to find true love, bringing good to all the kingdom.”

      “Things weren’t going so well for a while,” I said. “But then my mother’s godmother gave her a pea. Things began to turn around after that, kingdom by kingdom.”

      “A pea?” Jon looked as if he thought he must have misheard.

      “Well, there was also a bargain in Northhelm, and a curse in Lanover...” Sophie trailed off. “It’s a long story.”

      Albert barked a laugh. “It always is once the godmothers get involved.”

      “I’d like to hear the whole story one day,” said Jon, his eyes on me.

      I turned away with a weak smile. I still had hope he would survive to hear the story, but I didn’t expect to be the twin around to tell it to him. I withdrew from the conversation a little after that, and we left the library without having found any solution to Marin’s problems.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t see Jon again until the final ball, and it arrived all too quickly. Helena had instructed us to save our most elaborate gowns for the Betrothal Ceremony the next day, and we made no protest. After the many different events we had endured, we couldn’t even guess what this final group competition might entail, and we wanted to be dressed as practically as a ball would allow.

      We did, however, wear our favorite colors — pale gold for Sophie and pale blue for me. A small gesture of comfort and familiarity as we faced our fate. And, at the last moment, I tucked the second vial of sleeping draught into my gown. I had taken it to the last ball without need; Gabe had not even attended. But I would rather have it again and not need it, than find myself having to run back to the room.

      I danced the first dance with Jon, and when the music ended he made no move to let me go. “I don’t care what anyone says. If this is to be our last night, I won’t leave you.”

      I could resist neither the sentiment, nor the passion in his eyes. And so we danced and danced, sometimes spinning, sometimes merely swaying in each other’s arms. This ball seemed long and, after a while, I laid my head against his chest, uncaring about the other people that filled the ballroom.

      His arms tightened around me as we swayed to the music. “Don’t be afraid,” he whispered to me. “Albert was wrong. There will be someone to help you in this trial.”

      I jerked up and stared at him with wide eyes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He looked back at me in stubborn silence, refusing to say more. But I didn’t need him to speak, I could read the truth in his eyes.

      I let him pull me back down against his chest, but my mind raced frantically.  He meant to try to follow us as Gabe had intended to do. To find out where we went and aid in the final challenge.

      Another song passed and then I made myself speak, voice light. “I’m thirsty.”

      We stepped apart, and he tucked my hand into his arm. “Let’s find you some refreshment, then.”

      I smiled back at him, forcing my expression to stay calm. As we approached a table against one of the walls, I called out silently for Sophie. I need your help! I recounted our conversation, and she soon appeared, Teddy in tow.

      The two of them engaged Jon in conversation, leaving me to choose our drinks. I turned my back to them, hiding my hands as I chose a glass for myself and a goblet of wine for Jon. I needed something dark and strong enough to hide the draught. My hands shook as I poured it in, trying to hurry.

      Pasting my smile back on, I turned and handed Jon the goblet. His eyes conveyed so much affection as he took it from me, that I had to fight the waves of guilt.

      You’re doing this to save him, projected Sophie, instinctively understanding my feelings. You don’t have a choice.

      Jon led us all to a place by one of the windows. We stood between two large potted plants and observed the dancers, talking only fitfully. I kept glancing surreptitiously at his goblet. When was he going to drink it?

      “I have to admit I’ll be glad not to have to attend a ball every three days,” said Teddy.

      Jon laughed and raised the goblet to take a sip. I looked away, hoping he hadn’t noticed my interest.

      Sophie made a teasing reply, and he sipped again.

      Calm down, she sent to me. He’s going to realize something’s wrong.

      She was right. I stepped away a little, going to her side and putting my arm around her and resting my head on her shoulder. She tipped her own head sideways to lean against mine. I forced my anxious eyes to look away from Jon for a full twenty seconds.

      I’m not at all interested in your drink, I’m not at all interested in your drink, I repeated to myself silently.

      What? Sophie projected. And then, Are you projecting your thoughts again without realizing?

      Sorry. I sighed.

      Look, he’s finished it now.

      I couldn’t stop my eyes from flying to his hand, relieved to see the empty goblet. He reached out a hand for my glass as well, and deposited them on a nearby table. “Dance with me again?” he asked.

      I nodded, not trusting my voice, and returned to the dance floor. But within minutes, his movements slowed. “I’m sorry,” he said, rubbing at his face. “I’ve been suddenly overtaken by exhaustion. I don’t know what’s the matter with me.”

      “Nothing is the matter with you,” I said firmly. “You’re just tired and stressed. Come over here, and we can sit down quietly for a few minutes.”

      He protested but allowed me to lead him over to two chairs in a secluded corner of the room. I guided him into the first one, against the corner, and then took the other.

      His head began to nod, and he apologized again, mumbling his words. Then his head dropped completely, coming to rest against the wall.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, dropping a kiss on the top of his hair. “This is for your own good.” I rearranged his arms into a more comfortable position before leaving to find Sophie.
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      He’s asleep.

      Good. Surely the bell will ring any second now.

      It didn’t, however. Two more songs passed before it finally sounded. We both hurried over to the small door and took our places at the end of the line.

      Only when the door closed on us all, and I looked around to reassure myself we were alone, did I breathe easily again.

      “Well, whatever happens tonight, at least this will be our last time down that beastly ladder,” said Celine, sounding almost cheerful at the thought.

      I looked over at her and frowned. She looked different somehow. “Celine! Your crutches!”

      She smiled broadly at me. “The doctors have finally declared me healed. I’ll have to work to rebuild the strength in my leg again, but I can walk freely, at least.” No wonder she looked pleased.

      And she was so far behind in points that, even with the best will in the world, she had no hope of overtaking my lead. A small, guilty part of me felt sorry for it. Celine at full strength would have been capable of taking on this Prince Dominic, however monstrous. But such a thought did me no good. It was Sophie who closely trailed me in scores, and Hazel was behind her. Either of them could still find themselves the winner after tonight. I glanced at Hazel’s pale face and drew a determined breath.

      The trapdoor had swung open while we talked, and Celine eagerly took the lead, no longer needing assistance. The rest of us followed more slowly, Marigold pushing Lilac away and declaring she needed no help. Her older sister still hovered solicitously, though, and I understood her concern. Marigold looked even paler than her middle sister and much frailer.

      Pearl and Opal came down last, and Opal had barely stepped onto the ground when she cried out in alarm and twisted around. I stepped back to her.

      “What is it?”

      “My dress. Something pulled at it.”

      I stared at her dress, now hanging smoothly in place, and then doubtfully at the ladder. “Are you sure? It must have caught on the ladder.”

      Opal looked like she wanted to argue but then glanced at Pearl and nodded meekly. I sighed and returned to Sophie. Not that I wanted her to dispute with me…but I could see what Gabe meant about his sisters.

      We all trod the path toward the palace for a final time, and I found myself gazing at the incredible leaves with something of the wonder I had felt the first time. Still, despite their magnificence, I hoped never to see them again after this night.

      When we crossed the lake, Opal’s boat seemed to lag behind. I watched it floating sluggishly along and wondered if some of the magic of this place was tiring as the Tourney reached its conclusion. That was fine with me, just as long as it lasted long enough to get us back across the lake again. I didn’t like the idea of swimming back.

      For the last time, we took our places around the table in the Throne Room. When the parchment appeared, Celine leaned forward, snatching it up before Emmeline could do so. “A queen must possess compassion, cunning and strength. Behind this palace, you will find a garden. And in the garden you will find three tasks, designed to demonstrate these traits. Once you have completed the tasks, you may claim the crown in the center of the garden. The first to do so shall end the challenge and claim all the points for this event.”

      We all looked at each other. Our final three tasks of the Tourney, in one big event. Most of the attention focused on me, Sophie and Hazel. The number of points assigned to this event wouldn’t matter if any of the three of us claimed the crown. Our current differences in position were small enough to ensure an overall win for any of us.

      “Well, this is it, then,” said Celine. “Avoid any dangers we encounter in this mysterious garden, complete these tasks as best we can, and we can all leave this place forever. It says the bell to start the challenge will sound once we all reach the edge of the garden.”

      I bit my lip. I hadn’t even thought of dangers in the garden. But I couldn’t rule it out. Not when I remembered the first event.

      And it seemed Celine’s fears had merit. As we crossed the palace toward the doors that would lead us out to the garden, or at least the doors that did so in the real palace, the ground began to shake. The tremors were only gentle, but we all exchanged nervous glances.

      Sure enough, the mirror palace was now accompanied by gardens that mirrored the ones aboveground. Hazel knew them better than me, of course, but I thought I had spent more time in them than Sophie. And any advantage might make the difference in the end.

      We all assembled on the lawns outside the palace, glancing nervously at one another. The all-too-familiar bell sounded, and Celine smiled at us all and took off running. I think she was just glad to be able to do so, but we all followed her lead, scattering quickly in different directions.

      Nothing gave any indication of where the tasks might be located, and I soon slowed to a less headlong pace, trying to guess where they might be. A rustle behind me made me spin, heart racing, but nothing was there. Not long after, a twig cracked loudly, and I turned again, sure I must have crossed paths with one of the other girls. But, again, I could see no one.

      In fact, whether by coincidence or some magic of this place, I didn’t see any of the other competitors at all. My feet led me to the fountain in the center of the garden and, sure enough, a silver crown glimmered on its rim, bright with jewels. It was hard to tell from this distance, but I thought it looked like the crown worn by the queen of Palinar. I walked toward it but found a soft invisible barrier prevented me from approaching too close. It seemed that the Tourney wouldn’t let me near it until I had completed the tasks.

      I found one! Sophie’s voice made me start and turn but, of course, I couldn’t tell what direction it had come from.

      Where are you? What is it?

      I’m in the rose garden. Of course she was. And it’s archery. Celine will be pleased.

      I raced in her direction, moving quickly now that I had a destination. Which trait is archery supposed to demonstrate?

      Strength, maybe? It’s a big bow, and the apple we have to hit is far away.

      An apple? How do you know that’s the target?

      Her projection sounded dry. You’ll see when you get here.

      I had taken a slightly circuitous route, figuring I would move faster overall if I stuck to the paths rather than crossing through the gardens directly. I ran but not at full pace, needing to conserve my strength, and so I was moving slowly enough for my eye to catch on a small side garden. One I recognized from my wanderings with Jon. My feet slowed on their own, and then I noticed something out of place. The corner of what looked like a table. I changed course.

      Sure enough, a small desk had been tucked into the garden. I read the parchment I found there. A riddle.

      I grinned. What a stroke of luck that I had passed by and noticed it. All that time in the gardens at the true palace had given me an unexpected benefit now. I read it over and then read it over again.

      
        
        
        I hide myself, an armored creature

        With no beauty in my features

        Though I seem to bring no pleasure

        I may conceal a hidden treasure

      

        

      

      I considered asking Sophie for assistance but hesitated. I had to assume she would be presented with the same riddle. And I didn’t want to give her any help. In fact, I didn’t even want to tell her where it was.

      If only it had been another riddle I already knew, like the one from my childhood about my own name. That thought sparked another one, and I chased it down in my mind. Names…princess names…Pearl!

      I considered it from every angle. It certainly fit. I looked around for a pen.

      This is hard. Sophie sounded frustrated. And where are you? I thought you’d be here by now.

      I’m on my way, I projected, distracted. And, I was, in a very roundabout fashion.

      I found the pen but wasn’t sure where to put my answer. In the previous event, we had written our answers beneath the riddle itself, but I didn’t want to leave the answer there for Sophie and the others to find.

      No other option presented itself, however, so I lowered the pen to the paper to write a pearl, and then pulled my hand back. Wait. The pearl was the hidden treasure, not the armored creature. Which meant the answer was an oyster, not a pearl.

      I took a deep breath and tried again, my hand trembling slightly at the near mistake brought on by my distraction. As soon as I had finished the word oyster, a soft chime sounded, and the letters dissolved away.

      What was that? asked Sophie.

      She had been able to hear the chime, then. I didn’t reply but started running toward her again.

      I did it! she cried, just as a second chime sounded, and then added, So that’s what it means. Someone else has completed a task then.

      I stayed silent, picking up my speed slightly. But when I entered the rose garden, there was no sign of Sophie. In the center of it, I found a small table holding a tall bow. Picking it up and taking an arrow from the quiver beside it, I looked around for a target.

      A large silver apple, hanging from a tree on the edge of the garden, instantly caught my eye. I understood immediately what Sophie had meant. The apple glowed like the leaves in the silver grove, clearly not a real piece of fruit despite the way it hung from the branch above it.

      A place to stand had been marked out next to the table, so I drew a deep breath and centered myself on it. Sophie and I had similar skills with a bow so, if she could do it, I could do it. It took all of my strength to draw back the bowstring, and in the back of my mind I wondered if Hazel would even be able to do it. If she couldn’t, it meant one less competitor for me to worry about.

      I let the arrow fly, and it missed. By a lot. I groaned and selected another arrow. And another. And another.

      Ugh. You’re right, this is hard. We should have taken Celine more seriously and brushed up on our archery skills.

      She’ll be so pleased when she sees it. Sophie sent a giggle. But do you think she’ll actually be able to hit it?

      I laughed too. She’s not that bad.

      No, but she’s not that good either.

      My shots were getting closer, falling first to one side then to the other. At least no wind blew down here, but the continuing tremors in the ground, however slight, were throwing me off. I could feel the tension rising in me again, making me jittery. Two more chimes sounded, and I had no way of knowing which tasks and which princesses. I wanted to be moving again.

      At least I assumed that Sophie would have told me if she had encountered another task. I shot another arrow, and another. I’d used them all now so had to trek across the garden to collect them.

      The movement eased the jitters slightly, and I forced myself to take several deep breaths before trying again. I closed my eyes and tried to put the Tourney and Jon and Sophie and the Beast and everything out of my mind. I lined up the shot, feeling myself slip into a more confident stance. A certainty crept over me that this one would hit. I pulled back the string, tighter and tighter, and…a sudden crack behind me made me jerk and the shot went wide.

      I screamed in frustration and spun around. As before the garden remained empty except for me. I shook my head and collected another arrow, grumbling to myself. My irritation made me rush, not worrying about centering myself or carefully lining up the shot. Instead I simply pulled the string to my ear and released.

      The arrow flew above the roses, smashed into the apple, and sent it hurtling to the ground.  A chime rang through the air, and I dropped the bow in my shock.

      Was that you? Did you do it?

      Yes! I called back. I can’t believe it! Where are you?

      Lily, tell me the truth, she projected, unexpectedly. Were you that first chime? Did you find another task on the way to the rose garden and not tell me?

      I stayed silent, not wanting to confirm it, but not wanting to lie outright to her either.

      She sighed. I thought so.

      I’m going to win, Soph. I’m not letting you go off to that Beast.

      This time she was silent.

      Sophie? Are you mad at me?

      Not mad, no. Of course not. But you know I can’t just let you do that.

      I considered her words. You’ve found another task haven’t you? And you aren’t going to tell me what it is.

      No, I’m not. She sounded sad. Another chime sang out.

      The tension, released by my success with the apple, flooded back. We were even again, then.

      I headed away from the rose garden in the opposite direction to where I had found the riddle. I still hadn’t seen anyone else, and it made sense that the tasks must be spread out. I had presumably completed cunning and strength. Which just left compassion.

      I knew Sophie had also finished strength but not which of the others she had found. Or who the other chimes had belonged to. Three more rang out while I searched, but Sophie remained silent. I could only hope that meant neither of them had been her.

      I stumbled upon another fountain and decided to pause for a brief rest. Wandering aimlessly didn’t seem to be getting me anywhere, I needed to think. I sat on the edge of the fountain and closed my eyes, trying to clear my mind and focus.

      As the tension drained away, my shoulders relaxed. Until a long, low growl ripped through the quiet stillness. My eyes flew open. A golden shape hurtled toward me, mouth wide and teeth glistening.

      Before I could do more than register the threat, an invisible force slammed into me, throwing me sideways. I hit the ground hard, a large weight landing on top of me. The lion sailed over me and into the fountain.

      Its growl cut off as it fought to escape the water. I struggled to move away from the fountain, pushing against the unseen force that held me pinned to the ground. It lifted suddenly, and I scooted backwards, feeling about me for a stick or some other weapon.

      My questing hands found nothing, and I took a breath, ready to scream. But before I could, unseen hands pulled me to my feet and unseen arms closed around me. My vision filled with dark cloth in every direction as I found myself inexplicably encircled by a cloak and crowded against a familiar chest. I choked on the scream.

      “Jon! What..?”

      Struggling to understand what was happening, I tilted my head up to see his face. But he wasn’t looking at me. His head was shrouded in the hood of the cloak, his eyes fixed on the fountain. He seemed to have wrapped me in both his arms and his cloak.

      In the midst of all the chaos, my mind caught on an irrelevant detail. I had successfully spoken aloud. Understanding dawned. A magic cloak, then. Somehow it was shielding both me from the restraints of the Tourney and Jon from sight. And, I hoped, from the magical notice of the Tourney as well.

      He continued to ignore me, his eyes focused on the lion. The animal had managed to climb out of the fountain and was pacing the path next to us. It seemed confused, however, so I could only guess that I had become invisible as well.

      It stopped to sniff the air, weaving its head from side to side in confusion, before starting to pace again.

      “When I count to three, you need to run behind me,” Jon whispered. “I’ll draw my sword and take it down.”

      “No!” As I watched the animal, something niggled at the back of my mind. “Give me a second to think.”

      Jon moved impatiently but said nothing. I watched the way the lion walked. It seemed to be limping slightly, favoring one of its front paws. If there was a lion in this underground realm it had to be significant, a part of the event. I had already completed the tasks for cunning and strength or, at least, I thought I had. Which left compassion…

      “Look at its paw.” I kept my voice quiet.

      “I’m a little too focused on its teeth and claws,” said Jon, in a strained voice.

      I didn’t want to tell him it was a task, since he wasn’t likely to do anything to help me win. But I needed to convince him to assist me. I tried to think of something else to say. Something that was true, since it wouldn’t be convincing otherwise. “Listen to me. You had no choice but to kill the bear on the hill that day. But I’ve felt terrible about it ever since. Whatever is happening in these lands, it isn’t the fault of the animals.”

      He shook his head. “And that’s why I love you. But did you notice that this one attacked you, too?”

      My heart thrilled at the word love, but my mind remained focused on the event. “I think it’s in pain.”

      “What?”

      I sighed. “Look at its paw, like I said. I think it’s injured. I need to get a closer look.”

      “You what!?”

      I tried to come up with options, but there didn’t seem to be many. “We’re invisible, right?”

      “Yes, that’s why it hasn’t attacked.”

      “So it’s going to be very surprised when I step away from you and reappear.”

      “You’re not doing that.” His voice sounded flat.

      I ignored him. “While I confuse it, you approach and knock it out with the hilt of your sword. Be prepared for it to take a couple of blows. You’ll still be invisible, so it shouldn’t be too dangerous.”

      “Lily…”

      “All right. That’s the plan.” Without giving him any more chances to protest, I pushed myself away from him hard, stumbling out from under the magical protection of the cloak.

      The lion turned toward me, confusion slowing its movements, and Jon cursed under his breath, his voice already sounding further away from me and closer to the beast.

      The animal stepped toward me and then stepped again, its rumbling growl sounding through the clearing. My plan seemed a little less appealing at this point, and I wished I’d taken the chance to arm myself. I backed slowly away.

      The lion gathered itself for a leap, and I prepared to spin and run. Just as I began to pivot, however, the lion crumpled to the ground.

      I took a deep shuddering breath and reminded myself that its unconsciousness might not last for long. I hurried toward it.

      “That was very dangerous.” Jon’s voice sounded eerie, emerging from an empty patch of air. I shrugged and gestured to my throat as I dropped to my knees. Hopefully he would understand that the normal prohibition on our speech extended to the events as well.

      He must have realized my meaning, because I felt heavy material settle over me. He reappeared kneeling beside me, awkwardly holding his cloak over my head.

      I tried to ignore the lion’s open mouth and glittering teeth as I picked up the paw it had been favoring. At least I could speak now. “Why are you here? How are you here?” I asked, the curiosity overpowering me.

      “I’ve come to save you from yourself.” His serious expression broke for a minute. “And from that lion, too, of course.”

      I didn’t smile back, pausing for the briefest moment to glare at him instead. “Don’t you understand the risk you’ve taken? Are still taking. And that’s just for yourself. What about the Tourney? Someone has to win it. Who have you decided you’re willing to sacrifice in my place?”

      “No!” He looked like he wanted to shake me. “You’re the one who doesn’t understand! How do you think I got here?”

      I had found a thorn in the lion’s paw and begun tugging at it, but his unexpected question distracted me. “I have no idea. It makes no sense. I put a…” I trailed off, not sure I wanted to admit to drugging him. “How did you get here?”

      He grinned a little. “You’re adorable, you know that, right? And also that I’m not an idiot? I wasn’t going to drink anything you gave me at that ball. Not after what happened to Gabe. I wasn’t really asleep when you left me.”

      I bit my lip, embarrassed and focused back on the thorn. It was long and deep, but I thought I nearly had it free. It was a task I had great interest in completing before the animal woke up.

      Wonder filled Jon’s voice as he continued to talk. “I asked you a while ago if you had called on your godmother. It never occurred to me to call on mine. I didn’t even know I had one. But talking to Keeper Albert gave me a sliver of hope along with my desperation. And it was enough to make me try.” He shook his head. “And one actually came. She told me that everything depends on Marin. If Marin falls to the darkness, then eventually the kingdoms will fall, as well. Even Trione. But, if Marin stands, we will have turned the tide. The other kingdoms will have a chance. She gave me this cloak, and she said I’d know how to use it.”

      He smiled, his face full of excitement. “I’ve been here with you the whole time.”

      Jon’s godmother. The shock made my hands fall still again as I remembered Opal’s comment about something pulling at her gown. It must have been Jon, stepping on it. And the strange noises, they must have been him, too.

      Jon, apparently unaware of my distraction, continued his story. “At first, after the godmother disappeared, I felt like such a failure. I couldn’t understand what she wanted me to do. And then, suddenly, I realized. What does every tale tell us? What have the godmothers always fought for? True love! If we’re together, then Marin will survive. And we can help fight the darkness in Palinar. We can help whoever wins. As long as we’re together.”

      The thorn popped free into my hand, and I looked down at it and then up at Jon as a chime sounded, and the lion stirred. Jon started and staggered to his feet, pulling me up with him and away from the animal. It shook its head, lumbered to its feet and wandered away. If the chime hadn’t already confirmed the task successfully completed, the lion’s strange behavior would have.

      I had completed the third task. I needed to go. I tried to pull away from Jon, but he held me tight, looking down at me, his eyes shining with hope. “Don’t you want to be with me?”

      I opened my mouth to tell him no, but I couldn’t speak the lie. “More than anything,” I admitted, my voice a soft whisper.

      He leaned down to kiss me, his face alight, but I turned my head away. I needed to hurry, but I couldn’t bear to leave him without an explanation. I spoke quickly. “But I’m the one who’s right. And you’re the one who doesn’t understand. You’ve seen the scores. It’s not just anyone we would be sentencing to the Beast. It’s Sophie.” I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Jon. I love you. But she’s my sister. And I can’t abandon her now.”

      I took a steadying breath. “And did you hear that last chime? The third task was compassion, and I think I just finished it.”

      I didn’t wait for my words to sink in. Shoving him hard in the chest, I turned and fled back toward the center of the gardens. Three chimes sounded in quick succession as I ran. Had any of them been Sophie?

      Just as I thought her name, I rounded a bend in the path and collided with her. We hit so hard that we both fell backwards onto the ground. For a moment we lay there, panting and staring at each other.

      I know you want to protect me, she projected. Just like you always have. But I’m not a little girl anymore. Neither of us is. And it’s time for me to protect you. Her eyes met mine, strong and confident.

      Have you completed all three tasks? I didn’t see how anyone else could have gotten past the lion. I had only succeeded with Jon’s help.

      She nodded wordlessly.

      But how did you knock it out? I still couldn’t believe it was true.

      Knock it out? She frowned at me. What do you mean? Of course I didn’t knock it out. The task was compassion, and the poor thing was injured. I just approached it gently, and it calmed right down.

      I stared at her in shock. I had spent most of my life trying to keep my sister safe, and she had decided to approach a crazed, wild animal gently!

      You’re not the only one who’s allowed to sacrifice for the people she loves, she projected, easily reading my expression. And I won’t do anyone any good here. But you can. Together you and Jon might have a chance of saving Marin. You’ve been tormenting yourself over him, don’t think I haven’t seen it. But there’s a simple solution to your problem, and it’s obvious to everyone except you.

      It took me a moment to understand her meaning, distracted as I was by the crunching gravel behind me. Jon, once again invisible, had followed my flight.

      Sophie had held my eyes the whole time she spoke, her body relaxed against the ground, so I had no warning when she suddenly leaped to her feet.

      Sophie, no! I thundered the projection at her, but she had already started running. I scrambled up and took off after her, but we were too evenly matched. No matter how I pushed myself, my lungs and legs straining, I couldn’t gain any ground.

      She looked back at me as she approached the fountain, meeting my eyes. This is for you, Lily. I love you.

      I screamed a protest, reaching a useless hand toward her, as she snatched the crown from the fountain rim. A loud bell rang through the gardens. She stared down at her fingers, tightly clasping her doom, and then up at me.
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      I walked the last three steps to stand before her. Looking into her face, I wondered how my identical twin could seem to tower over me. I had expected to see fear, or perhaps determination, but she looked almost radiant.

      “I remember I used to feel so angry at life sometimes,” she said, “when we were children. But you were always there for me. A sister who knew me completely and loved me better than I loved myself. You were always so strong, Lil. You taught me how. And now, finally, it’s my turn to help you.”

      Her eyes moved to the empty air next to my shoulder where I could feel the warmth of Jon’s presence. “Both of you.” So she knew everything then. I shook my head at the foolishness of believing I could keep such a secret from her.

      “But how can I let you go to face this Beast alone?” I gripped both of her arms. “I couldn’t bear it.”

      She tapped her forehead and even managed a smile. “You’re forgetting that neither of us is ever really alone. You’ll be coming with me, even if you can’t do so physically.”

      “Maybe I can.” Why hadn’t I thought of it before? “I’ll come with you, and we’ll face this Beast together.”

      The other girls arrived in a rush before she could respond, and I flicked a warning glance at Jon, hoping he knew better than to give himself away at this point. The others looked from me to Sophie and then to the glowing crown she still gripped in one hand. How many of them still couldn’t tell us apart?

      “Princess Sophie,” said Emmeline without inflection. “What a surprise.”

      I blinked at her. After so many weeks of the Tourney, I still didn’t understand either of the Eldonian princesses. But apparently Emmeline, at least, had been paying attention after all. Did that mean they weren’t as detached as they seemed?

      “Sophie.” Celine came forward to embrace her. “I thought…” She glanced at me.

      “I know,” I said, still in shock. “So did I.”

      An awkward quiet fell, silent tears dripping down several faces. I couldn’t tell if they were tears of relief or tears of sorrow for Sophie. I felt Jon move behind me and remembered we still needed to get him safely away. I didn’t want to take the risk of any of the others seeing him.

      “Come on,” I said, my mind whirling. “It’s time we left this place for good.”

      We formed a sort of honor guard around Sophie as we made our way around the palace and down to the lake. I let everyone else board their coracles first, taking the last one and watching the disturbed water where Jon slipped into the lake beside me. I could feel his weight dragging down one edge of the small boat, and assumed he had gripped the side and was letting it pull him along.

      Now I knew why Opal’s boat had lagged behind on the way over. I only hoped he had the good sense not to let his head go under the water.

      The others had waited for me on the other side, and when we resumed walking it was in the same tight huddle. Still no one spoke, so when a crack sounded, like someone snapping a twig, it startled me, loud in the silence. The tremors, which I had almost ceased to notice, picked up and my body shuddered with the vibrations traveling through me from the shaking earth.

      No one said anything about it, but we all hurried our pace. We had almost left the grove of gold when another snap sounded, followed again by an increase in the shaking of the ground beneath our feet. Several of the girls staggered.

      “Let’s hurry,” I said, and we all took off at a half-run.

      As Emmeline, who was leading us, stepped out of the silver grove, a third snap sounded. This time we all staggered as the ground rippled beneath us, and distant crashes began to sound from the direction of the palace. “Run!” I screamed, snatching the final parchment from its customary place and herding the other girls toward the ladder.

      Two of them had made it up the ladder before the first of the trees came smashing to the ground. Pearl, on the ladder at the time, slipped and was only just caught by Celine.

      “Hurry,” said Snow, her white face stark in the gloom.

      More trees fell behind us, and the crashes from across the lake grew louder. Lilac almost propelled Marigold up the ladder, Hazel following on her heels.

      I could barely stand from the powerful quaking by the time I was the last one left. Last except for one. “You go first,” I whispered at the empty air, not sure of Jon’s exact location. “It might close behind me.”

      A rush of air moved past me, and I followed behind it. My hands, grasping for the next rung, kept colliding with his invisible boots, so I knew he was definitely ahead of me. I crawled over the edge of the trapdoor into the room and spun around, still on hands and knees to stare back down into the hole.

      The earth itself was dissolving now. Falling away in great chunks. Several of the others pulled me away as the trapdoor closed with a deafening bang.

      Some stood, some sat, but we all stared at each other, loud pants filling the small room as we processed our narrow escape.

      “I think that might have been the last Tourney,” said Sophie softly. “Surely there are limits to its regeneration.”

      I counted heads for one final time. “I hope so.” I dragged myself to my feet. “Personally, I never want to see this room again.”

      Someone, I didn’t see who, pushed open the door and slowly girls drifted out. Eventually only Sophie and I remained.

      “Please tell me you weren’t responsible for those snaps we heard.” I addressed the air.

      Jon’s head appeared, floating eerily above the ground. He looked guilty.

      I sighed. “And let me guess. You took something from the table after we left. When those first tremors started.”

      He pulled back his cloak to reveal his hands holding a golden goblet, and three twigs bearing leaves of silver, gold and diamond. “You were in a hurry when we spoke down there.” He paused. “I didn’t get the chance to tell you the whole story.”

      I took a deep breath. “Well how about you tell me now?”

      “I went down there to save you, to save us. I meant it when I said that. I just had another purpose.” He winced. “I didn’t realize it would happen so fast, though.”

      “You meant to destroy it?” I raised both eyebrows. “Isn’t your family tasked with protecting the Tourney?”

      “We were. Back when the Tourney was something good. But it’s changed, it’s been twisted. You should know that better than anyone after everything you seem to have experienced. And my godmother explained why. Each Tourney is shaped by the ruler who calls it. When the cursed Prince Dominic called it, he created an opening. A chance for the darkness to infect the Tourney. When I told you that the darkness was already in the heart of our duchy, I didn’t know how true it was.”

      I trembled. Nothing he said surprised me. Not really. Not after struggling for so many weeks against the Tourney.

      “It wasn’t completely corrupted, though,” said Sophie. “There seemed to be enough good magic left to keep us alive at least.”

      “And thank goodness for that,” said Jon, stepping toward me as if to take me into his arms.

      I shook my head, and he stopped. “But how did you do it?”

      “With this cloak and with these,” he held out the goblet and the twigs. “The Tourney has always operated under a veil of secrecy. My godmother explained it to me. Although she was a little cryptic, and it took me a while to work out what she meant.” He paused and frowned. “Are they always like that?”

      “Pretty much,” said Sophie.

      I shook my head at both of them. “What does secrecy have to do with anything?”

      Jon shrugged. “The cloak let me get in and out, unseen by the magic. And I brought evidence out with me. I made no contract with the Tourney at the opening ceremony. My lips aren’t sealed, like yours are. My presence, and finally my escape, disrupted the very fabric of the Tourney.”

      I looked at him and then across at my sister. “So…if the Tourney is destroyed…does that mean…?” I let my voice trail hopefully away.

      Jon winced, avoiding Sophie’s gaze. “I wish it did. But while the Tourney has been destroyed, the ancient laws remain. The final task was completed, the betrothal contract stands.” He gestured toward Sophie’s hands. I followed with my eyes and realized she still clasped the crown, as solid as it had been in the underground garden.

      “I suspected as much,” said Sophie. “But I, for one, am glad the Tourney is gone regardless of my betrothal. Jon, put that cloak, or whatever it is, back on. I assume you’re safe enough from the magic now, but you don’t want to give the enemies of your family any reason to claim you violated the law.”

      He disappeared instantly, and I slipped a weary arm through Sophie’s. “Come on. I’m sure the others have spread the news about your win by now. Everyone will be waiting to see you.”

      She closed her eyes, took a breath and nodded. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      I was right, of course. And it looked like most of the guests from the ball had stayed this time, too. Sophie shuddered once at the sea of gaping faces, but then the baron and baroness surrounded us. The Duchess of Sessily and Celine joined them, and together we formed a small shield around her.

      I knew the delegation heads wanted to know what had happened, and I saw more than one surreptitious glance thrown at me, but they knew better than to ask. Helena kept sniffling, but she held herself together when she asked if we wanted her to spend the night in our suite. We both shook our heads. We didn’t want outside company tonight.

      I climbed into bed beside Sophie, neither of us wanting to be parted. Surprisingly, she fell asleep quickly. I, on the other hand, lay awake, listening to her breathing. I would go with her. I was determined, now that the idea had occurred to me. We would face this beastly prince together, as we had faced everything else.

      I just wished I had such a solution for Marin. Jon had risked everything to help me in the Tourney. I had failed Sophie, I could not bear to fail him too.

      But the next day I didn’t even have a chance to speak to him. It seemed the winner of a Princess Tourney needed to begin her preparations for the Betrothal Ceremony first thing in the morning. Jon’s mother had sent a team to assist us, but we turned them away. We wanted Arcadians, our own people, around us now.

      Celine slipped in at some point, and we let her stay as well. She felt as much like home as any of our own delegation. Our hair had been arranged and pinned, and our dresses chosen and laid out, before everyone else went for the midday meal. Helena didn’t want Sophie and me to risk leaving the room and being mobbed by curious locals, so she ordered us to stay. Celine elected to keep us company.

      “I’ll find something and bring it back for you,” Helena promised.

      We had hardly been alone for a minute, however, when the door opened again. I turned around and froze, my mouth dropping open. Millie had stepped into the room, her face downcast, but she gave me a strange look when she saw my open astonishment.

      “Celine!” I managed to squeak out my friend’s name.

      Celine spun around and gasped. “Oh, my…” She came forward, her eyes locked on Millie’s gown. “What is that?”

      “It’s beautiful,” whispered Sophie. She sounded, if not happy, at least distracted.

      Millie looked at us all in confusion and then down at her dress. “My gown, you mean?”

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” said Celine, circling her. “The colors are incredible. And they change!”

      I had never seen such stunning and dramatic material. It shifted under the light, changing from blue to green and almost to gold as she moved. It slid softly against her skin as she walked, making it look as if she was clothed in the ocean itself.

      “How have we not seen this before?” Celine asked, still circling, her eyes wide.

      Millie looked amused at our admiration. “This fabric is traditional dress here for Christenings, betrothals and weddings, but we rarely wear it otherwise. Apparently it used to be extremely popular, but it’s now considered rather…” She wrinkled her nose. “Old-fashioned.”

      Celine shook her head. “You’re all of you mad.”

      Millie laughed, apparently unoffended, and then glanced between us all in confusion. “You all look astonished. Don’t you have silkworms in the Four Kingdoms?”

      “Silkworms?” Now it was Celine’s turn to laugh. “We have silkworms, but they don’t produce anything like that. Are you telling me the thread comes out of them already colored?”

      “Of course it does! Doesn’t yours?”

      I shook my head, too dazed to speak. A thought was forming in my mind, and it demanded my full attention.

      “Oh!” Millie looked thoughtful. “Perhaps it’s because of their diet. They consume—”

      “Celine.” I cut Millie off. “Just how much would one of your sisters pay for a dress like that?”

      “Forget my sisters,” she said, a grin spreading across her face. “I’m not so sure I want to share.”

      I turned to Millie. “Does the fabric come from Trione?”

      She nodded, still looking utterly bemused at the stir over her dress. “The silkworm colonies live on our island. Some merchants tried transporting them to the other kingdoms, but they didn’t produce silk anywhere else and quickly died. It used to be a very profitable business for us, but those days are long past. Few people buy new gowns like this now. They just wear old ones when tradition demands.”

      Her face turned thoughtful. “In fact, I seem to remember my grandfather gave the silk farms to Aunt Aurelia as a wedding present when she married Duke Philip. Because of her interest in fashion. My father said she brought half a library of books on the subject here with her, as well. Although I find that hard to believe since we seem to have enough of them left in our own library.” She shrugged. “I don’t think owning the farms has done her much good, though. I believe all the silk they have produced in the last few years has simply been transported here to Marin and stored somewhere in the palace. I sometimes hear Aunt talking about ideas for rekindling interest in the fabric, but it has yet to catch on. Perhaps her grandchildren will bring it back into fashion again.” She smiled at us.

      And I smiled back at her. “Thank you, Millie. You may have just saved everything.”

      “Everything?” She looked startled.

      “Well, not everything,” I conceded. “Just Marin. But that’s enough for now.” I looked around the room. “I’m going to need all of your help.”
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      Hours later, a trumpet processional sounded. I stood next to my sister outside the true throne room. I couldn’t help thinking of the many times we had rushed in and out of the mirror version of this room. And then farther back to the first time we had stood here in this hallway, facing these double doors, mere hours after our arrival.

      So much had happened since then that the memory felt distant and foreign. I looked sideways at Sophie. She looked terrified and brave at the same time.

      Ready? I asked.

      Ready, she replied.

      We didn’t wait for the herald to announce us but stepped forward together onto the long red carpet. A gasp and a hush raced through the crowded room. We stepped forward, eyes straight ahead, but I wished I could see us as they did. I think I would have fallen silent as well.

      It should have only been Sophie proceeding down the carpet. I should have been waiting at the front with the other royals. But, instead, two identical princesses walked in perfect unison. Both dressed in magnificent gowns of betrothal white.

      Apparently even here the betrothed herself wore white to the ceremony, rather than the changing fabric worn by all the guests. We had wrapped our waists in sashes of the Trionian material, however, the long ends draping down to the ground and fluttering as we walked. Sophie’s rippled like the colors of a sunset, while mine appeared like a constant stream of water rushing down the front of my gown.

      My eyes, which had been fixed on the duke, shifted slightly to where his son stood at his side. Jon was staring at me, his eyes wide with shock and awe. He, at least, had no trouble telling us apart. For a moment my mind flitted back to the horror in his eyes the first time I had trod this carpet. I had thought that emotion strong, but the love I saw shining on his face now made it pale in comparison.

      He had been nowhere to be found before the ceremony. I still wasn’t sure if he even knew what was going on.

      The silence held as we reached the front of the room and knelt before Duke Philip. Sir Oswald, seated in one of the front rows, stood as we went down.

      “What is this?” he called in a loud voice. “There was only one winner of the Princess Tourney. Which of them is Princess Sophia?”

      I wanted to smile at the nerves in his voice, but I kept my face solemn. We had planned for utmost drama because there was still a chance this might not work. We needed to shock and awe the audience.

      Duke Philip stared silently at the knight-merchant until he finally sank back into his seat. Only then did he speak. “I have joyous news for us all. We are here today to witness two betrothals, not one.”

      He looked out over the crowd, his face bearing a broad smile. “Today I also have the joy of announcing the betrothal of my son, Prince Jonathan, to Princess Liliana of Arcadia.”

      A choking sound beside the duke made my eyes fly to Jon. A small smile flashed across my face. So he hadn’t known then. His father must have decided to surprise him.

      “This double Betrothal Ceremony will seal an alliance between Marin and the Kingdom of Arcadia in the Four Kingdoms.” He paused, and I could see his eyes picking out certain individuals in the crowd behind me. “As part of this alliance, Marin has agreed to give Arcadia exclusive trading rights amongst the Four Kingdoms to all silk produced by the silkworm colonies which are located in Trione but owned by the Marinese royal family. In exchange, Arcadia will provide livestock, grain and other necessities to Marin.”

      A murmur rushed through the crowd, shock breaking through the formality of the moment. The Duchess of Sessily turned a forbidding look on Celine who maintained such a convincing expression of innocence that even I almost believed it. Celine’s role in our frantic negotiations had been to keep the head of her own delegation as far away from them as possible. The duchess wouldn’t be too pleased at Lanover’s exclusion from the trade deal.

      Duke Philip allowed the sound to swell and then break, ebbing back into silence. Jon came forward to kneel at my side, and a proxy in the place of Prince Dominic knelt beside Sophie. And then the duke began the ancient and official words of a Betrothal Ceremony. We had been instructed in how it would proceed, and I could only assume I said the right things. It passed in a blur, however. I felt so many emotions, I could hardly absorb any of them.

      Despite every barrier that had stood in our way, I was binding myself to the man I loved. But my beloved twin stood beside me binding herself to a man she had never seen. A monster who presided over a cursed kingdom. And through it all, ran tension. Would Sir Oswald still attempt his coup? And, if he did, would he succeed? I had bound myself to that now as well.

      The duke pronounced a final blessing over us and invited us all to stand and face the crowd. We did so in another moment of hushed silence. And then loud cheers rolled through the room, reverberating from the ceiling and filling the space. They went on and on, the release of tension palpable.

      Into the chaos marched ten guards, their faces grim and their hands resting on their weapons. I knew the plan, but I still swallowed and surreptitiously reached out my hand for Jon’s. He clasped it strongly.

      The guards’ boots trooped down the carpet that had so recently passed beneath Sophie’s and my slippers. The sole remaining pair of slippers that had been made for us by the palace shoemakers to last us through the Tourney.

      The guards stopped in front of Sir Oswald. The cheering died instantly away.

      “Sir Oswald,” said Duke Philip, his voice carrying easily through the silence. “You are hereby arrested for treason against the crown.”

      “This is an outrage,” cried Sir Oswald as the guards dragged him to his feet. His eyes flew around the room, and I held my breath. But one by one the nobles and merchants presented him with stony faces. As we had hoped, the majority of them had no desire to follow Oswald now that the duke had found a way to save the city. And those who might have been loyal to him regardless, clearly saw the general mood and remained silent to protect themselves. The duke could deal with them later, as needed, now that the threat of rebellion had been broken.

      Two guards also pulled Corinna and Cole up from their seats beside their father, and all three of them were escorted from the room. When the doors closed behind them, more cheering broke out. How many people had wondered in private about the cause of that fire? It was as if the whole room had been freed from a shroud of fear.

      I looked up into Jon’s face and found he was already staring down into mine. The gold in his eyes seemed to glow as he devoured my face with his gaze. I smiled at him and it cracked his last restraint.

      Scooping me into his arms, he carried me behind the throne and kicked open a door with his boot. I put my arms around his neck, a small thrill racing through me. He carried me as easily as if I weighed nothing, and I had no desire to be put back on my own feet.

      Still, his behavior seemed outrageous, so I managed a small protest. “Jon! What are you doing? The Ceremony has only just finished. The whole court is still out there.”

      “I know,” he said. “That’s exactly the problem.” He kicked the door closed behind us and gently put me down, cradling my face in his hands. “I thought they might be shocked if I did this, but I couldn’t wait a second longer.”

      His lips came down over mine, and I met them eagerly, twining my arms around his neck again. He deepened the kiss, letting go of my face to snake his arms around me and pull me tight against him. I let go of the torrent of other emotions and allowed myself to feel only the joy. And I could feel it all the way down to my fingertips and toes.

      When he broke the kiss, panting and resting his forehead against mine, I sighed. A small, happy sound of contentment.

      He smiled. “Happy, my beautiful wife-to-be?”

      “Blissfully.” I sighed again.

      “Well you deserve it. You’ve somehow saved us all. At some point, very soon, you’re going to tell me exactly how you did it.” He pressed the lightest kiss against my mouth. “Always the hero, it seems.”

      “Don’t forget you saved me first.”

      He laughed. “I’m perfectly willing to spend the next, oh, sixty or seventy years arguing with you about who’s the more heroic. But I should warn you, I’m hard to convince.”

      I shook my head. “Shocking, my prince, shocking.”

      The warm light came back into his eyes, and he leaned down to put his lips against my ear. “That’s right. Yours and yours alone.”

      He would have kissed me again except the door burst open, and we were forced to break apart to receive a stream of excited congratulations. My eyes fell on my sister, and all the less pleasant emotions from the ceremony came rushing back.

      She was the true hero, her face alight with happiness and joy for me, as though her life hadn’t just been destroyed. Our gazes locked.

      We will face this beast together, I projected to her across the chaos. We will find a way to free you, and then we will come back together. Because I’m not getting married without you by my side.

      She smiled, and this time it reached all the way into her eyes.
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      I sat on a bench in the garden. I was supposed to be planning how Sophie and I would travel to Palinar, but the bright sun and beauty of the day made it hard to focus. I had been in almost constant meetings since the Betrothal Ceremony, and this had been my first opportunity to escape outside.

      I hadn’t told anyone of my intention to accompany Sophie yet, which is why I wanted to come up with a convincing plan before I broke the news. It didn’t help that Prince Dominic had sent another missive. He had demanded that his betrothed, whoever she might be, join him at one of his castles in Palinar. And he had demanded that she come alone.

      The baron had been horrified but, thankfully, no one had been willing to accede to that demand. “Neither the ancient laws nor tradition require such a thing,” the duke had said firmly. “We will not even consider it.”

      But who exactly should go with her had become a matter of much debate. Guards would certainly be needed. But how many? And while they debated, it gave me time to come up with an excellent argument.

      Except the golden rays falling around me kept luring my mind into a state of pleasant stupor.

      “Have you heard about Celine?” Jon sat beside me.

      I felt a twinge of curiosity. “No, what about her?”

      “Emmeline and Giselle have invited her for a visit to Eldon, and she’s accepted.”

      He had my full attention now. “That’s odd.”

      He chuckled. “Of them or her?”

      “Both.”

      “Well, Celine thinks it’s odd, too. I think that’s why she accepted. She told me there’s something strange about them, and she’s going to get to the bottom of it.”

      I considered his words. “Well, she always did like the idea of adventures. And if anyone can face that icy kingdom it’s Celine.”

      Jon grinned. “She does seem fiery enough to melt them all.” He shook his head before pausing. “Oh, wait. I almost forgot. Where’s Sophie? My father wants to discuss arrangements with her.”

      “She’s in the library. I tried to convince her to come out here with me, but she wanted some peace and quiet. She figured no one would be in there on a beautiful day like this.”

      I smiled into his golden-brown eyes and trailed my fingers down his arm. I still couldn’t quite believe that he was mine. His muscles jumped under my light touch, and he put his arm around me, tucking me into his side. I felt small and delicate. Cherished.

      It struck me as humorous that I had learned to stand apart from Sophie, only to choose to once again become half of a whole. Perhaps that had been the lesson, after all. Not that I could stand alone, but that I could be more than one person. Sophie’s twin. Jon’s fiancée. Myself.

      “I just looked there and couldn’t find her. She must have gone somewhere else.”

      I leaned back into him, feeling drowsy in the warm sun. Had the Tourney only finished three days ago? I relished this calm between storms. I wanted to soak up every peaceful minute before we had to face new dangers in Palinar. “I’ll ask her.”

      Sophie? Where are you now?

      In the library. I told you, remember?

      “She says she’s there. You mustn’t have looked very well.” I chuckled. My father had never been able to find anything either. It had always been a source of great amusement to my organized mother.

      Jon’s arm around me tightened just the tiniest bit. “No.” I couldn’t quite read his tone. “I looked thoroughly. She wasn’t there.”

      I sat up, ripping myself from his arms and meeting his eyes. But it wasn’t him I called to. Sophie! I poured all my panic into my projection. Sophie, where are you?

      She replied with a sigh. I’m sorry, Lily, but I’m long gone.

      What? No!

      I wanted to say goodbye, but I knew you would never let me leave.

      I leaped to my feet. Not alone!

      You know what Prince Dominic’s message said. “I cannot stop you sending an escort, of course, but only my betrothed is guaranteed safe passage.” I couldn’t risk anyone else, least of all you. I’ll be safe. He has sworn it.

      He’s a monster! A beast! You can’t trust him.

      He is also my betrothed. I must trust him. Him and the magic of the Tourney. The duke said it will protect me until my marriage, remember. Not even the one who called the Tourney can disrupt the subsequent betrothal. We are all of us bound by it.

      I collapsed back down into Jon’s arms, my legs giving way and tears pouring down my cheeks. He held me tight against his chest and stroked my hair while I pleaded with Sophie for an hour. But she would not turn back.

      “I’m going after her,” I said at last, when I realized she could not be swayed.

      Jon’s arms tightened. “You most certainly are not.”

      “You can’t stop me!”

      He buried his face in my hair. “Oh, Lily. You know you can’t go. You’d never make it, and then Sophie would be truly alone.”

      I stilled in his arms. He knew me too well. He had used the one argument that could break through my panic.

      “She asked you to trust her. To let her go. To allow her the chance to protect you for once. You have to let her. And you’re needed here, in Marin. The tide is turning for our land—you did that. But the darkness is still strong and deep. We need to stand against it here, so that Sophie can have some hope of standing against it there. But there is hope for her. Hope for Palinar. And if the day comes that she needs us—if she calls—we’ll be ready to go to her.”

      I wanted to tell him he was wrong, that she needed me now. But I couldn’t. Because he was right. Sophie had sacrificed herself for me, and I couldn’t reject her gift. I would fight with her from Marin, but I would not follow her into the wastelands.

      I’m here, Sophie. I put all the love of seventeen years of sisterhood into my projection. I will always be here for you.

      I know. Her projection didn’t waver, full of all her own affection and love. I can do this, Lily. All those years ago, our godmother gave us a gift. You never said it, but I know you feared she did it because she saw a weakness in us. But I’ve always known that couldn’t be true. Because you, at least, have never been weak. And I realize, now, that it was strength she saw in us. A strength that she knew would one day be needed. She equipped us for a fight that has to be fought. A fight I know I’m strong enough to face because I carry you with me wherever I go. A friend, a sister, a fellow warrior. I can defeat this Beast; I can free Palinar. So don’t worry. I’ll be coming back. But not until I can bring the light with me.
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      I had been riding all day, and the sun was now starting to set in spectacular streaks of red and orange across the plains. But still I pressed on, too afraid to stop. A howl rose above the sound of the wind, and I shivered from more than just the cold. Did that call sound closer than the last?

      A second and then a third wolf took up the chorus, and I decided they were definitely closer. What would happen when night fell? Maybe I should stop and try to light a fire now. Would the flames be enough to keep them away from me and my mount? I looked at the emptiness surrounding me. Where would I find fuel for a fire in this desolation?

      Sophie? Where are you now? It’s starting to get dark. My twin’s projection sounded in my mind and broke me from my panicked thoughts.

      I took a calming breath before answering. I’m riding, there’s still plenty of light left here. The fear had been mounting all day, but I had tried to keep it out of my projections to Lily. She was worried enough about me as it was. But it was hard to keep the emotion away from my words, especially when I was sending my thoughts directly into her mind. She almost certainly suspected the truth, but she also knew I wasn’t going to change my mind and turn back.

      He promised I would be safe, I reminded myself. My new betrothed. He promised. The exact words of his missive had been, ‘I cannot stop you sending an escort, of course, but only my betrothed is guaranteed safe passage’. Not exactly an encouraging message, but it had explicitly guaranteed my safety. And, since he had demanded I come alone and immediately, he could hardly fault me for stepping outside of his directions. Which meant my current predicament was entirely his fault.

      My twin’s earlier warnings repeated in my mind. He’s a monster! A beast! You can’t trust him.

      She was right, of course. At least as far as we knew. And I didn’t trust him, not at all. But I did trust in the power of the ancient laws. The ones that created a formal, binding betrothal between the ruler or heir who called a Princess Tourney and the princess who won the secretive competition. The laws that bound every person in these lands and decreed that not even the one who had called the Tourney could disrupt the subsequent betrothal. Which surely included not letting the bride-to-be get eaten by wolves.

      I had seen the power of this ancient magic all too clearly during the long weeks of the Tourney—the competition Lily and I had been forced into when we arrived in these lands. Our diplomatic delegation from our own kingdom of Arcadia in the Four Kingdoms had arrived at just the wrong moment. And since the High King himself had set up the Tourney many generations ago, we had been unable to escape it. I had seen the ancient magic create realms and bring them crashing down. I had even seen it hold back death. It was this same magic that had apparently cursed the Beast’s kingdom of Palinar. Surely it could also keep me safe.

      And so, here I was, riding my horse all alone through an empty wilderness while wolves howled around me. Not exactly a promising beginning to a betrothal. But the ominous words of my new fiancé’s message had been clear. Only I was safe. Only I was protected by the Tourney.

      And it wouldn’t have been only guards accompanying me if I had waited. My twin Lily and her new betrothed, Crown Prince Jonathan of Marin, would have insisted on coming as well. Who knew how many lives might have been lost in their efforts to protect me?

      Where are you going to spend the night? Lily’s worried projection reminded me that she was still adjusting to the whole idea of me going off on my own. I hadn’t exactly discussed it with her when I had snuck out of the palace on a stolen horse. I stroked the neck of my mare, Chestnut. I had befriended her weeks ago, and she had happily accompanied me today. The poor thing hadn’t known what she was getting herself into, of course.

      I’ll let you know when I work that out, I responded, injecting some humor into my projection. It gave me comfort to carry my twin’s presence with me in my mind, even if she could offer no practical assistance. We had never been apart before, and I liked the reminder that we were still connected. That we had a link no one could break, a Christening gift from our godmother. A greater bond than ever twins have shared before.

      And with our old nanny having passed away, only Jon knew of the secret connection between Lily and me that had resulted from our gift. Which meant this Beast was wrong if he thought he could isolate me from the rest of the kingdoms by asking me to come alone. My betrothed had secrets aplenty, but I brought some of my own with me.

      The sun had almost disappeared below the horizon now, and I could still see neither shelter nor fuel for a fire. A flash of movement made me whip my head around, but the plains appeared empty. The mare faltered and then picked up her pace without being asked. I crouched low over her neck, encouraging her speed, and peeked under my arm.

      Another flash of movement, and this time I caught a glimpse of gray. A wolf! My breath quickened, and the horse must have picked up my tension since she increased her speed even more. I looked again but could now see nothing. How did they hide themselves in this vast emptiness? More of the magic of the curse, I supposed.

      My heart beat wildly, and I tried to calculate how much strength remained in my mare. She had alternated between a walk and a trot all day, so she couldn’t have much stamina left. I guessed she was running on instinct and fear right now and not much else.

      I scanned the horizon again, searching for something, anything. The final rays of the setting sun blinded me and made the landscape strange and unfamiliar. I squinted through it, not sure what I was even hoping to see.

      A black dot wavered against the light and seemed to grow bigger. Its shape looked unnatural, too square to be an animal and far too large to be a wolf, so I nudged the mare, angling her toward it. As it grew even bigger, I glanced back again and this time got a clear glimpse of two gray shapes racing after us.

      My horse ran at a full gallop now, and my hair and dress streamed behind me. Even so, we neared the approaching object at a surprising pace. It was clearly moving toward us as fast as we rushed toward it.

      I began to pull up on the reins just as the last of the sun slipped below the horizon and the blinding light disappeared. The mare responded reluctantly as I blinked in the twilight haze and tried to understand what I was seeing.

      The object, a large traveling carriage, had also slowed, so that we both came to a stop at the point of meeting. I twisted in the saddle, but the only sign I could see of my pursuers was a whisk of gray tail before they disappeared off into the fast encroaching darkness. I turned back to the carriage.

      The coach itself looked perfectly ordinary, and yet I couldn’t stop staring at it. No horses pulled it, and no coachman directed it. It stood still in the middle of this strange wilderness, as if it had arrived at a prearranged stop.

      “Good evening,” I called, tentatively. No one responded. I looked around again, but the wolves had not returned. Whatever this strange apparition, it seemed to offer us some protection from them.

      I swung down from Chestnut, keeping a tight hold on the reins, and approached the window. I couldn’t see the inside in the evening gloom, so I took a deep breath and opened the door. I reached out toward Lily in my mind as I did so, anticipating the need for extra courage, but nothing greeted me except the empty inside of a carriage.

      What? What is it? She responded instantly, clearly on edge.

      I…I don’t know.

      What do you mean?

      I chewed on a loose strand of hair as I peered inside, wondering if I’d missed something. I’ve found a carriage. But it’s empty.

      In the middle of that wasteland everyone is always talking about? Maybe someone abandoned it when their party got attacked by bears or something. She didn’t sound happy.

      Maybe…Except it drove up to me.

      It drove up to you? Well ask the coachman then. Lily sounded a little exasperated now.

      There isn’t a coachman. Or horses. The carriage just arrived on its own.

      What?! That’s it. I’m coming after you. She didn’t say anything else, but she hadn’t completely cut off the projection toward me, either. And I knew her well enough to read the emotions she was sending. I could easily imagine the scene: Lily jumping up, ready to storm off into the night, and poor Jon being left to guess at the content of our silent conversation. After a moment, her emotions calmed and then changed. I cut the connection on my end, too tense to cope with her new feelings of tenderness and love. Obviously, Jon had managed to talk her down.

      I spotted a piece of parchment resting on the floor of the carriage and leaned awkwardly in to pick it up. Every minute the light faded more, so I rushed to read it.

      
        
        To my betrothed,

        This carriage will provide you, and only you, safe passage to my castle. It is the official carriage of the royal family of Palinar and nothing in this land will harm you while you are inside. Tie your horse behind, and it will remain safe also. Sleep inside the carriage, and do not attempt to alight at night.

        Prince Dominic

        

      

      I frowned and went back to the beginning, but I could barely make out the words in the increasing darkness. And I didn’t want to waste the remaining moments of dim light. Hurrying, I unsaddled Chestnut, thrusting the saddle and saddlebags into the carriage. I rubbed her down and secured her to the back.

      The whole thing was madness. Utter madness. But I had no choice. The plains had offered no other option, and the wolves had run away at the arrival of this magical vehicle. I stepped inside just as blackness overtook my surroundings.

      I waited a moment, but no magical light appeared to break the dark. Too bad. I groped blindly through my saddlebags and managed to cobble together an evening meal by feel. I didn’t bother attempting to wash or tidy myself in any way, what would be the point? I explained the situation to Lily as I ate, glad to be able to project and chew at the same time.

      She seemed incredulous but accepting. Perhaps you’re right, she projected with a sigh. Perhaps this betrothed of yours will protect you.

      Don’t sound so unhappy about it!

      She laughed at that, before sighing again. I just wish you hadn’t gone off on your own.

      I didn’t bother to reply. We’d already spent over an hour discussing it earlier in the day, and my muscles ached after a full day in the saddle. It had been too long since I’d had the opportunity to go for a long ride, and my body was out of practice. I arranged myself as comfortably as possible on one of the seats of the carriage.

      Goodnight Lily.

      Goodnight Sophie. Her warmth settled around me like a long hug, and I sent the same comfort back to her. She had no idea how much I wished she could have been here in person. Despite her presence in my mind, I had never felt so alone. I had never been so alone.

      Perhaps it was that loneliness that shaped my dreams. Because as I drifted off to sleep, I could have sworn I heard the familiar chatter of servants. Only these ones seemed to be discussing me. Apparently, they found me beautiful enough, although for what they didn’t say. It was my strength they doubted. I wanted to be outraged—I had fought my way through a grueling Tourney and then braved the wastelands alone to get here—but I was already sinking deeper into dreamless sleep. And maybe the dream voices were right. They came from my own subconscious after all, and who knew me better than myself?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      A jolt made me roll off the seat of the carriage and crash to the floor. We had started moving. I groaned and pushed myself to my feet, rubbing my hip bone. The wheels hit a bump, and I staggered before hurriedly sitting down. Rubbing my eyes and yawning, I grumbled to myself at the rude awakening.

      After checking that Chestnut trotted behind us, I munched on a cold and unappetizing breakfast. I wondered how long before Lily woke up…then if I could possibly fall back asleep while the carriage was moving…and then I surveyed the chaos again and sighed. I supposed I had better tidy up. The Palinaran royal family had several castles and palaces, and I wasn’t completely sure where I was going. Which meant we could arrive at any time.

      I tidied all of my belongings neatly back into the saddlebags and used a small mirror to tidy up my hair and dress. When I felt as satisfied with my appearance as was possible in the circumstances, I settled back to watch out the window and await developments.
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        * * *

      

      When the light began to fade, I gloomily surveyed the chaos of my belongings that had once again spread throughout the carriage. The hope with which I had packed them in the morning now seemed foolish and naive.

      I sighed. Lily had done her best to keep me entertained, but there was only so much she could do from afar. She had even read me one of my favorite fairy tales for a couple of hours, but then she had been called away by other duties. She was betrothed to Marin’s crown prince, after all, and Marin was currently full of foreign delegations. Treaty negotiations were still underway between our own kingdom, far away in the Four Kingdoms, and all of these lands except Palinar. She could hardly come up with an excuse for spending the whole day locked in the library reading.

      I had thoroughly examined the inside of the carriage by this point, of course, and had been unimpressed to find my betrothed had failed to include any supplies. Thank goodness I had packed myself a generous supply of food and water before fleeing Marin.

      As I munched on another cold meal—each one was becoming more unappetizing than the last—my thoughts dwelt on my betrothed. The Beast. Just the thought of him made me shudder—with revulsion or fear, I wasn’t entirely sure.

      I shouldn’t be surprised at the lack of provisions. Why would a cold-hearted monster consider my comfort at all? Millie, Jon’s cousin and a new friend, had told us all about how each Princess Tourney was shaped by the ruler or heir who called it. It made sense since its purpose was to find his perfect match and true love. And our Tourney had been frightening and dangerous—a terrifying glimpse into the dark nature of the crown prince of Palinar. So powerful was his curse, that it had reached out through him to corrupt the Tourney itself. What awful acts had he committed to bring such a curse upon himself?

      I knew I couldn’t possibly be the true love for such a man—if man he still was. The truth was not that the Tourney had chosen me, but that I had cheated, using the secret connection between Lily and me to circumvent the rules and gain an advantage. She had planned to sacrifice herself to save me, but it was a sacrifice I wasn’t willing to let her make. I had never tried to work against her before, and my victory had been hard won. A hollow victory if not for the look on Lily’s and Jon’s faces at our joint betrothal ceremony. I would sacrifice myself again for my twin’s happiness.

      Except I was determined to make it a short-term sacrifice. As I had knelt beside the Beast’s proxy at our Betrothal Ceremony, I had promised myself that I would travel to Palinar and find a way to break our betrothal. A way that didn’t violate the ancient laws. Then I would find out what the Beast had done to curse his people, I would defeat him, and I would free them. I would make sure that he could never hurt me again. And then I would return to Marin.

      It was an excellent plan, except that I had no idea whatsoever how to do it, and two full days of travel hadn’t brought any enlightenment. When I fell asleep for the second night, I didn’t let my mind listen for any voices—I didn’t want to know what my subconscious thought.
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        * * *

      

      Sophie. Lily’s grim-sounding projection woke me even before the carriage began to move the next morning.

      What is it? I came awake quickly having only been half-dozing.

      We’ve just received word from Marin’s prison. Cole has disappeared.

      What!? I gasped. What about Sir Oswald and Corinna? I asked, referring to Cole’s father and sister.

      They’re still there and claim to know nothing about his escape. Lily sounded tired. The sky had barely begun to lighten—how early had she been awoken with the news? The duke has turned out all the guard, and they’re searching the city. He seems confident we’ll find him.

      Lily didn’t sound like she shared her future father-in-law’s optimism, and I understood her concern. The duchy of Marin was a city-state—by far the largest city either of us had ever seen. It must have a great many hiding places. And that was assuming he hadn’t made it across the border into southern Talinos, or across the straits to one of the other kingdoms.

      I groaned. The duke was never going to find him. And who knew what danger Cole would stir up? Every indication suggested he had been deep in his father’s plot to steal Jon’s father’s throne—a plot we had only just managed to foil. And his treachery against the duke was actually the smaller concern.

      The darkness we had defeated in Marin, had started in Palinar. The locals assured us that a curse so large and so devastating could only be the result of a kingdom turning their backs on the godmothers and breaching the ancient laws.

      Except no one knew what laws had been violated. Or even the exact nature of the curse. They had simply noticed one day that no one had been seen leaving Palinar in weeks. Weeks that became months. Travelers and merchants who attempted to enter turned back with tales of desolate wastelands roamed by wild animals. A new feature in the once prosperous kingdom.

      The last group had turned back after rescuing a man who had been mauled by a bear. I had sought out the man after winning the Tourney, but the rumors had been true. While his physical injuries had been healed, his confusion of the mind remained. He raved about a curse and a beastly prince, but his words made little sense. Of the other royals, Prince Dominic’s parents and younger sister, he would say only that they were gone.

      Palinar was cursed along with my betrothed. Emptied of people and full of wild beasts. Shrouded with darkness which had begun to infect the other kingdoms. Its power had even reached out through Prince Dominic and twisted the Tourney he had called, nearly destroying Marin.

      And Cole and his family had originally come from Palinar, moving to Marin long before the curse had cut Palinar off from the other kingdoms. But Jon, Lily, and I believed they had not escaped the reaches of the curse. The pride and greed in their hearts had provided fertile ground for the darkness that had already spread so far out of Palinar.

      So, if Cole had escaped, that meant the curse had another agent roaming free, spreading the seeds of destruction further afield.

      Let me know how the search goes, I projected, desperately wishing I could be there with Lily and Jon instead of riding alone in a strange and magical carriage toward a strange and terrifying fate.

      She agreed, but she sounded distracted, and I knew I wouldn’t be hearing any more of the story today. I wished I had been able to pack one or two books, but my saddlebags had been full to overflowing with basic necessities. There had been no room for such luxuries, and I hadn’t expected to have the opportunity to read. I didn’t know if a book would be enough to distract me right now, with yet another worry chasing around in my mind, but even the feel of one in my hand would have been comforting, like a little taste of home.

      My sister-in-law, Alyssa, had been largely responsible for the education of Lily and me, and she had a never-ending love of books. Lily had never stopped grumbling about it—although I noted she spent a lot of time in the library studying between Tourney events—but I had come to share Alyssa’s love. Or at least her love of fairy tales. Stories were exciting, since you never knew what you might find, what answers they might hold. But, at the same time, books were also solid and dependable; once you found a favorite, it never changed.

      Would my new home have books? It was hard to imagine the infamous Beast sitting down to an afternoon read. I just hoped whichever castle he had chosen for his lair had a garden. If I couldn’t have fairy tales, I hoped I could have roses. Since summer had only just started, the ones in Marin had still been in bloom, and I had been sorry to leave them. Books reminded me of the comfort of home, but roses filled me with an alluring sense of hope. For surely any wonder was possible in a world that could produce such beauty?

      Which made it just as hard to picture the Beast surrounded by roses as books. Nothing but disappointment could be gained by hoping for the familiar comforts of home in the trial ahead of me. Better, by far, to prepare myself for the worst—almost a certainty given the situation. Especially since I had now spent two full days traveling through Palinar, and I couldn’t remember having seen a single flower.
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        * * *

      

      Lily kept me updated but, unfortunately, she had no real news. The search continued, but they had found no sign of Cole. The hours dragged on, and I ate the last of my food for a midday meal. My water was running low, too, since I hadn’t dared to fill it at any of the streams we had encountered during our rest breaks. Chestnut apparently had no qualms slaking her thirst at the waterways, but I didn’t trust anything in this cursed place. I could only hope we arrived at our destination—wherever that was—soon.

      The carriage jolted and bumped, as the wheels hit a new surface. Peering out the window, I could see nothing but the endless plain, so I climbed onto the other seat to look out the front window. The road stretched ahead of us, its surface rougher than the smooth path through the flat wastelands.

      We seemed to be slowly climbing uphill and, in the distance, I could see a line of trees. They disappeared into darkness, so I could only assume it was the start of a forest. I sighed. On the one hand, a change of scenery would be nice, providing a sense of progress that had eluded me in the constant plains. But on the other hand…I didn’t like the idea of trees pressing in close to the side of the road. I would have no line of sight, and the memory of the wolves still lingered in my mind.

      Given how far away the trees looked, we seemed to approach them impossibly fast. Soon the path was indeed cutting its way through a forest, thick and dark. To make it worse, the temperature had started to drop, despite the season, and I heard the distant howl of wolves.

      The carriage raced through the trees, and I shivered as the air continued to grow colder. Rummaging through my bags, I put on a cloak. I had no sooner fastened the garment, than I saw a snowflake drift past the window. Soon it was joined by another, and then another, and then a larger flurry.

      Within minutes it was snowing constantly, patches of white building between the trees. Yet another sign of the disease infecting this kingdom. Marin had been bright and sunny and full of flowers when I left, as summer should be. But apparently in this forest it was perpetually winter. My last hope of any flowers dissipated.

      Before long I started to worry that the carriage would become bogged in the snow. And the howls of the wolves sounded closer, unless that was just my anxiety fooling my mind. Our pace slowed, although the snowfall did not, and I peered out the back at Chestnut. She looked uneasy for the first time since I had tied her to the vehicle. Was it the wolves or the increasing snow? Possibly both.

      I reached out to Lily, wanting to update her on my situation but also looking for comfort. She was asleep, however. Napping, presumably, after her disrupted night. I didn’t try again, not wanting to disturb her rest.

      The snow built up on the road until I felt sure we would be forced to stop. But just before the drifts became too deep for passage, the carriage swerved. I nearly lost my balance, sliding across the seat, and had to scramble back into position. I wanted to see our new path.

      I hadn’t noticed a branch in the road, but then I had been considerably distracted. The new path appeared better tended than the main one, and the snow seemed to be lightening. Mounds of white heaped beside the path, but none had settled on the road itself, yet another marvel in this unpleasant place.

      It occurred to me that I might be finally nearing my destination. In a flurry of movement, I collected all my escaped belongings and squeezed them into the saddlebags, not worrying about what I was crushing in the process. For a moment, I considered trying to change into a fresh dress, but I quickly abandoned the idea. The rattling carriage would make a poor dressing room, and I didn’t like the idea of being caught half way through the process. I regretted the lost opportunity, though. I would have liked to impress my new fiancé and demonstrate that a princess of Arcadia was a person of significance.

      I was coming alone into his home, but I didn’t want him to think me weak and defenseless. I hoped his letters—calling the Tourney and then summoning me to him—were proof that whatever beast-like qualities he possessed, he retained his mental faculties. Surely, he wouldn’t risk bringing further harm to himself by violating the covenant of the Princess Tourney, not to mention antagonizing a new kingdom of whose strength he knew nothing?

      The carriage turned again, and I gasped. The rest of the forest dropped away as we rolled through an aisle of orange trees. Despite the snow heaped on the ground, the branches of the trees bore both fruit and blossoms—an even more impossible feat than snow in summer.

      A shiver ran through me at the beautiful and chilling sight. Welcome to my new home.
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      As we approached the end of the aisle of trees, I glimpsed visions of a garden spread to either side. Greenery blossomed from the snow with bright colors splashing against the white. My earlier desire for flowers passed through my mind, and I shuddered. How could I ever enjoy such eerie, enchanted blooms?

      The carriage drove out from the trees and came to a stop in front of a large castle. A wide, shallow staircase of gray stone led up to vast wooden doors. The building branched off in both directions, huge, imposing, and dark, full of twisted stone and dim shadows.

      I could see no sign of anyone. The snow had ceased to fall, but the chill in the air remained, and I had no desire to remain in the carriage after my long voyage. And yet still I lingered, trying to convince my legs to move and carry me into this strange unknown.

      The door of the carriage swung open of its own accord, the message loud and clear. I reminded myself I hadn’t come this far to lose courage now and hauled my saddlebags out into the snow, unwilling to leave them in an enchanted vehicle that might disappear at any moment.

      Once I stood beside them, I hesitated, however. My rumpled dress and travel stained face presented enough of an undignified appearance without tottering under the weight of heavy bags. Finally, I decided to leave them in the snow, next to Chestnut, who I untied from the carriage and secured to one of the stone balustrades. Surely I would find some servants inside the castle and could request them to care for my mount and possessions.

      Taking a deep breath, I climbed the stairs, my stiff legs protesting the sudden exertion. As I approached the doors, I wondered if I would have the strength to push them open. I needn’t have worried, however. When I reached them, they swung open of their own accord, just as the carriage door had done.

      I peered into the cavernous entryway revealed by the open doors. Would my betrothed now appear? Had he been the one to grant me access to his castle?

      But, once again, I could see no one. I walked inside, trying not to let my trembling legs disrupt my steps. I had never encountered a royal residence that felt so…empty. Where were all the people of Palinar?

      The doors closed behind me with a thunderous crash, and I jumped. Whirling around I tried to control my dread. For now, my future lay within this castle, it mattered not if the door were open or closed—I was effectively trapped here either way. Still, I felt an unreasonable relief when I discovered a small, normal-sized door within one of the larger ones and found it unlocked. If I couldn’t find any servants, I would need to tend to Chestnut myself—which was, of course, the sole source of my relief.

      With the doors now closed, the air temperature inside the castle felt significantly warmer than outside. Without conscious thought, my feet led me to a fire burning in a large fireplace against one wall. Would Lily be awake by now? I decided I didn’t care. The situation was simply too strange not to share with her.

      Lily? You won’t believe where I’ve ended up.

      The emptiness around me reverberated in my mind. I froze and called out again. Lily? Lily!

      Still nothing. My heart, which had already been beating fast, sped up. For a moment panic overwhelmed me, and I screamed her name over and over again in my mind. Lily! Lily! Lily!

      Horrible possibilities streamed through my mind. She had fallen from her horse and been killed. Cole had found and murdered her in an act of revenge.

      I tried to stem the panic. My twin could not have died without my sensing it. We were too connected for that, I felt sure of it. You couldn’t lose half of yourself without knowing about it.

      Perhaps she was simply busy, and unable to respond. But that thought brought no comfort. If Lily were distracted or asleep, she might not answer, but I would still sense her presence at the end of my projection, as I had done earlier. I could even wake her, if I needed, as she had done to me in the carriage. I tried to remember the last time I had spoken to her and couldn’t pinpoint it.

      We had never found a physical limitation to our communication, but we had never been so far apart before. Perhaps the distance was simply too vast. I tried again, more calmly this time, paying attention to my projection. My silent words flew out, projecting away from me in a way my ordinary thoughts did not.

      I expected them to fade out, overwhelmed by distance, but the sensation more closely resembled slamming into a wall. I had been too shocked and panicked to notice it earlier, but it felt unmistakable now. My knees gave out, and I sank into a soft armchair pulled up to the fire.

      I was on my own. Truly on my own. Uncontrollable shivers shook me. Lily and I had been connected since before I could remember. I had never really been alone before. Fear rushed over me, roiling in my belly and clouding my mind.

      My connection to the outside world was gone, along with my main source of companionship. What if something did happen to Lily? Would I sense it behind this strange mental wall? I had found courage to face the Beast because I knew I would carry my sister with me. But he had stripped even that away from me.

      Anger and hatred welled inside me, burning back some of the fear. Was there anything I was not expected to sacrifice?

      A soft sound from the other side of the entryway made me leap to my feet. The light of the fire beside me faded into dimness on the other side of the room, but enough light remained for me to glimpse movement.

      I drew back, the fear returning to the fore. Then I stiffened my spine and fed the anger, driving back the terror. “Who’s there?” I called loudly. “Show yourself.”

      The dark figure hesitated and then stepped forward toward me.

      I gasped and moved to place the armchair between us. Prince Dominic, for surely it must be he, towered above me. He wore no circlet or crown, but he carried himself like someone used to wielding power and authority.

      His broad shoulders barely fit into his jacket, the material bunching strangely around their unnatural shape. His light brown hair reached to his shoulders, matted and wild, and the backs of his hands, the only bit of skin I could see other than his face, looked abnormally hairy.

      His mouth and jaw seemed to sit oddly, but otherwise his face looked surprisingly human, more so than I had expected and feared. The relief soothed some of my initial shock. Perhaps I had been unnecessarily apprehensive, the strangeness of the castle and his furtive arrival exacerbating my nerves.

      I tried to focus on his eyes, which were a strangely piercing blue, and were the most normal looking part of him. In fact, I thought I detected hesitation and uncertainty in them. And if he felt nervous, even a little, it meant I had some power in this situation, too.

      I forced myself to step around the armchair again and drop into a curtsey. I waited for him to speak, but he said nothing, simply measuring me with those bright eyes. Anger, fear, frustration, and resentment swirled through me in such a confused mess that I began to feel numb to all of them. He had brought me all this way alone; did he truly have nothing to say?

      I broke the silence. “Greetings. I am Princess Sophia of Arcadia. I assume you are Prince Dominic, my betrothed.”

      He inclined his upper body slightly in acknowledgment but still said nothing, too haughty or sullen to speak. I reached out to Lily in my mind, knowing she would share my outrage. The emptiness in my mind hit me again, and I nearly collapsed. A single tear managed to escape my eye.

      I glanced back at my betrothed, and saw that his gaze had fixed on my face where the drop of moisture still rolled down my cheek. How dare he stand there and judge me. I snapped.

      “They call you the Beast, but I had hoped some part of the royal prince remained,” I spat at him. “I see now that I was wrong. They told me your kingdom was once the largest and most magnificent in these lands. How far noble Palinar has fallen.”

      An expression that I couldn’t read passed across his face. And then he opened his mouth, and I saw why his jaw looked misshapen. Inside he had a row of fangs instead of normal teeth. They glistened in the firelight as a low menacing growl rippled through the room.

      I stumbled backwards and hit the chair, my own mouth dropping open in horror. He stepped toward me, and I rushed to put the piece of furniture between us again. I couldn’t imagine the chair would prove much of an impediment to him, but something about my action angered him. He threw back his head and roared.

      The deafening sound filled the entryway, and the last of my courage disappeared. I turned and fled, pushing through the first door I found. I ran through stone passageways, noticing nothing of my surroundings, all my attention focused on listening for sounds of pursuit.

      Candle sconces sprang into flame ahead of me, lighting a passage through the castle. I considered fleetingly that the lights might be leading me into a trap, but I couldn’t face any of the dark, unlit corridors. My legs protested the exertion after so long immobile in the carriage, but my terror kept me moving forward.

      Ahead of me the lights stopped, but I had time for only a single pang of apprehension before a wooden door in the corridor wall swung open. The warm glow of a fire poured out to fill the darkness. I pivoted and threw myself into the room, slamming the door closed behind me.

      I leaned against it, my heart pounding and my breath rasping through my throat, while I surveyed the room. The large bedchamber was lavishly appointed in green and gold, the furniture solid and elegant. The four-poster bed looked soft and a small fire burned cheerfully. Best of all, the room looked completely empty.

      I checked the door for a key, but found none. A small chest of drawers stood against the wall next to the door, so I pushed it, heaving until it slid across the doorway. An image of the Beast’s broad shoulders flashed through my mind, but I ignored it. The room had heavier pieces of furniture, but I would have no hope of moving them. This one would have to be enough.

      My stomach rumbled, my body overruling my fear with other needs. For the first time, I noticed a small table tucked next to the fireplace and laden with a tray of food. I looked around the room again, but I was still alone. The bowl looked as if it held some sort of stew, the aroma rising from it enticing enough to make my mouth water. Sinking into a well-placed chair, I devoured the fresh, hot food, calculating the hours since I had anything other than travel fare. Already the long, boring voyage seemed impossibly distant.

      When I had finished, I knew it must still be early, but I had no desire to step foot outside my room. Instead I explored the inside, examining the large desk and peering into the wardrobe. As I pulled the ornate walnut doors open, I stumbled back, gasping. A row of dresses hung inside, several of them recognizable as gowns from my saddlebags. Rushing through the room, I pulled open all the drawers I could find as well as the large chest at the foot of the bed. I had soon located the entire contents of my bags, carefully distributed around the room.

      Shame filled me. In my fear, I had completely forgotten about my saddlebags and, more importantly, Chestnut. I had left her shivering in the cold while I filled my belly and warmed myself.

      I looked around the room again. I had still seen no physical sign of a servant, but someone had clearly retrieved my bags and unpacked them. Surely the same person would have cared for my horse. It seemed a certainty. Surely…

      I regarded the drawers in front of the door doubtfully. Should I go and check on Chestnut? I couldn’t remember the way through the castle, but perhaps the candles would show me the way again.

      I imagined myself stumbling through the dark, stone corridors, straining to hear the soft footfall of the Beast around each corner. When I shook myself from the vision, I found my hands had already stripped off my dress and pulled my nightgown from a drawer. I flung it over my head and dived beneath the covers of the bed, blowing out the candles as I went and leaving only the soft glow of the fire to light the room.

      I buried my face in my pillow and wept. I could only hope my mysterious helper had indeed cared for Chestnut, and that the poor animal wouldn’t have to pay the price for my cowardice. Because I had come so far but now, at the end, my courage had failed me. Lily would have been braver. The thought of my sister only increased the flow of my tears.
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      I must have fallen into an exhausted slumber, because when I awoke, the fire had died and daylight shone through the windows. I reached out instinctively to Lily in my mind, and the emptiness hit me like a physical blow. Curling in on myself, I fought back a fresh wave of tears. I had always known coming here wouldn’t be easy, but I had thought I would have Lily in my mind to give me strength. How would I survive alone in this strange place?

      I let my mind dwell on Marin for a moment. Had they found Cole, or were they still busy turning the city inside out? What was Lily making of our sudden disconnection? I knew she would be sick with worry and hoped Jon had prevented her from rashly rushing after me. I thought of her galloping toward Palinar, and the howls of the wolves sounded loudly in my mind. I shivered.

      Forcing myself to breathe deeply, I sat up. No good would come from moping and dreaming and crying, I needed a plan. Lily and I had never truly understood our unusual gift; it had always simply worked. Until now—suddenly—it didn't.

      I sighed. If only we had spent more time experimenting and trying to understand our connection. More information might have helped me in this situation. But, even without it, I was determined to discover what was blocking our connection and find a way around it.

      I looked around at the lush bedchamber. Since my questing projections continued to run up against an invisible wall, I didn't think I would find any answers in my room. Which meant I needed to get up and explore my surroundings. The roar of my fiancé from the night before echoed through my mind, as ominous as the howling of wolves.

      I took another deep breath and realized I'd twisted two strands of hair so tightly around my finger I was threatening the blood flow. I forced myself to relax and slip out of bed. Instead of the expected cold stone, my feet landed on a soft rug, sinking into the thick piles. I wiggled my toes, enjoying the luxury after my previous nights in the carriage. I needed to focus on the positives, or I would lose every last shred of my bravery.

      I examined the room again in daylight. The curtains were flung wide since I hadn't stopped to close them before diving into bed. I walked over to the windows to peer out. From the view, I guessed my room to be on the third floor and vaguely remembered fleeing up stairs the night before. The room had an incredible vista looking out over extensive gardens.

      They had clearly been carefully sculpted and appeared well cared for, although I could see no sign of any gardeners at work. No footsteps showed up in the glistening carpet of snow, either. My eyes stung from the brightness of the white, so incongruous against the green leaves and vivid petals. I couldn’t imagine wandering through such a strange landscape.

      A small glimpse of a stone building off to one side looked like stables. My shame from the night before flooded me again, and I immediately decided to make the building my first goal.

      My stomach rumbled, reminding me I hadn't eaten yet, but I resolutely ignored it. I had failed in my responsibility to my mount the night before: I wouldn't fail again.

      Pushing aside the chest of drawers, I stepped out into the stone corridor and looked up and down, hoping to see something familiar. But both directions looked the same, an expanse of cold gray, broken by regular sconces. The stable-like building had been to my right when I stood at the window, so I turned left, heading in that direction. I would look for stairs to take me down and then any door to the outside I could find.

      As I walked, I pretended to myself that I felt calm and confident—the new mistress of the castle, exploring my domain. But my ears strained for the sound of footfalls behind me, and my eyes flickered toward every shadow, looking for a looming shape.

      I saw nothing, but soft noises reached my ears. I twitched and looked behind me, but the passageway remained empty. I walked on, descending a set of stairs that took me all the way to ground level. Again, I heard the sound, like a faint rustling or whispering, and spun around. Still nothing.

      I picked up my pace, looking for any promising door, anxious to be free from the stifling walls that hedged me in. The sound, like a breeze through leaves, sounded again, and I broke into a run resolutely keeping my eyes ahead.

      A door appeared, and I rushed to it, hoping to find it unlocked.  A desperate surge of disappointment washed over me as the door resisted me, and then it seemed to fling itself open, almost tumbling me into the snow outside.

      I staggered and regained my balance, striding quickly into the garden. The cold air hit me just as the first sensation of damp penetrated my thin slippers. I should have taken the time to dress in boots and a jacket. I glanced back at the door to find it had mysteriously closed behind me.

      I wrapped my arms around myself and hurried on, unwilling to backtrack and unsure I could even find my way back to my room. As I got closer, it became obvious that the building I had seen was indeed a stable. The familiar smell of horses overwhelmed the exotic aroma of the unnatural flowers, and I heard a nicker emanating from inside.

      My heart surged with hope. If the castle had horses, it must have someone to tend them. And surely whoever was responsible for that task would have cared for Chestnut after I abandoned her. I moved quickly, almost running into the warm aisle between the rows of stalls.

      A couple of horses nickered a welcome, while another one snorted loudly, stomping one hoof. My gaze flickered over them, traveling down the row until I found a familiar head hanging over a stall door. I ran over and flung my arms around Chestnut’s neck. We had made it this far together, and I still hated how close I had come to failing her.

      She huffed a soft greeting and began nosing at my dress, clearly hoping for a treat of some kind. I laughed shakily and stepped back, apologizing for coming empty handed. Her coat had felt smooth and soft. Clearly, she had been groomed since our trek through the wilderness. I would need to offer my thanks to the stable master—if he ever made an appearance.

      A soft sound behind me, like the shifting of weight, informed me that I had company. “Greetings,” I said as I started to turn, “I had begun to wonder…” My words fell away as my eyes absorbed my company.

      Somehow Prince Dominic looked even more terrifying in the otherwise familiar setting of a stable, his unnatural features obvious in the daylight. I quelled a strong desire to flee back out into the gardens. The Beast towered over me: if he wanted to catch me, I couldn’t possibly escape him. Running would only make me look foolish.

      He looked as frozen as me, obviously surprised to be disturbed. I followed his outstretched arm to where his hairy hand rested on the neck of a large jet-black stallion who eyed me warily. The stance surprised me; my mental image of him hadn’t included an affinity with animals. Perhaps it should have, though, since he seemed part animal himself.

      The large horse looked aggressive, and I had to admit that I would be nervous to mount him. And yet I didn’t doubt that Prince Dominic could easily control him. Something about the quiet moment between them suggested both power and something softer. For an unthinking moment, I thought that I would like to join him on a ride, to see him galloping across a field on the black horse.

      And then my eyes focused on the strange shape of his mouth and the way his shoulders bulged unnaturally under his jacket, his misshapen body a constant reminder of his curse. I remembered who he was and everything I had already suffered at his instigation. My anger flared, but a decent night’s sleep and the reassurance of daylight helped me to repress the fear. Like it or not, I was stuck here, at least for now. I needed to find a way to make this work.

      I tried to think of something I could say that would balance my true feelings with some attempt at conciliation. “Your stable is well kept and the horses beautiful. Do you come here often?”

      He stared at me, the intensity of his blue eyes seeming to communicate a message, if only I knew how to interpret it. He raised his free hand, as if in greeting, and for a moment I thought he was finally going to speak. But instead he gave a long growl, his lower jaw thrusting forward to reveal his sharp fangs.

      I recoiled slightly, a burst of energy urging me to be afraid—to run while I still could. But the instinctive response was quickly overwhelmed by an invigorating anger. Since the moment I had stepped foot in these lands, I had been swept up in a series of unpleasant experiences engineered by this prince to force me to come here. And yet he treated me like an unwelcome intruder.

      I put my hands on my hips and glared at him. “Do you truly have nothing to say to me? Are we not betrothed, Beast?” I hoped the title would provoke him into speech, but he merely glared back at me.

      Our standoff stretched out, as we stared at each other, neither moving. After a long moment, the stallion neighed and tossed his head, disrupting the Beast’s hand. The prince shook his shaggy head and transferred his grim gaze to the animal. The stallion ignored him, and the Beast turned and strode from the building.

      I sagged a little and took a deep breath. I hadn’t made any headway with my new betrothed, but at least I had conquered my own fear. And Chestnut seemed happy and well cared for. Which left me free to begin my explorations.

      As I walked back toward the castle, I looked around, sure I would now see tracks in the snow. Sure enough, a set of large indents led from the stable around the main building and disappeared off toward the front entrance. They clearly belonged to the Beast, a name which fit my betrothed much better than Dominic.

      No other prints appeared, however—as if the Beast and I were alone in this well-kept place. I frowned. Something was even more wrong with this kingdom than I had imagined. While I tried to find a way around the block preventing me from projecting to Lily, I wouldn’t forget my original goal. I needed to find out what had happened here, and how to reverse it. And, hopefully, while doing that, I would find a way to break my engagement. The sooner I could leave the Beast behind forever, the better. I certainly had no intention of ever letting him touch me. I shuddered at the thought of being that close to him.

      I followed the footprints, confident the Beast would be long gone to whatever lair he usually frequented. For the second time, I trod the shallow stairs and paused in front of the huge doors. The castle lacked the cultivated feeling of the magical garden. Instead it felt dark and ominous, even in the bright morning light. I felt sure that every crevice in this cavernous place must be full of dust.

      The doors didn’t swing open for me this time, and I pushed at the small door cut into one of the bigger ones. It swung open reluctantly, and I sighed before entering the entrance hall. The garden still made me nervous, but I found it less repugnant than I had expected. The open air turned out to be preferable to the gloomy castle.

      Inside, I faced a broad staircase that rose upwards before splitting into two. I had already decided to follow the stairs as high as they would take me. It seemed too simple to hope that height would allow me to bypass the mysterious wall blocking my projections, but I had to try everything. Just in case.

      As I stepped forward my stomach twisted, reminding me that I still hadn’t eaten. As if on cue, a door in the far corner of the entrance hall swung wide, allowing me a glimpse of a long, dark dining table. My feet turned toward it, following the instructions of my stomach over my mind.

      Sunlight streamed through a row of tall windows that faced onto yet more gardens to the rear of the castle. The oversized room contained the longest table I had ever seen. It looked particularly out of place in this empty land, and the food that had been laid out at one end looked small and lonely.

      But when I approached the single seat that had been set for a meal, I realized the size of the table had been deceiving. There was actually enough food for a miniature feast, it was merely dwarfed by the expanse of empty wood. More food than I could possibly eat had been laid out in gleaming bowls and platters. I paused. Was this the Beast’s meal? Surely even he could not eat this much.

      I peered around the room but could see no one. After a moment of deliberation, I sat. As much as I regretted it, this was my home now, and I had to eat. If the Beast disliked my actions, perhaps he would finally be roused to speak to me.

      The food tasted so delicious it was hard to limit myself to only a small portion of each dish, but I wanted to try everything. I wished I could let Lily know that at the very least I had a warm bed and a full stomach. Loneliness crashed over me. I had never been without a built-in best friend before.

      Several tears slid down my cheeks, and for the first time I felt grateful I was completely alone. At least there was no one to witness my grief. As I reached to wipe the moisture away, the rustle I had heard earlier in the corridor swept through the room. It sounded so much like whispering that I twisted, searching the room with my eyes. I was still alone.

      I stood up abruptly, and my chair crashed backwards onto the floor. Feeling foolish, I picked it back up before hurrying from the room. I had eaten too much already, and I needed to find a way to communicate with my sister.
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      I wandered through the castle for a long time before I managed to find the tallest tower. The invisible whispers followed me. At first, I got hopelessly lost, wandering through an endless maze of interconnected corridors and rooms. The castle had clearly been expensively and elegantly decorated at some point. But, unlike my room, the majority of it had fallen into dusty disrepair.

      The contrast indicated that someone had clearly prepared for my arrival. I remembered the line of lights that had led me to my room. What sort of strange curse was this? Was the castle itself responsible for its own care? I shook my head at the fanciful thought. How could a magic building have fed and groomed my horse?

      But the gloomy, shadowy castle, combined with the whispers all around me, fed the mad imaginings. Perhaps it had not been the curse that had warped the Beast’s mind; perhaps living here for so long alone had done it.

      I shook my head. No. The Beast wasn’t mad—he had written coherent letters, after all—he was evil. He must be evil to have brought down such a curse upon himself. And I had seen the evidence myself in the cruelty of the events of the Princess Tourney. The Tourney he had called and that had, therefore, been magically shaped to fit him.

      The darkness he had brought to these lands had nearly overtaken Marin—and all the other kingdoms still stood in danger. And yet here he sat, holed up in his strange castle, carelessly destroying the lives of innocent girls he had never even met.

      If the castle was dark and terrifying, it had been he who had made it that way, and not the other way around.

      What did the Beast do to curse himself and his kingdom? I wondered for the thousandth time. I shook off the thought. Filling my head with horrifying theories wouldn’t help me fix my projections or find the truth. I needed proof, and I had a whole castle in which to search for it.

      After a while of aimless wandering, I remembered again that the lights had led me to my room. Perhaps a friendlier power dwelt here alongside the Beast. He had certainly shown no effort to see to my comfort.

      “I’m looking for the tallest tower. Could you show me the way?” It felt foolish to speak the words aloud to the empty air, but it could hardly hurt.

      I had no immediate response, and no candles sprang to life to lead me. But I soon noticed a strange phenomenon. When I moved toward the whispers rather than away from them, I seemed to find more open doors and staircases. I began to listen for them, and soon I found myself in an enclosed staircase that spiraled upwards.

      As I climbed stair after stair, I caught glimpses through a series of small windows of what appeared to be a second staircase, somehow twisted around mine. And every time I passed the openings, I heard the whispers.

      I tried to calm my breathing which kept speeding up despite my best efforts. The whispers appeared to be friendly, but the sound created the inescapable impression that I was ascending upwards in tandem with an unseen group of people. I shivered. I needed this to work. The familiar sound of Lily in my mind would drive away the eeriness of this empty castle.

      But it took only a moment to discover that height made no difference to the wall that blocked my thoughts. I threw them out anyway, again and again. At first, I did it out of frustration, but then I began trying to pinpoint the exact feeling of the obstruction. I had never experimented like this before, and it was unexpectedly interesting.

      I had always assumed that we had a direct connection and placed our thoughts straight into each other’s minds. But it now seemed more complicated than that. Clearly our thoughts traveled to each other. I focused on the sensation of my thoughts flying out from my mind. I felt the way they stayed connected to me, but at the same time I couldn’t shake an underlying unease.

      I sat on the floor of the top tower room, put my chin in my hands and chewed on a strand of hair. After extended thought, I decided the discomfort came from the sense of being unanchored. My thoughts had always stayed attached to me, yes, but usually they also attached immediately to someone else. My sister. A tether on the other end. I now felt loose, floating in the world without foundation.

      The whispers swirled around me, reaching a crescendo. For a moment, I thought I could make out individual words, but meaning eluded me. I shivered, unnerved, but then reminded myself that the sounds had helped me find my way. They had been friendlier than my betrothed, in fact.

      A chuckle escaped me. I hadn’t even been gone from Marin a week, and I was already counting disembodied, inaudible whispers as my only friends.

      “Not that I’m not grateful,” I said aloud. “In fact, I’d greatly appreciate it if you could show me the way back to my room.”

      A low murmur surrounded me and then moved toward the door. I clambered to my feet and followed the sound. Sure enough, it led me down several flights of stairs and through a series of corridors and delivered me to my room. I smiled as I opened the door—I might not have broken through to Lily, but I had learned a small something of the secrets of the castle. And a particularly helpful something, too, given the size of the building, and its confusing layout.

      As soon as my eyes fell on my bed, the smile dropped from my lips. The bed had been made and my possessions tidied, but it was the piece of parchment resting against my pillow that filled my heart with dread. I walked slowly over and picked it up.

      
        
        You will join me for the evening meal.

        

      

      The note hadn’t been signed, but the handwriting was easily recognizable from his earlier missives. The curt command made me tremble with rage. At every turn, the Beast was determined to strip away my freedom. I immediately determined not to go.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, as I once again paced up and down my room, I doubted my decision. I wished I could consult Lily. My stomach had started reminding me that I hadn’t eaten since the morning. And when I had hopefully asked the room if a meal might be forthcoming, nothing had happened except a brief swirl of whispered noise. The murmuring sounded more distressed than usual, but no assistance appeared.

      I lay down on top of the covers and let my head sink into the pillows. My defiance had seemed entirely justified when I first read the note, but perhaps I had been too hasty. I needed to understand the curse and the Beast if I was to find a way around the betrothal. And what better source could there be than my betrothed himself?

      As the last ray of sunset pierced my window, I scrambled off the bed and hurried over to the wardrobe. The doors flung themselves open before I could touch them and, for the first time, I smiled at the strange behavior of the castle. I hoped it meant I had been right—a second power existed here, and it wished to help me defeat the Beast.

      A breeze rushed through the room and rustled one particular dress. I pulled it out and examined it, frowning. I could tell, even without trying it on, that the soft material would fall flatteringly, clinging to my torso and waist before swishing elegantly around my hips and out into a small train. But I felt no need to dress up for the part-monster who was essentially my captor, and the room’s desire for me to do so made me question my earlier assumption as to whose side it was on.

      But as I reached to return it to the wardrobe, my hand stilled. The Beast insisted on treating me brusquely, as if I had no position or importance. If I wanted to remind him that I was a princess from a powerful kingdom, then I needed to look the part. Reluctantly I dressed and examined myself in the full-length mirror. Sure enough, knowing that I looked elegant and regal boosted my confidence.

      My stomach rumbled, and I hurried from the room in a swirl of satisfied whisperings. As I followed the sounds back to the entrance hall, I told myself that my decision most definitely had nothing whatsoever to do with my hunger, or the delicious food I had been served in the dining hall that morning.

      My steps slowed as I reached the open door, the glow of flames pouring out into the entrance hall. I took a deep breath and stepped through, half noting the blazing fire in the huge fireplace as my eyes locked onto the hulking form occupying the seat at the head of the table.

      His shaggy head came up at my entrance, and he pushed back his chair, standing silently. For a brief moment, our eyes met, and his piercing blue gaze froze me in place. How could such a monster possess such eyes?

      He seemed caught off guard by my appearance, a response at odds with his command that I attend the meal. Then I stepped forward and the unsettling moment was broken.

      I had to remind myself to be glad when I saw that my spot had been set at the Beast’s right hand rather than the distant foot of the table. I had told myself I wished for a chance to speak with him, but in truth I had hoped to have the long table between us.

      I took my place, and the chair pushed itself in behind me. I noted, distantly, that the moving furniture didn’t even surprise me. I was growing accustomed to the oddities of this castle. The scrape of a knife drew my eyes upwards, and I had to suppress a gasp at the sight of the Beast’s gleaming fangs, jutting from his human mouth. Apparently, I had yet to grow accustomed to my betrothed.

      I quickly looked down again, hoping he hadn’t noticed my moment of intimidation. A childish part of me wanted to return his earlier rudeness with silence of my own, but the larger part anticipated our first conversation with reluctant interest. I had spent so much time imagining the motivations and mindset of this man, and yet I had no idea what he would say.

      But the Beast did not speak. Instead he ate steadily, his hairy hands curling awkwardly around the cutlery. I followed his lead, glad to fill my stomach and gather my composure before launching into the inevitable conflict.

      The first course gave way to the second, and the glances I stole at him increased in frequency. The strange shape of his mouth clearly made eating difficult, but he persisted without comment. Twice when I looked his way, our eyes met. Both times I looked quickly away and then spent the next minutes trying to interpret the strange expression I had glimpsed on his face.

      The third time I refused to look down, holding his eyes instead, my own full of defiance. His eyes, as they met mine, seemed to glow, the warmth in them more unsettling than the harsher emotions I had glimpsed previously. Eventually I looked away, hating the faint flush which I could feel staining my cheeks. He had no business having eyes like that.

      I rushed to cover the awkwardness of the moment, sick of waiting for him to speak. “You may call me Sophie, if you like. Everyone does. I only use Sophia for formal occasions.” I paused to give him a chance to reply, but he remained silent, so I pressed on.

      “I suppose you must have been surprised to see me. My kingdom of Arcadia lies far across the seas—one of the Four Kingdoms. We are large and prosperous, and my family wish to expand our diplomatic and trade ties. My sister Lily and I were part of the delegation sent to Marin to open negotiations. We arrived in time to be caught up in the Princess Tourney which you called.”

      Surprised was probably an understatement. The Four Kingdoms had been cut off from these lands for generations. For so long, in fact, that our people had forgotten that a flotilla of ships ever left our shores to seek new lands.

      Yet, apparently, those ships had sailed away and found these lands, pristine and untouched. And then they beseeched the High King to set a wall of storms between us. Back then it had been the Four Kingdoms that had forgotten the High King’s decrees of true love and had turned their backs on the godmothers. Those who fled had sought protection from us.

      In the intervening generations, much had changed. And perhaps that was what had caused the storms to disappear, and our lands to find each other once again. Because now the Four Kingdoms flourished. The godmothers had assisted the rulers of each of the lands to find true love and, as decreed from the High King’s Palace of Light, the result was peace and prosperity for kingdoms ruled by love.

      Except Lily and I had found peace a little boring—a fact I now heartily regretted. When an Emissary had arrived unexpectedly from this unknown land, we had responded to the promise of adventure with enthusiasm. We had joined the return delegation to the duchy of Marin, and had found adventure enough in the danger of the Princess Tourney. The ancient laws of this foreign land had worked against us then, even as they protected me now.

      Thoughts of the Tourney sparked a flare of resentment inside me. Lily and I had suffered in many ways during the competition, and it had nearly sabotaged Lily’s chance at true love. All because of this silent creature sitting beside me.

      A small voice in the back of my mind whispered that it had sabotaged my chance of true love, but I suppressed it. I would find a way free from this forced betrothal, whatever it took.

      I glanced back at the Beast again. I hoped he had absorbed my words about my kingdom. I wanted him to know they would not sit idly by if he attempted to harm me. Should I tell him so outright? Or would such plain speaking spur him to anger? I weighed the risks either way.

      While I considered, the silence between us lengthened. I had moved past anger into incredulity, at this point. Did he really intend never to speak to me? What purpose could he have in such behavior? He had been the one to summon me, although I could hardly imagine why, based on his actions so far. I had feared on the journey here that he might expect too great an intimacy, but the opposite seemed to be true. He did not even want the most basic of interactions.

      But, on the other hand, he had demanded my presence at the meal. The contradictions made little sense, and I was sick of feeling uncertain and confused. I had tried being rude on the night of my arrival, and I had now twice tried being polite. I would ask him directly for an explanation—of the Tourney, of his curse, of his behavior.

      I opened my mouth to do so just as he shifted toward me. The huge bulk of his shoulders rippled with strength as his large hand stretched out. I remembered we were alone and how capable he would be of crushing me and closed my mouth again.

      A strange energy coursed through the huge, mostly empty room. The flames made the shadows dance and weave around me, and the air overly warm. I began to feel I was in a dream. It took me a moment to notice that the Beast had been holding another small piece of parchment out toward me. By the time I recognized the object, he had dropped it beside my plate.

      My hand trembled slightly as I picked it up.

      
        
        Will you marry me in the morning?

        

      

      “What?” I leaped to my feet, my chair clattering to the floor behind me for the second time in as many meals. In all my imaginings, I had not considered that he might press for such a quick wedding. Royal weddings took time to prepare and, surely, he could not expect me to marry him while I was alone here without support. Let alone while he and his kingdom remained cursed.

      “No!” I almost shouted the word, unable to meet his eyes. “Absolutely not!” I had started to grow a little comfortable in this castle—I had lost the edge of my fear and anger. But the thought of actually marrying my betrothed brought them flooding back.

      I turned to rush from the room, only to be jerked to a stop just before I reached the door. His large hand, the nails more like claws, easily wrapped around my upper arm and spun me around to face him. He held me close, although not quite pressed against him, his face leaning down toward mine.

      For a mad moment, I thought he meant to press his lips against mine and I froze, almost incapacitated by revulsion. But he made no move to close the small distance between us, instead pinning me in place with his eyes and his firm grip on my arm.

      A strange fascination filled me as his eyes pleaded with me for something I couldn’t understand. Only that morning I had resolved never to let him touch me. And yet the surge of energy which ignited me now contained as much intrigue as repulsion.

      I remembered his hand, soft against the neck of the black stallion. I felt the way his fingers gripped me now, firm and yet not hard enough to hurt. Something about his restrained strength enthralled me in a way I had not expected. What was going on inside the head of such a strange person?

      Fancy gripped me, and I imagined that his eyes were attempting to tell me—to pour everything from his mind into mine. That they were pleading with me to free him.

      But then my eyes dropped to his fangs, and I remembered. It was I who needed to be freed. This Beast had plucked me from my family, cut off my contact with them, isolated me completely, and now even attempted to physically restrain me.

      I stepped down hard on his foot, wrenching my arms from his grip at the same time. Shock crossed his face, and I didn’t wait for him to regain his balance. Picking up my skirts I fled from the room as fast as I could run.
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      I dived into my bed almost as fast as I had done the night before. The chest of drawers again blocked the door, and I had abandoned the gown in a crumpled mess on the floor. The lights had led my way, this time with the whispers swirling around me as well. They had died out into silence now, but I had taken some small comfort from their earlier presence.

      I tried to tell myself I was not alone, but I didn’t really believe it. I was more alone than I had ever imagined being. I had tried to be brave, but I had failed. I acknowledged now that it had been hunger, not bravery or strategy, that had driven me to dinner. And without my twin to back me up and support me, I had lost my courage.

      She had always led us, and I had always been content to let her. Content because I knew that in truth she needed me as much as I needed her. The thought brought a fresh bout of tears. How was Lily coping back in Marin, as cut off from me as I was from her?

      But she had Jon now, and a new place in this foreign land as the future duchess of Marin. I had seen a new strength grow in her throughout the Tourney, I had even used it to fuel my own resolve. But now that she was stripped away from me, I saw that it was not enough. Alone I was weak, when all I wanted was to be strong.

      For the second night, my tears soaked my pillow, and I could not will them to stop. Eventually, exhausted from my long day, I slipped into slumber.
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        * * *

      

      Once again, I was woken by the sunlight, my curtains still open from the day before. But unlike the previous morning, I didn’t have to fight back tears. Apparently, I had finally cried myself out. Or perhaps I was merely distracted by a thought. A thread that had woven its way through my restless dreams.

      I struggled now to capture it, certain of its importance. I had been haunted all night by the growls and roars and deafening silence of my betrothed. But also by his haunting eyes, pleading with me. And I had been sure of something in my sleep—a realization that I could no longer recall.

      It took me at least a minute to chase it down, the revelation finally bursting through my mind. My betrothed growled and snarled and roared like an animal, his mouth misshapen to fit beast-like fangs. What if it was not rudeness that drove his silence? What if he was actually unable to speak?

      I lay in bed for some minutes considering the idea from all angles. The more I thought about it, the more obvious it seemed, and I began to feel embarrassed for not seeing it before. His notes and his pleading eyes suddenly made sense. I sat up in bed, the new knowledge driving away any lingering melancholy. A new challenge had presented itself, and I felt glad for the distraction.

      I slipped out of bed, weighing possible means of communication, but paused. A new note had been slipped under the door while I slept. I rushed over to swoop it up, elated by my new understanding. Surely this was a letter from the prince, explaining his incapacity and apologizing for his behavior since my arrival. Of course, I had already worked it out without his explanation, but he couldn’t be expected to know that.

      But the glow of satisfaction died as soon as I opened the parchment and read the words inside. It could not, by any stretch of the imagination, be considered a letter. Instead it contained only a repeat of his demand from the day before.

      
        
        You will join me for the evening meal.

        

      

      I stared at it, rereading it three times before crumpling it up and flinging it into the embers of the fire. I had allowed my pleasure at solving the puzzle to blind me for a moment. The rudeness of his curt communications could not be blamed on his inability to speak. It came wholly from him. I should not have let myself forget I was dealing with a beast.

      I dressed myself in a mood of righteous indignation. Would it really have been so hard to write me a proper letter? I struggled to imagine his clawed hand holding a pen but pushed the thought aside. However hard it might be for him, it could not compare to the trials I had been through in the Tourney. It had most likely been pride that held him back. He had not wanted to admit his limitations, and I felt sure he was not the sort to ever apologize.

      I chewed my way through the food that had been laid out for me with more force than was necessary. I suspected that if I wanted an evening meal, I would have to eat it in his presence. And a part of me even relished the prospect. I would give him a piece of my mind and, if I was right, he would be entirely unable to answer back. I couldn’t resist a small grin at the thought. What girl hadn’t wished herself in such a position at some point or other?

      And in the meantime, I had the whole day before me. Going higher hadn’t allowed me to bypass the wall blocking me from Lily, so I couldn’t imagine going underground would help. I glanced out the window and admitted to myself that at least some of this conclusion came from the fact that I had no desire to go searching for the dungeons.

      The sun shone, despite the snow, and the open air called to me. Perhaps I needed to leave the boundaries of the castle. It might not be a wall so much as a barrier that blanketed this locality. In my anger and fear, I had assumed it was a specific block against me. But, in reality, that made no sense. No one even knew of our ability, so why would anyone plan against it?

      One glance at the snow-filled garden, full of blossoming flowers and glossy fruit, was enough to see that this place existed outside the usual laws of nature. I was becoming increasingly convinced that whatever magic fueled this enchantment blocked my projections by chance. I would take Chestnut and ride far enough beyond the castle to test my theory. But not so far that I might lose my way back. I had not forgotten the conditions in the rest of this kingdom, nor the consequences to myself and my family if I tried to defy the ancient laws that bound my betrothal.

      Glad for a purpose that would take me outside and into the company of my horse—currently my only friend—I hummed as I hurried my final preparations. I might be talking to Lily again within the hour.

      Chestnut seemed happy to see me and eager for exercise. I easily found her saddle and fitted it quickly, glad my parents had made me learn how to care for my mount myself. I had been relieved to see no sign of the Beast, but confused to still discover no sign of anyone else either. Yet Chestnut’s straw was fresh and her coat recently groomed.

      I thrust off thought of the mystery, too eager to speak to my sister to lend it my full attention. A mounting block outside the stable helped me onto Chestnut’s back, and we were soon walking through the gardens.

      I had intended to move quickly toward the aisle of orange trees, but my fascination held me back. I let Chestnut wander through the plants at a walk. The hours spent surrounded by the enchantment of the castle had softened the unease the strange garden had initially produced. I could now see the unusual beauty of it—the colors gorgeous against the pure white of the undisturbed snow.

      I spotted an intricate rose garden far to my left and nearly turned Chestnut toward it. But at the same time, I saw the first of the orange trees on my right and remembered my purpose. I directed my mare’s nose toward the row of trees and urged her into a trot.

      The warmth of the sun beat against my shoulders, and I marveled that it did not melt the snow. As we moved into the aisle, I let Chestnut settle back into a walk. I steered her to one side, brushing close against the trees. Clumps of delicate white flowers alternated with plump-looking orange globes. The intoxicating scent of the flowers surrounded me, and I had to stop myself from picking one of the fruit. It looked juicy and delicious, but I didn’t know if it was safe to eat something so clearly enchanted.

      I felt more relaxed than I had since leaving Marin. It was hard to feel stressed or afraid when every sense was flooded with so much beauty. I breathed deeply and closed my eyes. For the first time in days, I felt hope—as I always did amid the beauty of a garden.

      When I opened my eyes again, I noticed a tall set of iron gates, located at the end of the trees. Both sides were flung open, giving free passage into and out of the aisle. And from the look of the grass growing around the bottom of the metal, the Beast was not in the habit of closing them. I hadn’t noticed the gates from inside the carriage, but I could hardly be surprised given my state of distraction at the time.

      Unconsciously I pushed Chestnut back into a trot, spurred on by the glimpse of freedom ahead. Lily, I’m coming! I projected, although I knew she would not receive it.

      Before I reached the gate, however, the sound of pounding hooves drew my attention. Flashing between the trees, I caught glimpses of a huge black horse, thundering along outside the aisle. The Beast rode his stallion as if the two were one, moving more gracefully together than I had imagined two such giants could.

      I slowed slightly, unable to tear my eyes from the sight of them. Once again, I found myself captured by the controlled power of the Beast. He appeared to be racing to meet me, and for an unthinking moment I felt glad, pleased to have the opportunity to examine his technique more closely.

      But he didn’t give any sign of greeting or turn his mount into the aisle to ride beside me. Instead, just as I neared the gate, he swung his stallion’s head sharply, turning him perpendicular to the path I rode. As he crossed the open gateway, he pulled his horse to a sharp halt, the stallion rearing up, his hooves flashing through the air.

      The Beast’s roar rang out through the garden, crashing through the still beauty of our surroundings.  I scrambled to pull Chestnut up before we were crushed by the stallion’s hooves. The mare neighed loudly as I tugged on the reins, lifting her own front hooves as she attempted to pivot away.

      Brown mane streamed in my face. A black coat flashed before me. Sharp hooves and dark riding boots streaked past, rising and then falling. And then, somehow, we had avoided a collision. Branches and leaves filled my vision as Chestnut, having regained her balance, took off running. She shot between two trees and out into more open ground, racing toward the garden that surrounded the far end of the row of trees.

      I fought to keep my seat and break through her blind panic. It wasn’t the first time a mount of mine had bolted, but it had never happened on such unfamiliar ground. Unaware of potential dangers in the terrain, I struggled to get her quickly back under control.

      Just as I felt her begin to calm beneath me, the sound of hooves once again filled my ears. I glanced swiftly back, under my arm, and saw the flash of black as the Beast raced toward us. Chestnut, hearing the approach, picked her pace back up.

      I bit back a scream. Was he trying to get me killed?

      The longer legs of the stallion quickly brought them alongside us. The Beast leaned toward me, reaching out with one hand. With shock, I realized his intention. He was attempting to stop Chestnut.

      In panic, I turned my eyes away from the ground ahead and met his eyes for a fleeting moment. “Stop!” I screamed with all the air in my lungs. “Leave me be! Are you insane?”

      He seemed to falter at the determination and anger on my face. His pace slowed slightly, and I took a deep breath of relief, transferring my full attention back to Chestnut as he fell away.

      The garden raced toward us, and my heart pounded at her renewed speed. I could feel the unthinking terror filling her and wondered if I should aim her toward the castle. She would swerve before she hit the building, but would she throw me off in the process?

      As she leaped over the first of the garden beds, I noticed that the ground rose to one side of the castle. Angling her in that direction, I pointed her uphill and toward the clearest ground I could see. I held my breath as we thundered forward, sitting back in my seat and pulling periodically on the reins.

      Gradually I felt her speed shift and slow. As the castle flew past us, she dropped down to a more controlled gallop and then slower still. As we crested the rise, she finally transitioned into a trembling walk. I slumped slightly in the saddle taking deep, gulping breaths.

      I closed my eyes for a second, heart still racing from the near disaster. The Beast had prevented me from leaving. It was the only explanation that made sense. I narrowed my eyes. He had purposefully blocked my passage and had done so in the most dangerous way possible, without thought for my safety.

      I wheeled Chestnut back around and walked her to the front steps of the castle. The Beast stood there, his stallion’s reins in his hand and his eyes on me. It was hard to read the veiled emotion in them, although he was calmer than I had expected.

      The same couldn’t be said of me. “How dare you!” I drew myself up tall, staying on Chestnut’s back to give me extra height over the dismounted Beast. “You could have killed me. Do not ever attempt to touch my mount again.”

      My chest heaved with my angry breaths while the Beast watched me calmly. After a moment, he bowed his head in apparent acquiescence. I felt an ungracious surge of triumph at his capitulation. “And do not attempt to control where I go. We may be betrothed, but I am not your property to order as you will. If I wish to leave the castle, I will.”

      He froze, not a muscle moving as his eyes tightened. Then he bared his fangs and growled, the sound starting low, but gaining quickly in volume. My eyes widened, and Chestnut shied, reacting to my tensing legs as much as the noise.

      She turned her head toward the stable, and I encouraged her to move faster with a further tightening of my knees. As we fled ignominiously, I felt shame course through me. Once again, my courage had failed me.
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      I trembled the whole time I groomed Chestnut, as the terrified energy of the ride and the tension of the confrontation with the Beast drained away. When I finally made it back to my room, I had regained my calm. Until I saw a new parchment pushed under the door.

      
        
        You will not leave the castle grounds under any circumstances. It is not safe. The gate will remain closed and locked from now on. Do not try to circumvent it.

        

      

      No details or real explanation. No apology for nearly getting me killed. The new note followed the last one into the fire. There was no way now that I would be attending a meal with him, even if it meant going hungry.

      As twilight approached, the sound of inaudible whispers filled the room. The wardrobe door rattled and opened, a breeze ruffling the dresses. I resolutely turned away, despite my rumbling stomach.

      The whispers seemed to grow more agitated, the soft sound growing louder and more discordant. The door of my room swung open, and I strode over and slammed it shut again. The whispers went silent for a moment before bursting out louder than ever. I went over and sat in a chair by the window, staring out into the garden below as the last rays of sunset burnished the flowers.

      More rattling emanated from the wardrobe, but I resolutely ignored it. Material enveloped me, and I yelped inelegantly, fighting my way free of the many layers. I stood up and glared down at the violet dress which had apparently been dropped on my head.

      I turned my glare on the room but, of course, it remained empty. “Leave me alone,” I said out loud. “I’m not going.”

      More rattling and rustling spread through the room, and my door swung open again, but I continued to glare indiscriminately until it slowly subsided. “If he wants me to eat with him, he needs to learn to ask nicely.”

      A sound more like a sigh than a whisper filled the room, followed by silence and the soft closing of the door. I shook my head. I had been right the night before—the castle seemed committed to my dinners with the Beast.

      I flopped down on my bed. My defiant stance unfortunately meant a night of boredom as well as a night of hunger. I sat up abruptly. The food I had so far eaten had tasted real enough and had filled my stomach. If it was only delivered by the enchantment and not created by it, then there might be a kitchen full of food in here somewhere. A kitchen where I could requisition a meal.

      Given their recent agitation, I doubted the lights or whispers would be inclined to help me circumvent the Beast’s orders in this way. But I had spent my entire life in various palaces and castles, and I was starting to get a feel for this one. I suspected I would be able to find my way there eventually.

      Listening at the door for any hint of movement in the passage outside, I pushed the door partially open and slipped out of the room. I felt a little ridiculous creeping along through empty passageways in a castle that contained only one other inhabitant—and one who was presumably in the dining hall. But somehow—possibly due to wishful thinking—I had begun to think of the whispers as companions. Slightly misguided ones, perhaps, but company of a sort. And I wasn’t entirely sure what they would do if they saw me.

      I chuckled quietly. If they saw me. Whispers didn’t exactly have eyes, and for all I knew they were part of the magic of the castle, in which case I was trying to hide from the walls themselves. But still I trod as quietly as possible, stopping to listen and then peer around each corner.

      It took me well over an hour to find the kitchens, by which time I was beginning to fear that the Beast must be finishing his own solitary meal. And I had no idea where he went when he wasn’t riding or eating. The thought made me tread even more carefully, but it also made me more determined. I would not go to sleep with an empty stomach while he satisfied his hunger.

      When I finally reached a promising doorway, I stuck my head around cautiously. Sure enough, a large kitchen greeted me with a cheerful fire burning in one of the fireplaces. I thought I had become used to the strange ways of the castle, but my knees gave a slight wobble at the sight of plates, cutlery, and food flying around the room. After a moment, I registered the presence of the whispers.

      I stood there motionless until a sort of pattern emerged. The remains of a delicious looking feast were cleaning themselves up, scraps making their way into scrap buckets of their own accord and dishes washing themselves. If I hadn’t felt so unnerved, I would have laughed at the comical sight.

      I wish you could see this, Lily, I projected into the nothingness. I wish you were here.

      The whispers seemed to rise in volume as I thought of my sister, although still stopping short of any clear meaning. I sat just outside the doorway and let myself fall into the grip of sadness and loneliness. What was the point of new sights and adventures if I had no one to share them with?

      A loud crash and a renewed surge of whispers distracted me from my melancholy. Peering into the room once more, I saw that shards from a large dish now lay scattered across the floor. I could almost hear a recriminatory tone to the sound of the whispers, and they sounded so much like words that I listened intently hoping to decipher something. They had become much louder since I had first encountered them, and I didn’t understand how I was still unable to hear any words amid the rustling, murmuring sound.

      I held my breath, tipping one ear toward the kitchen, but still the sound seemed to slip past my consciousness. I thought again of my twin and all the theories she would have about this odd place, and a sudden thought struck me. I had put plenty of effort into connecting with her, throwing my projections out in her direction, but I hadn’t put the same experimentation into listening. Perhaps if I could not reach her, she could still reach me.

      It was a more difficult prospect, of course, because it required that she be attempting to reach me at the exact moment that I was attempting to listen. But the more I understood and perfected my ability to listen, the more likely I would hear her next time she projected. The thought excited me enough that I didn’t want to wait.

      I settled myself more comfortably against the wall and closed my eyes. At first, I strained my ears, as I had done moments before, and I had to remind myself that I had never used my mouth or ears to project with Lily. Instead I tried to clear my mind and focus on what it felt like to hear her voice in my mind.

      Hurry up!

      I flinched with shock at the clear words.

      Lily! I responded instinctively, reaching out for our familiar connection. But instead I hit the mental wall, feeling nothing but a cold emptiness where my usual sense of my sister lay. I took a deep breath, shaking slightly from shock.

      I had heard the words. I was sure I hadn’t imagined them. I replayed them in my mind and realized the voice had sounded nothing like Lily’s. And the words themselves made no sense. I closed my eyes and listened again, this time focusing on the sensation of making my mind receptive, of opening it to whatever path my projections traveled. I made no effort to cast my own thoughts out, and I similarly put away all thought of my sister or the familiar cadence of her thoughts.

      If you weren’t so busy gossiping, Tara, you wouldn’t have dropped the platter. Now what are we to use to serve the prince’s potatoes?

      Yes! I cheered myself silently.

      Oh hush, Gilda, you’re always complaining. The castle has a hundred platters.

      Watch your tongue, girl, or I’ll make sure you’re sent out to the stables to shovel manure.

      As an outraged gasp sounded inside my mind, I carefully peered back into the kitchen. Most of the food had been cleared away, but a dish hung frozen half inside a large sink of water and several other items hung in various positions around the room.

      You’re not head chef, yet, Gilda. A third voice entered the conversation, deep and slow. So don’t get ahead of yourself.

      I’m just trying to keep order, Matthew. The Gilda voice sounded grumpy, but she offered no further comment, and the various frozen objects began to move again.

      I swallowed and whipped my head back out of sight. For a long moment I simply sat there, making no effort to move or even to listen. Now that I had stopped trying, the inaudible whispers sounded again.

      I closed my eyes and pictured the scene in the kitchens. Apparently, it was spirits who served the Beast and his castle. I shivered. Except the conversation hadn’t sounded much like otherworldly spirits. In truth, Gilda sounded very like a head chambermaid from my own palace who had always secretly terrified me a little. And Matthew had sounded so much like a stable master that I could almost picture him. They certainly sounded nothing like spirits.

      I considered another interpretation. Invisible servants. I chewed on a fat curl of hair while I rolled the idea over in my mind. So many things began to make sense. The missing people of Palinar. The doors that opened themselves. My guides through the castle. The unmanned coach. Even the words I had heard my first night in the coach when I had been half asleep, my mind relaxed.

      A new thought hit me and two tears leaked down my face unheeded. I was not alone here with the Beast, after all. I had a whole castle of potential companions, if I could only find a way to communicate with them. Seeing them would be nice, too, but definitely secondary.

      A tiny part of me felt sad to realize that no magical force had been assisting my efforts to defeat the Beast, but I thrust it aside. The inhabitants of the castle had helped when I had asked, which suggested they were friendly. And I preferred a friend to an inhuman magical purpose, even if that magic was helping me.

      I reached out with my mind for the voices I had heard, trying to connect with their conversation, but I heard nothing. I frowned and tried again. Still nothing. The sensation of reaching out for Lily and connecting with her mind felt so familiar that I couldn’t understand why it wasn’t working now. I tried again without success. I couldn’t even hear the whispers now.

      I stopped trying and relaxed, and the whispers rushed back. I could understand now why I had been unable to hear them more clearly by listening harder. They weren’t a physical sound, but a brushing against my mental awareness.

      I resisted the urge to attempt to connect to any of them, or to the people behind them, as I usually did with Lily. Instead, I replicated my earlier efforts, opening my mind to an extra awareness and focusing merely on being receptive.

      Aren’t you finished yet?

      Sorry, Gilda. The voice sounded young, like a child, and guilty.

      You always say that, and yet you’re always slow. How sorry can you really be? I detected a note of affection under Gilda’s harsh words.

      I expanded my awareness.

      So, then he invited me to go walking with him after the chores are done.

      He didn’t!

      Really! Several mental giggles sounded along with the words.

      I crawled forward to peer into the kitchen again. It was a different sort of listening from what I was used to with Lily. With my twin, it took no effort at all, a mental connection that bonded me directly to her and required the merest thought from either of us to spring into being. This felt more like opening a new set of mental ears to the general chatter of the world. I could feel no sense of the person behind the words, and I had no channel to receive an impression of their emotions or wellbeing like I usually did with Lily.

      But I found, with concentration, I could tell the direction the voices came from. I identified that the voices of the girls giggling over one of the grooms came from several sinks where dishes appeared to wash themselves. And that the voices of Gilda and the boy came from a silver fork that was being polished by an industrious cloth floating in the air.

      Matthew, the one who had sounded so much like my old stable master, hadn’t spoken again, so I couldn’t be sure where he might be positioned. For all I knew he had left the room.

      A loud mental gasp rang out, but it ended too quickly for me to tell where it had come from.

      I recognized the shocked response as coming from Gilda, however. It’s Princess Sophia!

      I had been caught. I bit my lip and looked around the room at the flying items, not sure where to direct my gaze.

      Where? I want to see her!

      What’s she doing here?

      What’s she doing on the floor?

      A flush crept up my face at my foolish position. I scrambled up off my hands and knees and stepped into the room. “Good evening,” I said aloud with as much confidence as I could muster while brushing off my hands. “I don’t suppose someone could find me some food?”

      She’s speaking to us!

      Well, not to us exactly. One of the chambermaids told me that she sometimes speaks to the castle. She’s very polite, apparently.

      Except to the prince. I heard she told him off.

      Told off the prince! I wouldn’t dare!

      Well of course you wouldn’t—as is right. You’re a scullery maid, not a princess. Gilda sounded disapproving of the girls but did nothing to silence their conversation, obviously as certain as the rest that I couldn’t hear them.

      Oh, and you would, Gilda? I thought I recognized the defiant Tara. He was scary even before the curse.

      As scary as he was handsome, said one of the gigglers.

      I think she must be very brave, added Tara, and my heart instantly warmed to her.

      She’s as beautiful as we’d hoped, said a voice I didn’t recognize.

      But why was she crawling around on the floor? The last voice sounded much more doubtful about me than the others.

      I cleared my throat. “I apologize for disturbing you, but I would greatly appreciate some food if you could find some. Just some bread and cheese would be sufficient.”

      I don’t know that His Highness would want us to feed her after she refused his invitation. Gilda sounded torn.

      I suppressed a snort. Invitation. That was one name for his curt command.

      But she’s a princess, Gilda. Surely we can’t disobey her! I got the distinct impression Tara was merely attempting to distress the more senior woman.

      We can hardly let our royal guest starve, said the voice I recognized as Matthew. And she’s to be our mistress, is she not? Seems to me she’s as much right as any to be giving orders around here.

      I’m not sure that His Highness would see it quite that way, said the earlier doubting voice. He seemed to be located near Matthew, and I wondered if he was a footman or a groom.

      My stomach grumbled loudly, and I lost my patience. “I don’t care how ‘His Highness’ sees it. I am not the Beast’s prisoner, and I will not be constrained by his orders.”

      Shocked silence filled the room.
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      Can she…can she hear us?

      Impossible! But the doubting footman (or groom) didn’t sound quite sure.

      “Certainly I can hear you,” I said calmly, as if such a circumstance was to be expected.

      She must truly be the one! The scullery maid sounded breathless.

      “The one? What one?”

      Never mind their babble, Your Highness, said Gilda quickly, clearly trying to turn the subject. Have a seat, and let me get you some food. I’m sure we can find something more suitable than bread and cheese.

      “Truly, I don’t want to be a bother.” I was grateful for my years of practice with Lily, because it felt strange speaking aloud in response to a mental projection. But I wasn’t confident I could project in the general way they did. I felt grateful enough I had worked out how to hear them.

      Bother? No, indeed. You must forgive our foolish words before. Ah. Gilda’s change of tone now made sense. She must be scrambling to remember what they had all said previously.

      But I had no desire to alienate the first people I had spoken to in days. Excluding the Beast, of course. “Thank you, and I can’t imagine what you mean.”

      Please, have a seat. The kitchen tables were lined with long benches that could be tucked away when not in use, but the head and foot had wide, elaborately carved wooden chairs. One of them scraped backwards, presumably pulled out by one of the invisible servants, and I carefully made my way toward it.

      I hadn’t collided with anyone in my days at the castle, so I assumed they had all been making some effort to avoid me. But walking among them still made me uncomfortable. I had to resist the urge to stretch my arms out in front of me as I moved.

      As I sat, sudden conversation burst out all around me, along with a flurry of sound from various plates and pots and cupboards. Trying to follow their words alongside the cacophony of actual noise hurt my head. I let my concentration drop away, and the words faded back into whispers. I could only hope it became easier with practice, or I would spend each day in a perpetual headache.

      When I realized a platter of food had been hovering beside me for some time, I started and reopened my awareness.

      Apologies, Your Highness, is something not to your liking? The tone sounded a little snide, and I was almost certain it belonged to the doubter from earlier—a footman, then.

      “No, indeed, I apologize. It looks delicious.” The food started traveling from the platter to my plate on a large silver spoon. I watched it, too fascinated to look away. “May I ask your name?”

      Connor, Your Highness.

      Several other voices started talking at once, and I held up my hand. Silence fell. “I’m afraid it’s rather difficult to follow a conversation when you can’t see any of the speakers.” My connection with Lily was so close that I didn’t need her body language to understand her words. Plus, there was only one of her. It was astonishingly difficult to follow an invisible group such as this. “I’ll need you to project a bit more slowly, and one at a time.”

      Project? What do you mean? The curious child’s voice sounded from the far corner of the room where he had no doubt been banished following my arrival.

      Hush, Gordon! Don’t disturb Her Highness. I could have anticipated Gilda’s rushed response.

      “No, it’s fine. I don’t mind.” I looked in the direction of the voice. “Gordon, is it?”

      After a moment of silence, one of the scullery maids whispered, She can’t see you, idiot! and Gordon mumbled a quick, Yes, Your Highness.

      I grinned, sure he must have initially nodded in response. “I don’t hear you with my ears, but rather in my mind. Projecting is merely what I call such communication—when you send out your thoughts rather than speaking aloud.”

      I don’t know anything about thoughts, Gordon sounded confused. I’m just speaking like always.

      “Oh.” I looked around, wishing I wasn’t surveying a room of empty air. “I think someone needs to tell me exactly what is going on here.”

      Silence reigned, and I imagined them all looking at each other, wondering who was going to speak. I had already pictured faces for them all, I couldn’t help myself.

      Well, Your Highness, said Matthew at last, it seems we’ve all been caught up in some sort of…curse. His voice hesitated strangely over the word, and my brows drew together. As best we can tell, we’ve all been sort of…moved sideways. Into some other realm, I suppose. He sounded uneasy with the talk of other realms. We can see, hear and interact with each other like normal. And we can interact with objects just fine. But we soon discovered no one outside Palinar can see or hear us at all. We have our animals with us even. He paused, and I thought of the coach that I had assumed to be horse and driver-less. Which is why we weren’t expecting Your Highness to be so astute, and why we know nothing of this projection you speak of.

      He paused again as if hoping for some sort of explanation, but I remained silent, unwilling to tell him of my gift. When he said nothing more, I prodded him. “But why have you been cursed?”

      Another moment of awkward silence and then Gilda rushed in. Well, as to that, Your Highness, who can say? Certainly not the likes of us.

      I frowned. It was easy to tell they knew more than they were saying. I let it go for now. “But what of the Beast, and his horses? I can see them well enough.”

      Matthew made a sound like a throat clearing.

      At first the royals were excluded. Alone in a kingdom without man or beast. But then a godmother came and allowed the young prince to see and hear us, here in the bounds of his own castle. She even gave him back his favorite mounts.

      He spoke as if the godmother had been granting the prince a favor, yet his beastly shape suggested otherwise. Or had that been part of the original curse, and she had been unable to lift it for some reason? Clearly there was far more to this story than the servants were willing to reveal. What were they hiding? And who did they seek to protect with their silence?

      “And what of King Nicolas and Queen Ruby? Are they at the palace in the capital? Why have they not sought assistance from the other kingdoms?”

      No, young princess, Matthew’s voice sounded heavy and weary. Their Majesties are no longer with us.

      I frowned at his cryptic choice of words, spooning food into my mouth to give me a chance to think. So the king and queen were dead. And no one wanted to tell me how. Or why the kingdom had been cursed. What would they tell me, then?

      “Why did the Beast…” A rustle sounded at my choice of name, but I ignored it. “Why did he call the Princess Tourney? Why did he seek a betrothal when he cannot even speak?”

      You’ll have to ask the young prince that for yourself, Princess Sophia.

      “Princess Sophie,” I said without thinking. “No one calls me Sophia.” I took another bite.

      A sudden roar, resounding through both my mind and my ears, made me wince and drop food into my lap.

      What is going on here? The Beast’s anger was far more intimidating now that I could hear him in my mind as well. I wiped up the spilled food before I looked up at him, giving myself a chance to regain my composure. Several of the servants were attempting to babble explanations, and I didn’t try to separate out their words, although I did keep my mind receptive, curious to hear the Beast speak again.

      I gave clear commands that no evening meal was to be served except in the dining hall. His voice vibrated with the same power and authority that he wore so easily on his misshapen body. It was even deeper than I had imagined, as if a growl lurked behind every word.

      The servants fell silent while I looked at him as calmly as I could manage and took another large bite. His eyes narrowed, and his hand trembled slightly. Answer me!

      Once again it was Matthew who took the lead. Aye, that you did, young master. He spoke with the same measured tones he had done before the Beast’s arrival. But the young princess ordered different. And who are we to disobey royalty?

      The Beast curled his hand into a fist. It is my orders that will be obeyed in this castle. Do you hear me? He took two long strides forward and swept his fist across the table, catapulting my plate against the far wall. I flinched, and he fell back half a step, a strange expression crossing his face.

      Don’t you be forgetting that’s your betrothed, there, young master, said Matthew, and I admired his courage. I was still trying to calm my pounding heart.

      The Beast whirled around to glare at where I presumed Matthew to be sitting. Not by my choice, as I need not remind you. His words came out low and dangerous. I allow you too much license, Stable Master.

      I shot to my feet. It was Matthew who had at least begun to answer my questions, and now he had stood up to the Beast for me. I could not allow him to be threatened in such a way.

      The Beast swiveled to stare at me, and I met his eyes. “Then I will now remind you that I am your betrothed. And a princess of Arcadia. It is time for your imperious orders to cease. And if you make any further attempts to prevent me from eating, you will not like the consequences, I assure you.”

      His eyes widened as he realized I could hear and understand him. I held his gaze, my own icy, for just a moment longer and then swept from the room.

      As I hurried back toward my bedchamber, I congratulated myself on my exit. Seeing him silenced by shock had been just as satisfying as I had hoped.

      But before I reached the room, a heavy hand on my shoulder swung me around. I gasped to find myself confronting the hulking Beast. I hadn’t even heard his approach.

      So, you can hear me now, Sophie.

      I flinched at the sound of my name without my title. It felt strangely intimate hearing his voice say it into my mind, here all alone in this dim corridor. I swallowed, trying to instill some confidence into my voice before I spoke.

      “I meant what I said. No more orders.”

      A request then? The soft whisper still seemed to hold the hint of a growl. We have much to speak of.

      I bit my lip, wanting to refuse but knowing he was right. I couldn’t let my pride reject his request when I needed information he possessed. I inclined my head. “Very well, then, I will join you in the dining hall tomorrow evening.”

      His hand, still holding me close, didn’t loosen, and his eyes searched my face. Did I imagine the barest hint of admiration in his gaze? I had expected anger at my defiance.

      He lowered his face closer to mine and, somehow, I did not pull away. Instead, as his mental voice dropped even quieter, I instinctively swayed toward him, straining to hear with my physical ears. Will you marry me in the morning, Sophie?

      I started violently, unprepared for his repeated request. He dropped his hand, and I stepped quickly back. For a moment, I was tempted to flee, but I stopped myself. “I will not agree to a wedding date until my twin is here at my side.”

      He cocked his head slightly to one side, a curious look passing over his face. Then a dark cloud seemed to settle over him. It is not safe for anyone to travel here. The way is barred.

      “Then we shall have to wait for the curse to be lifted.”

      Impossible. He stepped toward me, and then quickly away again. Remember, Sophie, that you won the Tourney. You are bound by the ancient laws…unless you wish to see this darkness cover your own lands as well.

      I trembled at the image his words conjured.

      You will marry me, Princess Sophia of Arcadia. You must.

      With that dark promise—or threat—he turned and stalked away into the blackness of the corridor.

      I stood there for a full minute before stumbling the rest of the way into my room. I thought I was alone but issued a command for any servants to leave, just in case. As I blindly prepared for bed, my mind tumbled around and around in circles. The Beast had indicated to Matthew that he had not chosen the betrothal. That he did not want it. And yet he kept pushing for the wedding. I could make no sense of it. I needed more information.

      It wasn’t until I lay in bed in the darkness, that I thought of his younger sister, Princess Adelaide. No one had spoken of her fate, left alone in a kingdom with only her brother, and now gone without trace. I pulled the covers over my head and closed my mind. If any servants entered my room, I preferred inaudible whispers to any further words.
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      For the first time, I had remembered to close my curtains, so I slept late the next morning. When I woke, the room looked exactly as I had left it the night before. Obviously, someone had heard my demand to be left alone and had taken me seriously. I sat up in bed and hugged my knees. While I was grateful to see they had respected my order, I couldn’t help feeling a tingle of discomfort to know there had previously been invisible people in my bedchamber.

      I slid out of bed, wrapped myself in a robe I found draped over the back of a chair and padded to the door. Leaning out into the corridor, I opened my mind to hear the servants. Silence. Another difference between listening to the servants and to Lily—apparently distance made a difference. In truth, I felt grateful. I couldn’t imagine having to sort through the conversations of everyone in the castle at once.

      Looking around the room, I found a bell tucked away on a high shelf. Leaning out into the corridor, I rang it for several seconds. I then left the door open and retreated into the room to wait.

      I had no way to hear the small incidental noises of the servants such as the sound of footsteps, so for a while I was straining my mind to nothing but silence. When a voice finally did sound, I jumped.

      Your Highness? A girl, possibly around my own age. Did…did you ring?

      “Yes, I did. Thank you for coming.”

      Of…of course.

      “What’s your name?” Admittedly I didn’t know the names of every servant back at home in our palace in Arcadia, but without the ability to see any of the Palinarans, I found myself looking for something to attach to them.

      The girl didn’t respond at first. Had I surprised her with the request? It’s Lottie, Your Highness.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lottie. You sound a little nervous. Is anything wrong?” I hoped the Beast hadn’t been rampaging around the castle while I slept punishing the servants for feeding me.

      Oh, no, Your Highness. I’ve just never spoken to royalty before. I’m only a chambermaid. But everyone in the castle has heard about how you can hear us after all, and there was no one else around, and I thought…

      “Yes, indeed. You’ve quite saved me.” I smiled, trying to put her at ease. “It’s a little hard to find anyone when everyone is invisible.”

      It must be very strange. She sounded fascinated. I can’t imagine such a thing.

      “It is a little odd, yes,” I said, wryly noting my instinct toward understatement. “But I’m slowly getting used to it.” I paused, considering. “You said you’ve never spoken to royalty before…I understand this is the Beast’s own castle.”

      It is Prince Dominic’s castle, yes. Her slow words clearly communicated her unease at my manner of referring to the castle’s master. I couldn’t help but smile a little, although it was probably childish of me. Every time I called him the Beast, it felt like a small defiance.

      “Do none of his family or other nobility live here with him? What about before the curse?”

      Oh, no, Princess Sophie. Prince Dominic rarely invites others here. Even Princess Adelaide hasn’t been here for over six years.

      “Princess Adelaide?” I jumped on her mention of the Beast’s younger sister. “Do you know where she is now?”

      I…I couldn’t say, Your Highness.

      I sighed. What did that mean? That she didn’t know? That something was preventing her from saying? Or that she had been instructed not to give me any information on the curse and the missing royals? I changed direction, not wanting to discomfort her.

      “So, there are no invisible members of court wandering around? It’s just the Beast and the staff?”

      We are isolated here at the heir’s castle. And Prince Dominic doesn’t like for any of us to leave the protection of the grounds. Wastelands have sprung up across the kingdom, and the animals which roam it keep us in as well as others out. Rumor says that some of the court wanted to brave the danger and attempt to seek help from the other kingdoms. But Prince Dominic warned them not to challenge the boundaries put in place by the ancient laws, lest we brought more darkness on ourselves. The court has disbanded and the nobility have all returned to their own lands, to protect their people as well as they might.

      I must have looked concerned because she rushed to reassure me. Don’t worry, we are safe here, Your Highness. The godmother has placed a special boundary around the castle grounds.

      Another mention of how this godmother had helped the Beast. Only it seemed a strange kind of helping to me. If only I knew the whole story. I chewed a strand of hair thoughtfully. She had already been more communicative than most of the staff in the kitchen. And I suspected I was more likely to convince her to confide in me than I was a more senior staff member. I made a sudden decision.

      “Are you one of the maids who has been cleaning my chamber, Lottie?”

      Yes, Princess Sophie. Is it not to your liking?

      “No, no, everything has been lovely.” I paused, then leaned forward. “Lottie, in truth, it is a little unnerving to me to think of having someone in my bedchamber who I cannot see. I would like to requisition you for a special role.”

      Me, Your Highness? Are you sure?

      “Yes, of course. It will not be so very different from your present role, although I hope you will be willing to assist me with dressing and such things.”

      Me—a lady’s maid? She sounded more astonished than displeased, so I continued.

      “Well, I will need the room cleaned as well. What I would like, Lottie, is if you would become my personal maid, and I will give orders that no other servants are to enter my chamber at any time.” I considered. “And you must promise me that you will inform me whenever you enter or exit the room while I am present. I would like to always know if you are here or not. Can you do that?”

      Certainly, Your Highness. She sounded a little breathless. It would be an honor.

      I smiled. Lottie might not have experience as a lady’s maid, but I already preferred her to whoever had attempted to dress me up for the Beast earlier. Hopefully, I would be able to ease her out of some of her deference. I was pretty sure I had heard my title more times in our few minutes of conversation than in the whole of the last week. It was a little exhausting.

      A very different sort of personality sprung into my mind, and a grin spread across my face. “I wouldn’t wish you to be exhausted, and of course you must have the chance to have a break from guarding my room. I will request a second maid. I met one yesterday, in fact. Tara, I believe her name was.”

      Tara…the serving maid? Apparently, I had shocked her enough to drop my title. I tried to suppress my earlier grin but didn’t quite succeed.

      “She seemed like a lovely girl,” I said gravely.

      I suppose so, Your Highness. Her disapproval was patent, but I ignored it.

      “I haven’t actually met the steward or housekeeper yet, so could you ask them to attend me here as soon as possible? I will convey my new orders regarding my chamber and request yours and Tara’s services.”

      Certainly, Princess Sophie. I’m certain they will come immediately.

      “Thank you.”

      There was a moment of silence, and then, I am exiting the room, Princess Sophie.

      “Thank you, Lottie.” It seemed my instinct had been right. Lottie would be a diligent personal maid.

      A pang of hunger made me hurry to my feet and rush to the now closed door. Flinging it open, I called into the apparently empty corridor. “And please have a meal sent up as soon as possible!”

      Certainly, Your Highness. Lottie sounded more distant than she had before. I sighed with relief at having caught her before she traveled out of earshot. I hadn’t gotten to finish my meal the night before. In fact, far too many of my meals since I had arrived had been missed or interrupted.

      I thought uneasily of the meal I had promised to eat with the Beast that night. Hopefully we would be able to keep our conflict in check long enough for me to eat my fill. But perhaps I should order some afternoon refreshments from Lottie or Tara, just in case.
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        * * *

      

      The steward and housekeeper were respectful and obliging. If they found my requests odd or inconvenient, they hid it well. Not surprising, perhaps, if they were used to the Beast’s fits and tempers.

      I brooded darkly on his overweening sense of authority as I made my way down to the dining hall around sunset. I found it insufferable enough, and I was free to defy it. I couldn’t imagine being one of his servants, forced to accept his ill temper without demur.

      The table had been laid out in the same manner as previously, the Beast once again rising to his feet at my entrance. He seemed to have taken a little more care in his clothing, but the fine clothes still looked odd and out of place on his strangely bulky frame. I carefully avoided meeting his eyes, unwilling to deal with whatever intense emotion might be lurking there.

      I took my place with a nodded greeting and waited politely for him to be reseated before beginning to eat. For the first couple of minutes neither of us spoke, and I was reminded of our first meal together. Except that this time I strained my mind beneath my calm exterior, forcing myself into a receptive state at odds with the tension I felt at his presence. My only purpose for being here was to gain information, and I didn’t want to miss anything he might say.

      I hear you are already ordering my servants as you see fit, he said at last.

      “Do you have a problem with that?” I asked, finally looking his way.

      Certainly not. He paused. As it pertains to your own care.

      I drew a steadying breath, not wanting to start a conflict so quickly. “I am striving to make myself at home.”

      An admirable goal. Although once we are married, we will unfortunately have to relocate to the capital.

      I ignored his reference to our wedding. “You do not like the capital?”

      I prefer my solitude.

      I refrained from retorting that I was sure everyone else preferred it that way too, and took the opening he had provided. “I have heard you disbanded the court. There cannot be many left living in the capital now.”

      He shrugged, an awkward gesture on his broad shoulders. We are unable to trade with the other kingdoms which means much of our commerce and production has halted. And all of our diplomacy as well, of course. I could not guarantee my ability to feed the people if large numbers remained in the city. Plus, the estates needed their leaders in this uncertain time. Until the curse is released, we are all of us trapped, our kingdom unable to move forward.

      I blinked twice. I hadn’t expected such a reasonable response. Emboldened, I pressed him further. “What is the curse, exactly? I couldn’t get an answer from your servants.”

      The Beast had turned his gaze to the opposite wall as he spoke, and he made no response to my question. I waited silently. At last he turned his head to look at me, piercing me with his gaze.

      How is it that you can hear me? Can hear the servants?

      For a long moment we both sat frozen, our eyes locked. He was the last person I would ever tell about Lily and my connection. And, somehow, he knew it. Knew that I had secrets of my own. I ground my teeth together before breaking the stare.

      I lifted another forkful to my mouth, only to change my mind and put it back down on the plate. “Why did you call the Princess Tourney?” I looked up at him, but he had already looked away.

      Another long silence stretched out, and I sighed. Did he intend to tell me anything?

      I am the heir to Palinar.

      He hadn’t turned to look at me this time, and I frowned at his profile. “That is one thing I already know. You haven’t answered my question.”

      He glanced toward me. Isn’t it obvious? I am the heir. I need a royal bride, and I had no other way to find one.

      One of my hands tightened around my glass. “And now that I’m here, what do you intend to do next?”

      He laughed, the sound unexpected and rough, as if from disuse. Why, marry my betrothed, of course. I can arrange the ceremony for tomorrow morning, if only you will consent.

      “I have said it before, I will say it again: I will not marry you without my sister.”

      He gave another laugh, but this one lacked even the faintest trace of humor. Then we will wait.

      “For what?”

      For the curse to be broken—I believe that’s what you said last night, is it not?

      I stood to my feet, struggling to keep my voice calm. “That is all you have to say? You brought me here knowing you were cursed, knowing I would be trapped here like the rest of your kingdom. And now we are merely to sit around, both of us prisoners to this castle?”

      The Beast leaped up, his chair clattering loudly against the stone floor as it fell behind him. Not by my choice.

      “Well not a single part of this has been by my choice!” My hands balled into fists, my whole body trembling.

      The Beast and I stood facing each other, so close I could feel the anger radiating from him.

      “You have destroyed my life, Beast!”

      He raised his lip, his fangs glistening in the firelight. I took a shaky step backwards, and he growled low as he had after our confrontation in front of the castle. But this time the sound rose in volume until it turned into a roar.

      I stood my ground, shaking still, but determined not to run this time. Abruptly he fell silent, only to turn and stride from the room. I remained in place until my tremors stilled, staring at the door he had slammed behind him. Had I just won a victory? If so, it felt far less satisfying than I had imagined.
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      When I pushed open the door to my chamber, my head pounding from the recent tension, a vague whisper stirred my awareness. I rubbed my eyes and forced my mind into a receptive state.

      “I apologize, could you please repeat that?”

      We are here, Princess Sophie. Tara and I. Lottie sounded concerned.

      “Thank you for letting me know. Have you had a chance to fill Tara in on my requests?”

      Yes. And I want to thank you so much for asking for me. Tara jumped in to speak for herself. I never dreamed of such an opportunity, and I want to assure you that you can absolutely rely on me. I will not allow another soul to cross your doorway. I will guard it with my life.

      I chuckled despite my fatigue. “I hope that won’t be necessary, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

      It will not be necessary, Your Highness. Did I imagine Lottie’s slight stress on my title? The staff have all been informed of your orders, and none of them would defy you.

      Tara sighed. But if they did, we would protect you.

      We would not, however, wish you to feel unsafe. Was it possible to hear a glare? You need have no fear of the staff here.

      A bubble of amusement welled inside me, and I desperately wished I could see their facial expressions. They were as much of an ill fit as I had imagined, and I briefly felt guilty for forcing them together. But, the decision had already been made, and I suspected they would make a good team, even if they couldn’t see it now.

      You look tired, Princess Sophie… Tara sounded hesitant, and I suspected she would have liked to substitute the word tired for something stronger. Of course, Lottie wouldn’t have commented at all.

      “I will admit I have something of an aching head.” I gently massaged my temples before smiling in their direction. “Your master is not the easiest person to talk to.”

      Don’t tell me he chased you off before you finished your meal again?

      Tara!

      Tara ignored Lottie. Would you like me to fetch you some food from the kitchens?

      “There is no need, I ate enough.” I sighed. “He does have a bit of a temper, doesn’t he?”

      It’s gotten ever so bad since the curse, Tara agreed.

      But you’re tired, interjected Lottie. Don’t let us keep you up talking. We’ll help you undress.

      As she spoke, I felt the laces at the back of my dress loosen, although I could not feel her hand. I had to suppress a shiver at the strangeness. I had made her experiment with me earlier, and nothing we tried had allowed either of us to make contact with the other. I could not see her, of course, but she had assured me that she was attempting to place her hand on my arm. And yet, each time she got close, her hand seemed to veer away, skimming just above the surface of my skin. I was just glad she could still touch my clothes.

      On the other side of the room, a large jug of water lifted into the air and began pouring water into a basin. Tara’s voice sounded from that direction. I would love to see you tell him off one day. I can’t imagine being brave enough myself.

      I snorted, and my laces jerked. I suspected Lottie would soon be losing some illusions about princesses and their elegant ways.

      “Don’t worry, my knees knock together so loudly he can probably hear them.” I stepped away from the dress which now pooled at my feet.

      Tara giggled, so I decided to push for a little information.

      “How did he become a Beast? He was obviously a normal man once.”

      My dress, which had been floating away from me, paused, and a small splash of water missed the basin and landed on the table.

      Oh, how clumsy of me! I promise I’m not usually so careless. Tara sounded breathless as the jug floated down to the table and a towel mopped up the spill.

      Any lingering uncertainty disappeared. They had been told not to speak to me about the curse. Which meant I would need to be much less direct in my future attempts. And also, that it was time to resume my search of the castle.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I woke to a fresh breakfast laid out next to my bed. No one answered my tentative morning greetings, so it seemed my new maids had already left the room. I ate quickly, eager to return to my explorations. By the time I had finished eating, Lottie had announced her arrival and stood ready to help me dress.

      I considered asking her to be my guide, but I worried that such a task might make her uncomfortable. Especially given she was still adjusting to her new role as my maid. Plus, I wasn’t sure that I could take a full day of being called ‘Your Highness’ every five words.

      So, once again, I found myself wandering alone through the rooms of the castle. I soon found myself in a new section, one that seemed even more expensively decorated than the parts I had already seen. I shook my head. Such a large building to house only one prince. Yet another example of the Beast’s selfishness.

      I had managed to turn myself around in circles twice when I heard a small voice.

      What are you doing? Gordon spoke from a shadowy back corner.

      “I’m learning my way around the castle. What are you doing?”

      I’m hiding.

      “Hiding from what?”

      From Gilda. She wants me to scrub pots. She says it will be good for me. I don’t see how.

      “That is certainly a little mysterious.” He sounded just the way I had always felt when forced to study mathematics. “You seem very young to be working in the castle.”

      Gordon sighed as if he had the weight of the world on his shoulders. That’s what I always say. I’m only nine years old, after all. One of the grooms has a son, Michael, who’s nine, too. And he’s always running around outside. But Gilda says that if the prince is housing and feeding me, I must earn my way. She says I need to learn to be grateful. He sighed again. Sometimes it’s hard to be grateful. Especially when I want a second sticky bun, and Gilda says no.

      I carefully kept any amusement off my face. “Does Gilda have the care of you? What about your parents?”

      I don’t know my parents. Apparently, some of the grooms found me out in the stables when I was just a baby. I wish I could have stayed out there. He sounded dejected.

      “In the stables? You’d like to live with the horses?”

      With old Matthew. He’s a right one. A more energetic note entered his voice. Have you seen the way he handles the horses? There’s not a one anywhere in the kingdom he couldn’t calm right down. Even the prince has things to learn from old Matthew.

      “It’s a pity that I am unable to see him, then. He sounds like a fine stable master.”

      Oh, that’s right, I forgot. He spent a moment pondering my predicament. You would think it would be fun to be invisible. But it turns out it doesn’t feel any different from usual. Plus, what’s the use of it when Gilda can still see me?

      “What use indeed?” I bit my lip. “So, you would rather have been a groom than a kitchen boy?”

      Of course! Who wouldn’t? But, apparently, they all felt that a baby needed a ‘female influence’. Whatever that means. So here I am stuck with Gilda and all the scullery maids.

      I couldn’t help feeling sorry for the boy, although he himself seemed much more interested in the horses than his lack of family. And as for the Beast…expecting a young child to earn his keep in such a way? I shook my head. It was despicable. Did he truly have no compassion?

      Sudden inspiration struck me. “Gordon, would you like to leave the kitchens for a while and come to work for me?”

      Like Tara, you mean? I don’t think I’d make a very good lady’s maid…

      It was hard not to laugh at his doubtful tone, but I managed it. “No, I was thinking you could be my page boy.”

      Does a page boy have to scrub pots?

      “Not a single one.”

      Well, in that case I suppose I could give it a try. Do you have your own horse? I could look after her for you.

      He sounded so eager that I didn’t have the heart to tell him that a page boy’s usual roles didn’t include horse care. “I do, indeed. Her name is Chestnut. But, for now, I was thinking that you could be my guide around the castle. If you grew up here, you must know it very well.”

      Oh, I’m the best. I have to be—to keep finding new hiding places where Gilda can’t find me. Did you know I once used the moving cupboard that takes the food between the kitchen and the dining room to hide from her for a whole day? She was watching the door of the kitchen, sure I would come back when I got hungry, but little did she know, I kept using it to sneak back in for food. He sounded extremely proud of this accomplishment.

      I paused for a moment as I imagined how easy a task he would find it to hide from me. “If you’re going to be my page boy, Gordon, you must promise you won’t hide from me as you do from Gilda.”

      Oh, no, I would never, he assured me. I expected to hear a comment about my royal status, but instead, he added, You’re letting me look after your horse. Chestnut, I should say.

      I grinned at being put so effectively in my place–which was apparently well behind my mount. Gaining a guide who seemed to have not the least filter on his words seemed well worth any small bruising to my ego. And, in fact, Chestnut was an extraordinary horse who had borne the trip into Palinar admirably. Perhaps Gordon had the right of it.
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        * * *

      

      It turned out to be difficult to direct a guide when I couldn’t risk telling him my true purpose. Not when the entirety of the staff had shown themselves determined to keep me in the dark. Gordon’s easy chatter could work against me as well as for me.

      Still, at least I no longer kept finding myself back in the same room. Gordon showed me all around this more lavish wing of the castle, except for one set of rooms which he blithely informed me belonged to “the prince”.

      None of us are allowed in there. Which means it would make the best hiding place, of course. His wistful tone made my lips twitch again. But I daren’t. The prince might eat me.

      “Eat you! I’m sure he would not.”

      No, you’re probably right. But one of the grooms told me…”

      I put up my hand to stop him. I had enough terrible imaginings about my betrothed running around my head without adding to the mix ridiculous horror stories made up to tease children. “No one is going to be eaten. But I dare say it is best if you don’t attempt to hide in there regardless.”

      Gordon reluctantly agreed with me, only cheering up again when he remembered that he no longer had any need to hide from scrubbing pots. We had nearly made our way back out of the Beast’s wing, when we passed a door that looked just like all the others. Oh, and there’s the gallery, of course. I suppose you’ve already seen that.

      I stopped. “The gallery? You mean a portrait gallery? This door?”

      I pushed it open as soon as I heard his confirmation. As much as I tried not to let them, the Beast’s eyes—so human in his otherwise terrifying form—haunted me. And I hadn’t forgotten the overheard conversation of the scullery maids, who had called him handsome as well as scary in the days before the curse. His own castle should have a portrait of him, surely.

      The door unexpectedly gave way into a cavernous hall, lined with portraits on every wall. High windows poured light into the space, illuminating the heavy paint and vibrant colors. I ran my eyes down the closest portraits, but could tell from the clothes that they could not be the Beast.

      “Gordon? Are you here?”

      Yes, Princess Sophie. He sounded like he was already a long way down the hall.

      I raised my voice slightly. “Is there a portrait here of the current royal family?”

      Of course—it’s that big one. I suspected he was waving, having once again forgotten that I couldn’t see him.

      I scanned the walls, hoping to spot one significantly bigger than the others. And, sure enough, I soon found a painting easily twice the size of the others around it. It hung in the middle of the room, dominating the wall.

      In the center of the portrait loomed an older man. He wore the crown of Palinar on his head and his hand rested against the hilt of his sheathed sword. I fell back a step as I gazed into his motionless visage. There was a hardness and a cruelty in the lines of his face and the tilt of his eyes that scared me more even than the Beast.

      I took a steadying breath.

      To the king’s left sat his wife, her daughter standing behind her, posed with one hand on her mother’s shoulder. The two looked so similar as to be startling, Princess Adelaide merely a younger version of her mother. Both appeared gentle from their painted expressions, a soft light in their familiar blue eyes. I remembered that eight-year-old Princess Daisy of Trione had reported that Adelaide had always been kind to her when they had met. Unlike Prince Dominic.

      Thinking his true name drew my eyes irresistibly to the other side of the portrait, no longer able to resist the pull of seeing the Beast in his old form. The painting could not have been painted long before the curse—Prince Dominic looked at least seventeen, the age he had been when the other kingdoms lost contact with Palinar.

      Once again, the painter had done a masterful work, the face in front of me looking almost frighteningly lifelike. Somehow the artist had even managed to capture something of the intensity of his gaze. Prince Dominic might have inherited his eyes from his mother, but they burned in him in a way they didn’t in her.

      The young prince stood slightly separate from the others and back a step. His expression looked distant and cold, but his hand on his sword hilt lacked the aggression of his father’s stance. Once again, I marveled at the nuance the painter had managed to convey.

      And I had to admit the scullery maid was right. Prince Dominic had been tall and strong, his face almost too handsome for comfort. The first time I had seen the other princes of these lands was when Lily and I had arrived in Marin and been presented to the court at the opening of the Princess Tourney. Only Dominic had been missing. At the time, I had found Daisy’s older brother, Prince Teddy, cute. I even remembered using the word handsome at one point.

      But I knew now I would never even have noticed the others if Prince Dominic had been there, too. Even as young as he must have been when he sat for this portrait, he made Teddy look like a boy. I couldn’t explain exactly why, but it hurt me to look at him as he used to be, his face so closed and hard.

      I overheard someone say that King Nicolas wanted theirs to be the biggest of all the pictures. Did you know that they had four horses on the carriage that brought it here from the capital?

      How in the kingdoms would I know such a thing? But apparently the question was rhetorical because he forged ahead. Four horses just for a picture. Can you imagine? I’d like to drive four horses, someday. I don’t suppose you brought four horses with you? On your carriage perhaps?

      “I’m afraid not. I rode.” I tried to steer the conversation back to the royals, eager to take advantage of the opportunity to talk to someone who didn’t guard their words. “Did you ever meet King Nicolas?”

      No. The king never comes here. And I was only three the last time Queen Ruby and Princess Adelaide visited. Gilda tried to lock me in the kitchen the whole time. He sounded scornful of such an attempt. They were here for a week, and on the first day I climbed up to the cooling pies the chef had made for the evening meal. I ate so much I felt sick for days. They let me out after that.

      I could easily imagine the havoc a determined three-year-old could wreak on a busy kitchen and felt sorry for everyone involved. I wanted to ask him what had happened to the rest of the Beast’s family but didn’t want to rush into it in case he clammed up after all and refused to answer any more questions.

      “Did the prince not get on with his father?”

      Gordon snorted. No one got on with old King Nicolas. He was a monster even without a curse. The adults are always sending me out of the room when they talk about it, so I have to listen at the doors. If you weren’t a princess, I’d tell you some of the stories, but it doesn’t seem right to tell a princess such awful things.

      I once again examined King Nicolas, the man who had wanted his own portrait to dominate the gallery. It wasn’t at all hard to believe the man in the picture had done despicable things. His wife, on the other hand…

      “And what of Queen Ruby? What stories have you heard about her?”

      I don’t need stories, I met her myself. He sounded proud. Well, I was only three, so pretty much a baby, but I remember her, a little. And Princess Adelaide. The princess played with me every day after they let me out of the kitchen. And the queen gave me the biggest red ball you ever saw. He fell silent, apparently dwelling on the magnificence of this gift. I would still have it, too, if Michael hadn’t ‘borrowed’ it and lost it. I tried to make him give me his ball, even if it wasn’t as nice as mine, but he’s a big bully. He dwelt on the injustice of the situation.

      “I’m sorry it was lost. If I get the chance, I’ll try to find you another ball.”

      Really? That would show up Michael! Make sure it’s a red one, though. His is only brown.

      “I’ll do my best. Perhaps I can ask the queen where she got the original one from.”

      Ask her? Gordon easily took my bait. You can’t talk to someone who’s been dead for years! Really! Girls. I could easily picture him shaking his head in scorn.

      So, Queen Ruby was dead. I glanced between her and her terrifying husband. Did that mean King Nicolas was dead also? I felt guilty for hoping so, but I didn’t think I could cope with both the Beast and his father—at least not if the king was anything like this portrait made him look.

      A heaviness gripped me. I had suspected before I came that the missing Palinaran king and queen must be dead, but I had still held out some hope. My eyes once again traveled to the prince. Could the Beast have had some hand in the deaths of his parents? I wouldn’t have even considered the possibility if not for the darkness and misery of the Tourney—a reflection of the Beast himself. And I had now seen his temper first hand.

      If he had killed them, would that have been enough to curse his kingdom? It was a chilling possibility, but hard to countenance in the face of his servants’ support—and that of a godmother, supposedly. A godmother, despite the fact that the rest of the kingdoms hadn’t seen one in generations.

      But still the seed of doubt lingered.
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      Gordon suggested we move on, but I couldn’t bring myself to leave the captivating portrait. I took several steps back, trying to get far enough to absorb the scope of the whole family at once. It was strange to see such similar features animated in such different ways.

      What are you doing here? The now familiar growl sounded so abruptly that I jumped.

      I put a hand on my racing heart and glared at the Beast. “I’m merely entertaining myself in your portrait gallery. I assume you didn’t hang all of these works of art just so you could forbid anyone ever looking at them.”

      I didn’t hang any of them. And I would burn this one if it were not for…

      When he didn’t continue, I frowned, sure he had been finally about to say something of interest. I glanced as surreptitiously as possible between the Beast himself and this portrait of Prince Dominic. He was recognizable still, especially the eyes. But his current face appeared even more misshapen against the image of what it used to be. Had I made a mistake by searching out his portrait—his previous humanity only highlighting his current beastly state?

      This wing is forbidden to you.

      I jumped again at the aggression in his tone after such a long silence. “Of course I shall not enter your chambers, but what reason can you have for barring me from this hall?”

      I do not need a reason. Each word was punctuated by the ghost of a growl.

      “You do if you wish me to continue to eat with you each night.”

      I waited while he weighed the two. What did he have in this wing that he felt such a strong need to bar me from it? Surely the answers I sought must lie here, somewhere.

      He looked at the portrait, and I couldn’t begin to read the storm of emotions that flashed across his face. But then, how could it not cause him pain to look on his dead parents and his old self? I wanted to call back my words. To tell him that I would stay away. But I thought of Lily and hardened my heart. He had already caused me great pain, and I could not allow myself to become weak.

      Very well, he said at last. I will see you tonight, Sophie.

      As before, in the corridor, his use of my name shocked me. The sound of it in my mind felt as intimate as a caress. I had to force myself to hold his gaze, and something in his expression told me he knew it.

      I clenched my teeth as he gave me the shallowest of bows and exited the room. When would I stop being thrown off balance by his presence?

      Wow! I had completely forgotten Gordon. You stood up to him just as well as old Matthew does!

      I understood from our earlier conversation that this was high praise.

      “Thank you.” I sighed. “Could you show me the way back to my room?” If I was to eat with the Beast again, then I wanted a chance to rest first. And I would need Tara and Lottie’s help with making arrangements for my new page boy.
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        * * *

      

      As I ate the first few mouthfuls of my evening meal, I looked around the large, mostly empty dining hall. The far end of it was shrouded in shadows, the servants not having bothered to light all the candles for just the two of us. Only the crackling of the fire and the sound of cutlery clinking provided any noise. When had this become my life?

      I remembered relaxed and happy meals with my family, who always ate at least the morning meal together. Even boring state meals had been enlivened by Lily’s silent commentary. Many a time I had needed to suppress an oddly timed laugh after some humorous comment from my sister. Now I only fought to suppress discomfort, anger, and fear. And I could only imagine the state I would be in at this point if I hadn’t learned the means of communicating with the servants.

      I continued to chew listlessly, unable to summon up my usual enthusiasm for the delicious food. “How do you do it?” I asked, putting down my fork at last. “How have you borne it, trapped here alone for years?”

      The Beast looked at me, surprise etched across his face. He probably hadn’t expected me to initiate conversation after our confrontation in the portrait gallery.

      I am not alone, he said. Not since my godmother made the servants visible to me. And in truth I have never been alone. His mental voice dropped almost to a whisper. Unlike my sister.

      His sister? Curiosity burned, but I knew better than to ask for an explanation. I had barely eaten yet, it was too early in the meal for a conflict. I sighed. I shouldn’t have expected empathy from him. The Tourney had shown me his implacable and merciless nature with the way it had driven us on through the events, regardless of illness or injury. Plus, he wasn’t a prisoner here, as I was. He had chosen to retreat from the world.

      I took several more bites, the resentment growing. Would it have been so hard for him to apologize? Even once? Was he truly without compassion of any sort?

      “But what of your kingdom? You say it is not safe to travel outside the grounds, yet surely you must have some way to communicate with them?”

      My royal carriage is safe, as you saw. I send it to my lords on occasion with letters and missives. And as for the rest of the time…well, they know I watch them. They would not dare step out of line.

      That hadn’t been exactly what I meant, although I could easily imagine the nobles fearing a royal family led by King Nicolas and now a cursed beast. But my mind caught on his earlier comment. He watched them? From here?

      “Do you have spies among your own people, then?”

      Spies? No, of course not. How would they communicate with me if I did?

      I flushed at the note of derision in his voice. “How do you watch them then, Beast? Locked away in your isolated castle?”

      The wrinkle of confusion had returned to his brow, as if he were honestly confused by my comments rather than merely contemptuous. When he spoke, his words were slow. I brought my family’s mirror with me, of course. I would never have left it unattended in the capital.

      “Your mirror?” I now felt completely lost, as if we were having two different conversations, each missing the other’s point entirely.

      Yes. My family’s mirror. It is the oldest and most powerful of the royal mirrors.

      I frowned at him, and a strange expression crossed his face. Does your family not possess a royal mirror? His tone turned thoughtful. I know the Marinese duke does not. Do not tell me you knew nothing of their existence?

      “I have never heard of a royal mirror.” I hated having to admit my ignorance to such an arrogant person. “I take it you are referring to a magical object of some sort. I had understood magical objects to be extremely rare in these lands, given the disappearance of the godmothers so long ago.” Of course, if the Beast’s own claims were to be believed, there had been a godmother here not so long ago after all.

      The royal mirrors are old beyond counting. They have been passed down from monarch to monarch in each kingdom for many generations. You truly had not heard of them?

      “No.” I snapped the short word.

      Then I regret mentioning it.

      I ignored him. “What does this magical mirror do? Allow you to spy on your people?” It seemed a strange object for the godmothers to gift.

      It allows the viewer to see and hear events taking place far from them, certainly. But the mirrors also form a network with communication possible between each of them, or all together. It allows the monarchs of all the kingdoms to speak together at will.

      Now that sounded like a powerful and useful tool. “Why have you not used it to communicate with the rulers of the other kingdoms? You could tell them of the state of affairs in Palinar—ask for assistance.”

      A soft growl rolled over me, seeming to escape from the Beast without his noticing. Palinar doesn’t need their help.

      I rolled my eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous. You need all the help you can get.”

      A soft sound, almost like a sigh, slipped from the Beast’s mouth. I have received no communications since the curse fell. And any attempts to call outwards have reached only darkness.

      Ah, that was the truth of it. The curse had cut off even magical communication. I considered his words some more.

      “You can magically spy on anyone you like? Even the other rulers?” I could see lots of problems with such a situation.

      Not everyone. There are limits. The mirror will only show you your own people. He watched my face. Do not be concerned. There are…limits…to what the mirror will show.

      I tried not to let the relief show on my face. I had already been imagining the feeling of ghostly eyes on me at all times.

      “So, you hole yourself up here, in your castle, and watch your kingdom from afar?” The disapproval was obvious in my tone, but I made no attempt to check it.

      For now. He seemed impervious to my criticism.

      We ate the rest of the meal in silence, my mind still considering all the ramifications of his revelation. When I had finished, I stood to my feet, proud to have made it through an entire meal with him.

      He stood swiftly as well, stepping over to offer me his arm as if he meant to escort me to the door. I eyed it doubtfully but could think of no reason to refuse the uncharacteristically polite gesture from my betrothed. Had it been mere days ago that I had resolved never to let him touch me? It seemed an eternity ago.

      Reluctantly I placed my hand in the crook of his arm. As we walked slowly to the door, I thought of the prince in the portrait. What if there had been no curse? What if I had come here to be his bride, traveling in a proper royal procession, Lily by my side?

      I kept my eyes on the ground. With only the feel of his arm beneath my fingers, his muscles hard and strong, it was easy to imagine the tall young man from the painting. Would I have been pleased when I saw his handsome face? Or scared by his hard expression? I could no more decide the answer to that question than I could understand my own emotions when his all-too-human eyes pierced me through.

      When we reached the door, I looked up into his face and couldn’t help a start of shock at his beastly features. Whatever I might have thought of that prince, he was long gone. And if I wanted to break this betrothal, then I needed to outwit him. Which meant understanding the advantages he possessed.

      “Will you let me see your magic mirror?” I asked him, abruptly.

      His eyes narrowed. The mirror is only for use by members of the royal family. If you wish to see it, you need only consent to our wedding taking place immediately. Will you marry me in the morning, Sophie?

      I flinched back, berating myself for being once again surprised by his apparently inevitable question. “Don’t call me that!” I snapped unthinkingly.

      He raised an eyebrow. By your name, you mean? I thought you said Sophie was your preference. What would you have me call you instead?

      I flushed at having revealed myself in such a way. “Never mind,” I mumbled. “Forget I said anything.” I hurried out the door, not looking at him as he held it politely open.

      I had wished for him to learn some manners, but they fit so uncomfortably on him that it didn’t help. He remained an otherworldly creature, out of place in my life, and impossible to imagine as my future husband.
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      My sleep was fitful, disturbed by visions of a handsome prince with piercing blue eyes who looked down into an elaborate handheld mirror reflecting an image of me tossing and turning in my bed. Every time I woke, I found myself in a cold sweat, clutching my blankets around my neck.

      As the hours passed, a new thought crept into my mind. I couldn’t believe it had taken so long to occur to me. If the mirror could be used only by royals, and only to see your own people, would it not be possible for it to show me Lily? I might not be able to use it to communicate with her, but I could at least reassure myself of her safety.

      But the Beast had already refused to let me see it. And if he considered it a bargaining chip, something to use to pressure me into agreeing to our wedding, I would never convince him to change his mind. Which meant I needed to find it on my own.

      By the time the sun rose, I had given up on sleep entirely and was busy planning. After his attempt to bar me from his wing of the palace, I felt sure I would find the mirror there. But I would need to ensure that the Beast himself was absent before beginning my search. I hadn’t seen him wandering around the palace except for when he had found me in his wing. I suspected he spent most of his time there.

      The only other place I had seen him outside of meals was with his stallion. And Matthew, the stable master, seemed to have a privileged position with him. I would wait until he went to visit his stallion, and then I would find the mirror and finally see Lily.

      I could see the corner of the stable building from my window, but I would need a clearer view to ensure I didn’t miss his arrival. Which meant finding a better position somewhere in the castle. I tried to remember the many rooms I had visited on that side of the building.

      Hours later I wistfully watched the sun shining on the flowers and reflecting from the snow. I still hadn’t explored the gardens, and they looked much more appealing than the hard seat I had managed to drag over to the window of the unused chamber. But I didn’t want to miss the Beast leaving the castle. I thought of my sister, and the emptiness in my mind without her familiar presence. It would all be worth it if I could get even a glimpse of her and be sure she was well.

      As the angle of the sun crept around and the warm rays shone directly onto me, I found it hard to keep my eyes open and my mind alert. My lids kept drifting shut, my bad night’s sleep catching up with me. I eyed the dusty bed longingly.

      I had asked Lottie to deliver a midday meal to me here, carefully putting in the request when Tara wasn’t around, to ensure I wouldn’t be questioned for wishing to spend the day in a random, unused bedchamber. But even the food failed to completely dispel the sleepiness.

      I had just finished pacing the length of the room to stay awake, when I returned to the window and noticed movement. Instantly all fatigue dropped away, energy coursing through me at the sight of the Beast’s bulky frame striding toward the stables. I forced myself to wait until he had disappeared inside.

      As soon as I was sure he had gone to visit his stallion, I raced from the room, my feet flying as I headed straight for the Beast’s wing. As I twisted and turned through the castle, I felt proud of myself for remembering Gordon’s tour. All of the corridors looked the same, and it made navigation difficult for anyone who had not grown up familiar with the building. I would have to arrange to have some tapestries hung and statues placed in available niches.

      I had taken two more turns and was passing the portrait gallery when it occurred to me that for an unthinking moment I had been considering myself the actual mistress of this castle. Planning improvements to it for when I might host guests here. I shook myself. I could not allow myself to be lulled into forgetting this was a large prison, not a home.

      I didn’t slow as I raced past the door to the gallery. In the many hours since I had first conceived of this plan, I had considered all the options. The gallery hadn’t contained any pieces of furniture—in fact there had been no place where a mirror could have been hidden. Instead I had become increasingly convinced that the only place the Beast would keep such a valuable magical object was his own chambers.

      When I reached the door that Gordon had called forbidden, I stopped. I had accused the Beast, either aloud or in my mind, of almost every crime. And yet, only yesterday, I had assured him I would not enter his rooms, and today, here I was. I shook my head. The normal rules did not apply when a monster kept you prisoner in his home.

      I pushed open the door.

      I didn’t know what I had been expecting, but it had almost certainly involved darkness and gloom. And probably dirt, since Gordon had said even the servants were barred from these rooms. But the Beast’s chambers were large and surprisingly airy, filled with solid oak furniture, worn silken with age. The stone floor was covered with overlapping rugs of deep red and gold, and I could see no sign of filth or neglect.

      I couldn’t help crossing over to the large windows in his bedchamber, noting his extensive view which included most of the gardens and the stables. This would have been the ideal viewpoint for my morning’s observations, except for the obvious issue. As I watched, the Beast appeared astride his black horse, walking toward an open field on the far side of the gardens.

      The distant figure appeared to twist a little in the saddle, and I stepped back, jumpy. Had he been looking this way? I shook myself and added stern instructions not to waste time on foolish fancies. I needed to start my search.

      The Beast had three interconnected rooms. A bedchamber, a sitting room and a dressing room. The sitting room seemed the most logical place for such an item, so I began there. As the minutes ticked by, my tension rose.

      I moved next to the dressing room, observing the strange way his jackets hung when not on his shoulders, highlighting his misshapen frame. I saw no sign of a mirror, however.

      Finally, I returned to his bedchamber, rummaging carefully through the drawers of his desk, attempting not to disrupt anything. I didn’t want to leave any sign of my visit. I could feel the knot of discomfort in my center growing. I resisted the urge to run to the windows to check for any sight of the Beast. I reminded myself again and again that I had seen him leave for the beginning of a ride. I had plenty of time to turn all three rooms upside down if need be.

      As I slid shut the final door, I gave a huff of frustration. Should I search the bed? Did he keep it tucked under his pillow? I hesitated, reluctant to climb onto his large four-poster or touch the place where he laid his head.

      As I looked around the room, hoping to spot somewhere else to look, my eye fell on a curtain hanging against the wall shared with the sitting room. I frowned at the anomaly. A curtain on an internal, windowless wall?

      I strode over and pulled it back, revealing a large oval mirror mounted on the wall. A simple, elegant frame met at the top to form the outline of a crown. The royal mirror.

      I berated myself silently. I had allowed my search to be influenced by my dream, but now that I thought about it, I couldn’t remember the Beast ever referring to it as a hand mirror. I had nearly missed it, when it should have been immediately obvious to me. I had already wasted so much time.

      I stepped close to the mirror which reflected my own face back at me. Nothing about it gave any indication that it was anything but an ordinary mirror. But ordinary mirrors were not kept behind elaborate curtains. And the smooth silver of the frame was engraved with a single word: Palinar. If I had still possessed any doubt, it would now have disappeared. This must be the royal mirror of Palinar.

      I stepped back, wondering how to activate it. Feeling a little foolish, I spoke aloud. “Show me my sister, Lily.” After a second’s pause, I added, “Please.”

      I focused on her face, identical to my own yet at the same time so different, and the feel of her voice and emotions in my mind. Please, please, please, I thought at the mirror. Slowly the surface began to fog, silver clouds obscuring my reflection. Yes!

      As I waited impatiently for her image to appear, I couldn’t help a small thrill of fear. I had assured myself that I would know if anything truly serious happened to her. But what if that wasn’t true? I had received no news for days now. What if Cole had attacked her seeking revenge?

      I tried to calm myself. Surely he had been recaptured. The whole of Marin was looking for him, and his family were all imprisoned so he had nowhere to turn for shelter.

      The mirror distracted me from my fears, the fog clearing to reveal an entirely different scene from the bedroom it had previously reflected. I stepped forward, squinting at it in confusion. What was I looking at?

      I could see no sign of Lily, or of any female. Instead I saw several horses racing across a landscape I didn’t recognize. Men in long cloaks rode them, leaning low to encourage their mounts to speed. I could even hear the distant sound of hoof beats and the wind in trees.

      I moved closer again, as if that could somehow bring clarity to the scene, and heard the one in front direct the others to veer to their left. As he began to change his own direction, he glanced back to check that the others were following, and I got a momentary glimpse of his face. I gasped.

      Cole. As if my exhalation had broken the enchantment, the mirror began to fog again. So, Cole was still free. I wished I had been able to recognize his location and that I possessed some means of communicating it to Lily.

      I chewed on a strand of hair. I had asked the mirror to show me Lily, but instead it had shown me Cole. What did that mean? I remembered the way my thoughts had veered from my sister to the man I feared might injure her. As the enchantment of the mirror had been at work, my mind had been fixated on Cole rather than Lily.

      The fog remained in place, clouding the surface rather than returning it to its original reflective state. I turned my mind back to my sister, focusing on the feel of her and my own longing to see her. This time the fog cleared more quickly and, when it did, I rushed forward to place my fingers against the surface. Lily.

      My twin looked pale and tired, her face creased with lines of worry. Given the first vision in the mirror, I didn’t need to overhear a relevant conversation to know they had been unable to recapture Cole. And I knew she would be fretting about being cut off from me and what it might mean. If there was one thing Lily hated, it was being powerless to help the people she loved.

      Lily! I projected her name as forcefully as I could, my hand pressed flat against her image, and my mind focused on the feel of our connection. She looked up, a confused expression crossing her face. For a brief moment, I felt a ghost of her presence in my mind. The sensation was too weak to form words, instead it was only a wave of grief and fear, tempered with love and hope.

      I leaned forward to rest my head against the cool glass of the mirror, a single tear slipping down my cheek. Even in the midst of my longing for it, I had forgotten the feeling of peace and fullness that came from connecting with my twin.

      Movement flashed across the mirror, and I pulled back to see what was happening. Lily had turned at the sound of an opening door, and her face brightened. I didn’t need to see the new arrival to know his identity. Only Prince Jonathan, her betrothed, could bring that particular look of love to her face.

      Sure enough, Jon moved forward into view and snaked an arm around her, pulling her against his chest. “I’ve only just managed to get away from the meetings. I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever.” He smiled down at her, and I couldn’t help smiling myself. I loved the way he looked at her—as if she gave him strength and purpose. Lily deserved someone who would love her as much as Jon did.

      But after meeting her eyes, a shadow passed across his. “Something’s happened, I can see it in your face.”

      Lily buried her face in his chest, and I could barely make out her muffled words. “I thought, just for a moment, that I could sense Sophie. But when I called, I got no reply.”

      “Oh, love.” He stroked her hair. “Perhaps she found a way to send you a message of sorts. What did you feel?”

      Lily straightened and shrugged. “Just her familiar presence in my mind. Love, I suppose, and…loneliness, maybe?”

      “You know what my father said. The ancient laws will protect her, and the Beast cannot harm her while they are bound together by their betrothal.”

      She sighed. “I know. I just wish I knew what happened to our connection. What if it’s gone…” her voice dropped down to a whisper… “forever?”

      Jon looked concerned. “Surely not. You just felt her then, did you not? I’m sure it is only that Palinar is blocking you somehow.”

      “Yes. Yes, I’m sure you’re right.” I could tell from Lily’s face that she didn’t completely believe it, but she was letting herself trust him as much for his sake as her own. “And I haven’t even asked you how the meetings went. Was there any word on Cole?”

      He shook his head, the tiredness creeping into his own eyes. “The captain of the guard believes he has somehow managed to flee across the southern border into Talinos. And he has not gone alone.”

      Lily frowned and opened her mouth, to question him, I was sure, but the mirror had begun to fog again.

      “No!” I shook my head and stretched out my hand to touch the mirror again. “No! I want to see her again. Show me my sister.”

      But before the mirror could clear again, the curtain was ripped closed, almost pulling the material loose from the wall in the process. I staggered away from the Beast, tripping over my dress and toppling backwards to land on my rear. I expected to look up to see him towering over me, but he had returned to his door, which he was holding open, a thunderous look on his face.

      What did you tell me only hours ago? That you would not enter my chambers?

      I flushed.

      How dare you trespass in here! His voice reverberated in my mind, and I winced. How dare you use my mirror when I had forbidden it!
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      I finally managed to scramble to my feet. “I didn’t mean any harm.” I spoke loudly, over the growl that now filled the room. “I only wanted to…” But my voice trailed off as the look in his eyes combined with my own guilt to send me running from the room.

      I had meant to flee in the direction of my chamber, but my feet took me in a different direction. When I found myself in the entrance hall, I knew what had brought me here. I had taken enough. My guilt at breaking into his rooms had faded in the face of my anger at the way he treated me like an enemy. Or a possession, to be controlled.

      I needed space. To clear my head.

      But, more importantly, I needed to talk to my sister. To hear her voice in my mind and to reassure her that I was safe. The afternoon sun had started to set, and I wasn’t wearing a cloak, but I didn’t consider going back for one. Running down the outside steps, I turned toward the stables.

      When I burst into the building, Chestnut nickered a greeting, reminding me that I hadn’t visited her in a while. I whispered to her as soothingly as my shaking voice would allow, racing to strap on a saddle.

      Within minutes the two of us cantered down the aisle of orange trees. The Beast had told me the gates would be locked, but they were ceremonial more than anything. No fence encircled the grounds. If I could not go through the gates, I would go around them.

      Sure enough, the end of the aisle was now barred by iron, twisted into elaborate shapes. I turned Chestnut’s head, and we trotted down the fence. As I had predicted, it soon disappeared into a large bush and failed to emerge out the other side.

      I steered Chestnut around the foliage, urging her onward with my knees. Riding back to Marin wasn’t an option, of course—and I wouldn’t have tried it anyway, for all the same reasons that had brought me here. But I hoped the block on my connection with Lily might disappear as soon as I passed the boundaries of the castle grounds.

      As we burst free, I strained my mind, more eager than ever to reestablish the link between us. I hit the wall, but felt it give way a little, as if it weren’t entirely solid. I urged Chestnut to continue and thrust my thoughts forward, struggling to find a path through. My days of practice with the servants and the Beast had honed my mental capacity, and I felt a new force behind my attempts.

      With a rush, I broke free of the block, my mind instantly connecting with Lily’s. I almost fell off Chestnut from the sudden rush of shared emotion.

      Sophie!

      Lily!

      Oh, thank goodness, thank goodness, I’ve been so worried! I could tell my twin was crying.

      I drew a shuddering breath, fighting my own sob with a smile. Of course you have. You always are.

      Hey! I didn’t have to see her face to picture her watery chuckle. I’ve made a lot of progress on that, I’ll have you know. Jon’s been assisting me.

      I laughed back at her, reveling in the moment. Jon’s as bad as you are, you know that, right?

      Sophie, what happened? Where have you been?

      The situation is bad here in Palinar, Lil. I wouldn’t have made it through the wilderness if the Beast hadn’t sent his royal carriage for me. But it seems his castle and grounds here are protected. Only I think the protection is blocking our connection somehow. It happened as soon as I arrived. And, seriously, it’s hard to describe the magic here, but I’ve never seen anything like it. I sent her a mental picture of the aisle of orange trees, full of both blossoms and fruit, the sun bouncing off the orange globes to strike the snow below.

      Is that…snow? In the middle of summer?

      Among other things. The whole place is like this. And the servants are invisible, and the Beast can’t speak, and I think the rest of his family is dead. I blurted it all out, knowing it would make little sense to her, but needing to let it out. And no one will speak to me about the curse. Oh, and the Beast has a magic mirror. Apparently, all the kings have one—ask Jon about it. I saw you in it, but I also saw Cole. He was riding with some other men.

      What? Where?

      I tried to describe the setting, but it sounded as generic as it had looked.

      She sighed. He truly has escaped into Talinos like we feared, then. Nowhere in Marin looks like that. But never mind him. Are you all right? Has this Beast mistreated you? And did you say the servants are invisible?

      I could tell she had no more idea where to start than I did. I took a deep breath, no longer paying attention to Chestnut who had dropped to a slow walk. Oh, Lily. Tears leaked down my face. It’s so good to hear you again. I’ve been so lonely.

      I knew it! I should never have let Jon convince me. I’m coming after you.

      No! Lily promise me you won’t. Not until I’ve learned more about the curse at least. I wished I could reach out and shake her. Didn’t you hear what I said? Even I wouldn’t have made it without the Beast’s intervention. You’ll be ripped apart by the wolves!

      A remembered echo of their howls sounded through my mind, so real that I shivered. And then I heard it again. I gulped. That hadn’t been a memory.

      Sophie? Sophie, what is it? Lily had instantly picked up on my change of mood.

      Uh, nothing. I just thought I heard something. I turned Chestnut around and pointed her back in the direction of the castle. At least, I hoped it was the right direction.

      Heard what? Wait? Where are you now? How are you talking to me?

      I had to leave the grounds to get through. But I’m heading back now. If our connection cuts off, you’ll know why this time.

      Heading back? Sophie…Sophie, can you hear wolves? She sounded like she had started to hyperventilate, the sound creeping into her projections.

      Another chorus of howls rang out, sounding much closer than the last ones. I urged Chestnut faster. Shouldn’t we have passed back into the grounds by now? Why had I let myself be so distracted? I should have stopped Chestnut as soon as I connected with Lily.

      The next howl seemed to come from in front of us, and I jerked backwards. Chestnut stopped altogether, pawing the ground, and neighing loudly. I tried to urge her on, but she wouldn’t budge.

      “Come on Chestnut, come on.” I murmured, trying to keep the fear out of my voice. But my blood had now started to pound and my hands to sweat. Was that the pad of paws I could hear? And heavy breaths in the now darkening air?

      As if to make things worse, a flurry of snow landed on Chestnut’s mane. I brushed it off, and tried to soothe her with my hands. “Come on, girl, we can do this.”

      She danced beneath me, squealing now in fear. I looked up and straight into the eyes of a large gray wolf. I screamed and twisted to my right, only to be confronted by two more wolves. Spinning my head to the left, I saw another one. I was surrounded.
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      Sophie? Sophie! Lily was screaming in my mind, but I was too focused on the wolves to respond. Did Chestnut and I have any hope of outrunning them? Chestnut squealed again and half reared, flashing her hooves at the wolves. I gasped and hung on, knowing if I was thrown from her back I would have no chance.

      When she landed back on the ground, she danced to one side, huffing and snorting. All the wolves were growling now, and I suspected she was about to make a dash for it whether I wanted her to or not. I felt naked and exposed on her back. If only I had something—even a sturdy branch—to defend myself. If a wolf leaped at us, I had no way to whack it away.

      I shifted my seat, keeping my eyes on the wolf that seemed to be the leader. Leaning low over Chestnut’s neck, I prepared to urge her into a life and death gallop. My eyes darted around looking for the clearest gap in the circle of the pack.

      Sophie!

      They’ve got me surrounded, Lily. I knew I must be terrifying her, but I was too scared myself to try to temper the fear that pounded through our connection. Chestnut and I are going to make a run for it. I gulped. But I don’t know if we’ll make it. I love you.

      I slammed shut our link and dug my heels into Chestnut’s quivering sides. “Go, girl!” I screamed as she leaped forward. I directed her between the two smallest wolves and, somehow, she managed to break through. The trees flashed past, the short barks of the wolves sounding behind us as they chased us down.

      The snow flew up around Chestnut’s hooves, and she kept having to swerve to avoid trees, preventing us from reaching our full speed. I could feel Lily trying to connect with me, a niggling feeling in the back of my mind as I kept myself closed to her. If the worst happened, I didn’t want her inside my head.

      Chestnut turned abruptly, and I grabbed at her mane, struggling to keep my seat. Our new path took us along an outcropping of stone, and I could see gray bodies running along the top, somehow ahead of us. Before I could turn Chestnut the other way, one of them leaped from the stone, flying above us and landing on our other side. Somehow, despite our earlier escape, we were once again surrounded.

      A growl to my right pulled my eyes back toward the rock just as one of the wolves launched itself at me. I threw myself sideways, knowing it wouldn’t be enough to avoid the deadly claws.

      A familiar roar cut through the sound of the wolves as I half hung off Chestnut, unable to see. One of the howls turned into a whimper, and a heavy weight landed hard against my leg and Chestnut’s side, sliding immediately down and away.

      I swung myself back up, unable to believe my last-minute reprieve. Looking frantically around between the trees, I found the Beast. He sat atop his stallion, the two fighting as one, hooves and sword flashing. Already gray bodies littered the ground, staining the snow red.

      Chestnut neighed and moved toward the safety of the stallion. But before she could place herself behind him, a wolf leaped toward us on the opposite side. I gasped, ducking once more in the saddle. For the briefest moment, as I dipped down, my eyes locked with the Beast’s before his flashed across to the incoming wolf.

      A second roar filled the air as, somehow, he swung himself up to a standing position on the stallion’s back, launching himself from the saddle and over my hunched body to collide with the wolf.

      I screamed, sitting back up and trying to pull Chestnut around so I could see them. The stallion neighed loudly, the sound a harsh challenge, as his hooves dispatched a final wolf. The last few members of the pack had now retreated. Only the one in a deadly embrace with the Beast remained.

      Claws slashed out and red blossomed along one of the Beast’s arms. At the same time the wolf sank its teeth into his opposite shoulder. The Beast roared and ripped the animal’s head away, the muscles of his arms straining. The wolf made a final effort to lunge forward and the Beast let go with his right hand, swinging it up and around so fast that his fist smashed into the skull of the wolf before its teeth could sink in. The animal went limp and fell into the snow.

      The Beast stared down at the pile of fur for a moment, swaying as red ran down both his arms. Then he looked up at me, his breath scraping harshly through his throat. Why did you try to leave? You know it isn’t safe out here.

      I stared at him. “I wasn’t trying to leave. I was just…” I trailed off, realizing I couldn’t tell him why I had made the excursion outside the grounds.

      Are you injured?

      I shook my head. “No…no, I’m unharmed.”

      A look, almost like relief, flashed across his face before his eyes rolled back, and he collapsed, falling to lie beside his defeated opponent. My eyes widened, and I drew a shuddering breath. I looked again for any more wolves but could see nothing.

      Sophie! Sophie! I must have relaxed because, unconsciously, I had reopened the door to Lily. What happened?

      I’m all right. So is Chestnut. We’re both unharmed.

      Lily gave a shaky breath of relief. Don’t you ever do that to me again! What happened? Did you manage to get back into the castle grounds?

      I sent her an image of my shaking head.

      Then what happened? Are you sure there’s no more danger?

      It seems clear. For now, at least.

      Then you need to get back!

      I hesitated.

      Sophie? What aren’t you telling me?

      I sighed and sent her an image of the forest floor around me.

      She gasped. Is that blood? What happened to the wolves? Wait—is that the Beast? She sounded half-horrified, half-fascinated.

      Yes.

      Is he…is he dead?

      I swallowed hard. I don’t know. He just collapsed.

      Well he’ll die if he remains there in the snow for long enough.

      Her words jolted me into action, and I slid down from Chestnut’s back. Slowly I picked my way toward the Beast, trying to avoid fallen bodies and splashes of red. The stallion snorted behind me, and Chestnut huffed quietly in response.

      Sophie, wait. Lily’s soft projection made me pause. I could tell she had more to say, so I waited silently. If…if he dies, you’ll be free. And maybe Palinar with you.

      We don’t know that. But I bit my lip, a shiver coursing through me. Free. Free to return home, no longer cut off and alone.  My eyes strayed back to his still form, stark against the white snow. I could get back on Chestnut and lead the stallion back to the castle. I could walk away now, and no one but Lily would ever know. If I took his carriage, I could be back in Marin within three days.

      He hadn’t shown any consideration when he pulled me from my life; I owed him nothing. But still I hesitated. Because the scattered bodies of the wolves told me otherwise. An image of him, standing on the rearing stallion’s back as he launched himself at the attacking wolf, filled my mind. He had not hesitated for me.

      I drew a deep breath. I can’t do that, Lily.

      He’s a monster, Sophie. You were there with me in the Tourney. And just look at his face now.

      I sighed and projected again the mental image of the forest around me. He may be a monster, but he also saved me. And you can only see the shape of his jaw, not his eyes. My projection dropped to a whisper. They’re so human, Lily.

      I could tell she had started crying again. But you could come home to me, right now.

      You know I couldn’t, not really. I would never be able to live with myself. And neither would you, if you were here. A realization hit me. For the first time in my life I was having experiences my twin was not a part of and could not understand. I would have to trust in my own judgment. I have to try to help him.

      She sighed softly. You were always a better person than me, Sophie.

      I shook my head. Not better, Lily. Just different.

      Well, you know I’m here for you, no matter what you decide.

      I know. But, right now, I’m the one who needs to give help, not receive it. I can do this, Lily. All of it. Only I don’t think I can risk coming out to talk to you again. Not until I’ve found a way to break the curse.

      I understand. I love you, Sophie.

      I love you, too.

      For some reason, when the connection faded, I didn’t feel the same sense of being alone and adrift that I had felt when I first arrived at the Beast’s castle and discovered myself cut off from Lily. I straightened my shoulders and hurried over to drop to my knees beside the Beast.

      I tried to put an arm under his shoulders, but couldn’t even reach all the way across, let alone lift them. I bit my lip.

      “Wake up, Beas…” I stopped myself and tried again. “Wake up, Dominic. You’ll freeze if you lie here in the snow, but I cannot possibly lift you.”

      He stirred, his eyes fluttering partially open before closing again.

      I tried more forcefully. “Wake up! Now!”

      His eyes snapped open. Sophie. Wonder sounded in his mental voice, but I didn’t stop to analyze the situation.

      “I need you to get up. Can you do that?”

      He groaned and tried to rise before falling back into the snow. I looked at the height of his mount’s back and realized there was no way he was getting up there. I frowned, wondering if it would take too long for me to go and fetch help. What if more wolves came while I was gone? Or a new snowstorm? What if I couldn’t find my way back?

      I crossed over to the stallion who snorted and danced but, when I crooned softly, let me approach. I found a coil of rope attached to his saddle. Working as swiftly as I could, I led the horse over to his master and then looped the rope under the Beast’s arms. I attached the other end to the Stallion’s saddle, apologizing to the Beast as I did so.

      “I’m sorry, but it’s the only way. The snow will cushion you, and your cloak will protect you a little. But I need to get you inside to the warmth.”

      He groaned again but made no protest, so I hurried ahead with my plan. Walking in the front, leading both horses, I attempted to pick the smoothest course through the trees, avoiding any rocks that broke through the snow. I kept glancing at the dark shape dragging behind us and wincing. I would never have attempted such a plan if I could think of any other option.

      It seemed an interminably long journey, far longer than seemed possible given my short trip away from the castle. When I caught sight of the gardens in the distance, my knees wobbled, and I had to force a final burst of strength into them. As I closed the distance, I remembered the only other time I had tried to leave the grounds. Only now did I realize the motivation behind the Beast’s actions in spooking Chestnut. Not that he had needed to be so imperious in his note forbidding me to leave. A little explanation would have been appreciated.

      When we actually crossed into the grounds, I almost went limp with relief. But the Beast wasn’t safe yet, the cold and blood loss were as great a danger to him at this point as a further attack.

      “Help!” I screamed as loudly as I could. “Help!”

      Your Highness? The unknown voice sounded confused. Are you hurt in some way? A tiny pause. Why do you have His Highness’ stallion?

      “It’s not me who is injured, it’s your prince.” I pointed behind the horses to where he lay on the ground. “He’s been mauled by a wolf. Call for the castle doctor, and gather some others, too—we need to get him inside as quickly as possible.”

      The man, whoever he was, launched into action, calling loudly for a great number of people. We were soon joined by a crowd of voices. I stopped trying to pick out the individual words and let myself be swept along, glad to hand over the responsibility to someone more qualified.

      The horses pulled away from me, led toward the stables by a lead line that floated, taut, in the air. A particularly loud cacophony preceded the Beast lurching from the ground. I trailed behind him, trying to leave enough of a wide berth that I wouldn’t run into anyone.

      Princess! Princess! A familiar voice penetrated through the fog.

      “Tara?”

      Yes, I’m here. What has happened? There’s the most terrible story going around—oh! From the shocked tone of her exclamation, I assumed she had just seen the state of the Beast. Her voice dropped to a hushed whisper I had to strain to hear. So, it’s true, then. You were both outside the grounds.

      I couldn’t focus properly on her words, distracted as I was trying to keep track of the Beast from a distance. I had expected to see more signs of consciousness from him now that we had arrived back to such a hubbub of people. But he lay unnaturally still, only the rise and fall of his broad chest assuring me he still lived.

      Our strange procession made it into the entrance hall, and the chorus of voices seemed to swell even louder. I decided to risk an invisible collision—if such a thing were possible, I wasn’t even sure—and approach the Beast. But I had no sooner taken a step in his direction than warm heavy material settled around my shoulders.

      I looked down to discover I was now wearing a cloak. As soon as the thought crossed my mind, a bone deep shudder rocked me. When had it become so cold?

      Oh, Your Highness! Apparently, Lottie had joined us, and she sounded horrified. She must have seen the Beast’s injuries, then. Half of your dress is soaked, and your face looks blue. You’ll catch your death! Come quickly, and we’ll draw you a bath.

      Oh. Not the Beast, then. I looked down and discovered to my surprise that I was indeed wet and racked with constant shivers. Somehow in the excitement of talking to Lily and the fear of the wolves, I hadn’t noticed the temperature, or my own state.

      You’re in shock, I expect, offered Tara. I saw a similar thing when Gordon went skating on the small pond in the east gardens and fell through the ice.

      Skating! Surely, he must have known it wasn’t safe.

      Well, he did after he fell through. That child is always stumbling into mischief, though he always means well enough. But the doctor told us to warm him up and to keep him awake.

      I had been certain of my intention to check on the Beast but, somehow, I found myself in my room, soaking in a hot bath, while Tara and Lottie fussed over me, instead. Night had fallen outside—the first night since my arrival that the Beast had not asked me if I would marry him in the morning. Would he even be alive come morning?
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      I slept long and deeply, exhausted on every possible level. I woke to several new aches and a couple of bruises and immediately thought of the Beast. What was his state this morning?

      When I slipped out of bed, a sleepy voice greeted me.

      Good morning, Princess Sophie.

      “Lottie?” A sudden suspicion entered my mind. “Did you spend the whole night in my armchair?”

      I wanted to be here in case you needed anything in the night. You might have become ill after your ordeal.

      “That is very considerate of you, but now you need to go to your bed. Just, on your way out, if you could please let Tara know to bring me some food?”

      I couldn’t possibly sleep during the day, Your Highness. Let me fetch your morning meal myself.

      I shook my head. “Absolutely not. You need your sleep and Tara can look after me well enough without you. That’s why I have the two of you, remember.”

      Very well—if you wish it. I could tell from her tone that she doubted my assertion that Tara could manage on her own, but I pretended not to notice anything unusual in her demeanor.

      I paced the room while I waited for Tara to arrive, alternating between staring out the window at the gardens and sitting on my bed chewing my hair. The previous morning, when I had been planning how to sneak into the Beast’s chambers, felt like another lifetime. So much had happened since then. It was hard to process it all.

      Tara must have arrived at a run because I was sitting down to a hot meal within minutes. I had planned to ask her what the kitchen gossip had to say about the Beast’s condition, but she didn’t need any prompting to start sharing.

      I’m so glad to see you well this morning, Princess Sophie. You gave me and Lottie a fright last night. I would have insisted on staying with you, except that Lottie assured me she preferred to take the night shift, and I didn’t like to make her uncomfortable.

      It was the first sign I had seen of any such consideration, but I refrained from comment.

      And I think it turned out for the best anyway, since Lottie’s absolutely hopeless at ferreting out news of any kind. This airy conclusion made me snort and reminded me why I had asked for Tara in the first place. The ex-serving maid didn’t feel the need to temper her view of reality.

      The doctor popped down for a bite to eat around sunrise, poor man. He looked exhausted and, of course, the kitchen staff all mobbed him. We’d already guessed from various requests sent down for supplies that His Highness must have a high fever, but…

      “So, the Beast is alive still?” I asked, unable to wait through her meandering story for that crucial piece of information.

      Oh, yes, certainly. We have an excellent doctor. It’s the prince himself who’s the problem.

      “What do you mean?”

      He’s a terrible patient, he always has been. He can still barely stand but is apparently insisting on going out to check on his horse.

      I put down my fork and rose to my feet. “Where is he now? In his bedchamber?”

      Yes, for the moment at least.

      I threw a robe around my shoulders and headed for the door. Pausing in the doorway, I looked back into the empty air of the room. “You’re not going to protest? Or try to stop me?”

      Well, I feel sure Lottie would tell me that I ought to do so. Tara giggled. Especially since you’re wearing your nightgown. But to tell you the truth, I’m just planning to follow you and see what happens.

      I laughed. “I applaud your honesty and your spirit of adventure.”

      Hurrying down the corridor, I made my way to the Beast’s chambers as I had done such an astonishingly short number of hours before. I had never had the same interest in healing as Lily, but I had tagged along for enough of her sessions with our castle doctors to know a few basics. For instance, that someone with a raging fever and significant blood loss shouldn’t be stumbling around in the snow.

      When I reached his corridor, I slowed and then came to a complete stop in the open doorway of his bedchamber. The sound of voices told me that the room must be full of people, but my view of the Beast was unobstructed. I assessed his appearance, hoping that, for him, a servant blocked his view of my rude stare.

      He was naked from the waist up, white bandages covering the deep cuts on his arm and shoulder. I bit my lip at the sight of his bare chest, covered with a thick layer of hair, and then forced myself to look up to his face. He had propped himself up on one arm and was arguing with someone about getting up. His eyes looked glassy and strange, and his face flushed.

      A low growl silenced the rest of the voices. I am getting up, and there is nothing any of you can say to prevent me. So get out of my way.

      “Absolutely not,” I said loudly.

      The silence seemed somehow to grow deeper, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up from the certainty that an unknown number of invisible eyes were trained on me. But I maintained a calm facade as I moved forward into the room.

      “It is quite apparent, even without the assurances of your doctor, that you are extremely ill. You will remain in bed until such time as he gives you leave to rise.”

      Still silence reigned, and I received the distinct impression that a large number of people were holding their breath.

      Princess Sophie. The Beast remained propped half up in the bed, but he also made no further move to get up. I must check on my horse.

      “Do not be ridiculous.” I reached his bedside, trying to ignore the way his eyes stayed fixed on me, dressed as I was in only my nightgown and robe. “You have, I can only assume, a great number of grooms and stable hands, not to mention a highly competent stable master. You would only be in the way, as well as inflaming your wounds and your fever to no purpose.”

      Indeed. A mature, weary voice I hadn’t heard before leaped in to back me up. It is just as the princess says. You must listen to Her Highness, Prince Dominic, if you will not listen to me.

      I turned toward the sound. “I assume you must be the castle doctor. It is very nice to meet you, sir.”

      Oh, no, I assure you the pleasure is all mine. I am Doctor Henshaw, and if you can convince His Highness to remain in his bed long enough to heal, you will be doing him and all of us a great favor.

      “Certainly, Doctor Henshaw. There can be no question of his getting up. Perhaps you can give me a brief description of your preferred care regime.”

      As the doctor eagerly outlined his recommended diet and wound care, a series of strange noises came from the bed. I ignored them.

      When the doctor finished speaking, a final rumble sounded from the bed. I turned to face the Beast. “Yes? Did you wish to say something?”

      The Beast was glaring at me. My horse just fought a pack of wolves at my request. I will not rest until I have checked on him.

      An unexpected wave of shame washed over me. The Beast showed more care for his horse than I had done for Chestnut on my first night. The thought unsettled me, and confirmed my determination not to allow him to further injure himself.

      I rapidly considered the best way to subdue him and then drew myself up to my full height, assuming an outraged expression. “Are you trying to insult me?”

      Some of the anger dropped from his face to be replaced by confusion. Insult you?

      “I was the one who walked your horse back to the castle and handed him over to your stable. I have just told you that he is unharmed and in good hands. Are you calling me a liar?”

      A stifled snort of laughter came from beside me, and the Beast turned wrathful eyes on his doctor. I intervened quickly. “If everyone could please clear the room, His Highness needs the chance to rest. I will remain here with him and will call one of you if need be.” I turned in the direction of the doctor. “Please have the kitchen send up a meal as you have described.”

      I’m not eating that. The Beast sounded more sulky than angry, and I knew I had won. I kept the triumphant smile from my face.

      “I will ensure he eats it.”

      I’m sure you will, Your Highness. We can all be grateful you’re here.

      I felt a pang as the last of the servants made their way from the room, talking in whispers. If I hadn’t been here, the Beast wouldn’t be injured at all.

      I turned back around to find him glaring at me, but most of the heat had gone from his expression. Do you really mean to keep me prisoner here?

      I arched an eyebrow at him, and he actually had the decency to look ashamed, his eyes dropping away from mine. With a sigh, he lowered himself back onto the pillow.

      “Would you like another pillow?” I asked, as I pottered around his bed, rearranging the tangled blankets. When he didn’t answer, I looked at him with both eyebrows raised and discovered he was staring at me with fascination.

      “What?”

      Are you always like this?

      “Like what? Right?”

      He actually barked a laugh. I grinned back at him. “Don’t worry, Your Highness, I’ve spent a lot of time with my three-year-old nephew. I know all about looking after sulky children.”

      He shook his head, but a smile lingered on his face, the first I had ever seen from him. You seem different.

      I shrugged and continued pottering around the room. I could hardly tell him the truth. Something had changed; it had changed when I had stared down at him, dying in the snow and considered leaving him there. Before I had felt powerless—trapped, angry and afraid. But when I had chosen to save him, I had changed the balance of power. Even if he didn’t know it.

      I remembered now that I would never be powerless over my own actions, and choices. I was no longer here as his prisoner. I had chosen to be here because I believed—had always believed—that I had the ability to save others. And not only my sister and the younger girls of the Tourney, but also the people of Palinar who were caught in the curse. And last night, as the Beast had saved me from the wolves, it had occurred to me for the first time, that maybe Prince Dominic needed saving, too.

      Now I just had to believe I was strong enough to do it. When I had lost Lily, I had temporarily lost my way, forgetting that I had been the one to win the Tourney despite her best efforts to stop me. Together we were something of an unstoppable force, but that didn’t mean I was weak on my own. And last night I had shown it, making the decision I knew was right, despite every temptation.

      This morning I found that the Beast’s fitful temper didn’t have the same effect on me as it had previously. He was simply another of the many puzzles I had to solve.

      Several hours later, while attempting to force him into eating a second bowl of soup, I found my new positivity wearing thin. He had slept most of the morning, waking in a foul mood when he was still greeted with only soup. So, my morning had alternated between boredom and bouts of his disagreeable mood. It had taken all of my willpower not to pull back the curtain and ask the mirror to show me Lily while he slept. Only the fear that it would wake him had stopped me, but the exercise in self-control had put me in nearly as irritable a mood as him.

      At last I snapped. “Stop! You are a grown man and a prince. You appear to have no consideration for anyone but your horse, and it is time you learned to think of others, and to act with restraint.” We glared at each other, my chest heaving from my own loss of control. “You will eat the food the doctor sends and stay in bed until he gives you permission to leave. And I do not want to hear another word about it!”

      I expected him to shout back at me, but the anger in his eyes slowly faded away. Very well, Sophie.

      I eyed him suspiciously. “That’s it?”

      Were you looking for some other response?

      I narrowed my eyes, still wary of his capitulation.

      Perhaps you would be willing to read to me?

      “Read?”

      He barked another laugh. Yes, you know. Books. Words. Stories.

      “You like to read?”

      Don’t sound so surprised. I lost my ability to talk, not to read.

      I glanced at him, surprised at his light-hearted mention of the curse. How would he react if I asked him about it? Reluctantly I decided not to test it. I didn’t want to ruin the first moment of almost-rapport we’d had.

      “What would you like to read?”

      There’s a book in the drawer of that table next to my bed. You can start back at the beginning, if you like.

      I pulled it out and examined the cover. “Large Scale Economics?” I groaned. “Mathematics—my favorite.”

      You’re a princess, aren’t you? Aren’t these sorts of things compulsory in Arcadia?

      I sighed and sat again. “Yes, unfortunately. That’s the problem.” I opened to the first page and then looked back up at him. “I’ll read you this one if you promise that you’ll find me a volume of fairy tales to read next.”

      Fairy tales?

      I raised an eyebrow, and he shook his head. Fine. You can choose the next one.

      And despite the boring topic, reading turned out to be an inspirational move. It gave us both something to focus on other than our frustrations, and the Beast even ate his simple evening meal with minimal complaint. As had happened earlier when we discussed his nobles, the Beast surprised me with his intelligence and balanced perspective on governance.

      I had never forgotten that he had once been a regular prince—his arrogant attitude made such a thing impossible—but I hadn’t considered that he had been a prince trained to rule the largest of these kingdoms. Apparently, his lessons had included more than just ordering his subjects around.

      The sour note of the evening came just before the doctor arrived to relieve me. I had stood up, ready to leave, when the Beast reached out from the bed and grabbed my hand. I stilled, realizing his intention a second before he spoke.

      Will you marry me in the morning, Sophie?

      I ripped my hand away and hurried from the room without speaking. Obviously, I had been foolish to think that anything had changed between us. But in the doorway, I paused and looked back. “Can I recommend that next time you go with ‘Thank you, Sophie’? You might find it’s better received.” I didn’t wait to see his response.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, I was still fuming and considered abandoning the ungrateful Beast to do himself whatever harm he wished. But the thought of ingratitude made me hesitate. While it was true that he had neither apologized for driving me from the castle with his temper, nor thanked me for saving his life and then spending my day nursing him, the same could be said of me.

      The day before we had carefully avoided all discussion of the cause of his injuries, and I had neither apologized for trespassing in his room after I had assured him I would not, nor thanked him for coming to my rescue in the forest. If I truly believed that I had power over my own actions and choices, then my apologies and thanks couldn’t be conditional on his.

      The thought made me squirm all the way through the morning meal, and I changed my mind about which gown I wished to wear so many times that I had to apologize to Lottie. The truth was that I did not want to do it. He may have saved me, but the Beast was still an arrogant, imperious, thoughtlessly cruel…

      Princess Sophie?

      I jumped. “I’m sorry, Lottie, I wasn’t paying attention.”

      You have no need to apologize to me, Your Highness. I merely wished to know if you wanted your cloak.

      I shook my head. “I won’t be going into the gardens this morning.” As painful as apologizing would be, it was still the right thing to do. And my family had taught me that it was the role of royalty to do the right thing regardless of how much it might cost.

      You seem…distracted this morning, Princess Sophie.

      The mild comment was the nosiest Lottie had yet been, so I tried to think of a way to not answer her question, but in an encouraging way. I might have admitted my struggle to Lily, but I didn’t wish anyone else to know about my internal tantrum.

      Thankfully, before I could think of something, Tara burst into the room, already talking at full volume. You’ve won a friend for life in Doctor Henshaw, Princess Sophie. The servants are saying you kept the prince from the stables and got him to eat the broth the chef prepared. The poor man was terrified of sending it up. She giggled. I think he was afraid the prince might bring it back down himself and throw it in the chef’s face. But the doctor made him prepare it, anyway, assuring him confidently that the ‘plucky young princess’ would see he ate it.

      I flushed at this evidence of the doctor’s belief in me. My remaining hesitation fell away. My gratitude for his rescue was not contingent on his gratitude for my rescuing him back. The Beast might not deserve my good attitude, but I did. I wanted to be a royal who earned respect, not one who demanded it.

      When I arrived in the Beast’s chambers, however, a murmur of low voices greeted me.

      “Good morning.” I walked into the room but stopped short when I saw the bed. The Beast lay against the pillow with his eyes closed and a sheen of sweat across his face. His body was rocked by spasmodic shivers, but he never opened his eyes. The murmurs stopped at my entrance.

      Your Highness. The doctor’s greeting sounded polite but distracted. One of the white bandages began to unwrap itself and I saw a fresh splash of red across it.

      “What happened?” My mind raced frantically through the previous day. Had I done something wrong?

      I’m afraid the fever has taken hold. And his wounds have resumed bleeding.

      “But he stayed in bed the whole day yesterday, I swear it.”

      The bandages paused for a moment and then continued to move. And I have no doubt he would be in a much worse situation today if he had not done so. The situation now was unavoidable. I thought he meant to continue, but he fell silent.

      Unavoidable? It didn’t seem like a natural progression of an illness to me. I frowned. “Does he have a weak constitution?” It would be surprising given his physical strength, but curses could work in strange ways.

      Weak? No, indeed, he is exceedingly strong. And so we must hope he will recover from this setback.

      I bit my lip. I had often daydreamed through Lily’s healing lessons, perhaps I was wrong about his illness. The doctor must surely know better than me.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      We have sufficient nursing staff at the castle to attend to his needs, there is no reason for us to trespass on your time, Your Highness.

      I hesitated, and he moaned. Stepping forward without thinking, I dropped to my knees beside his bed. He moaned again, and I placed a hand on his forehead. “You must be strong, Beast,” I whispered.

      He stilled instantly beneath my touch, and some of the tension seemed to leave his face. A soft whisper passed through the servants in the room that I did not try to decipher.

      Well. It seems you have a soothing effect on the patient. Perhaps we could do with your services, after all, if you are willing. For a short time, at least.

      “I am at your disposal for as long as you have need of me, doctor.” I had made the decision to help him live, and I didn’t intend to see him die now.

      For the next three days, I spent most of my waking hours in the Beast’s chambers with the doctor and nurses. He was delirious, moaning and growling and writhing in his bed. Sometimes he had to be forcibly restrained so that he didn’t hurt himself. Only my touch and voice seemed able to calm him, so I hated to leave the staff to cope without me. Even when the doctor ordered me to my bed for some rest, I hurried back after only the smallest amount of sleep possible to allow me to keep functioning.

      Their care and concern for their master never abated, and it both impressed me and piqued my curiosity. It was almost as if I wasn’t the only with reason to be grateful to him, and yet I had only seen him treat them with brusque disregard or outright anger.

      If there was any part of them that felt, like I had done in the woods, that his death would be a freedom of sorts, neither their actions nor their words ever even hinted at it. They seemed, instead, truly concerned about his condition.

      Occasionally I would be left alone with him while they rested or fetched new supplies, and when that happened, I would sit there and stare at his disturbed face. What was going on in his fevered dreams? Without audible words, he didn’t murmur or cry out.

      On the third evening, during one such occasion, it occurred to me that he might not survive, and that I had never given my apologies or thanks.

      It felt foolish, speaking to an unconscious person, but it also might be the only opportunity I had. Perhaps some part of my words might penetrate into his dreams.

      “There’s something I’ve been wanting to say to you.” I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry for entering your room without your knowledge after telling you I would not.” He stilled as he often did at the sound of my voice. “And I never took the chance to thank you for saving my life from the wolves. You put yourself at risk for me, and I appreciate it.”

      He stirred and for a moment I thought his eyes would open, but they did not. When I left his room that night, it was with a heavy heart.

      But the next morning, when I rushed back in, I could sense a change in mood, even without listening for the exact words. I hurried to the side of the bed and saw that the Beast slept peacefully, his face calm and no longer coated in sweat.

      Good news, said Doctor Henshaw, a smile evident in his tone. The fever has broken and the wounds have stopped seeping. I believe we are now on our way to recovery.

      I smiled and sank into a nearby chair. A tension in my chest that I hadn’t realized was there eased. A blissful vision of my own bed flashed through my mind. Next time I lay down, I intended to sleep for twelve hours.

      You should go and get some more rest, Princess Sophie, said Henshaw. You deserve it, and I don’t want to find you getting sick next.

      “Are you sure?” I joked, having become comfortable with him over the last few days. “You might need me more than ever if he’s going to wake up at any second.”

      Henshaw chuckled. Even the prince is not strong enough to get out of bed today. So you should take your rest while you can.

      I grinned. “I’ve been warned, hey?”

      I stood up to leave, but a hand gripped my wrist, holding me in place, and a weak voice said, Sophie. I looked down into clear blue eyes, free from the sheen of fever. I thought I heard you in my dreams, but I wasn’t sure if…

      She has hardly left your side, Your Highness, said Henshaw. She has been truly tireless.

      He frowned as if confused by his doctor’s words, and I pulled away, stung. Was it really so unbelievable that I would assist in a dangerous illness?

      “You must excuse me, I was just on my way out.”

      He said nothing further, but his eyes followed me as I moved to the door, and when I looked back from the doorway, I saw a hint of the pleading I had seen in them the first few times we met, before we could communicate.

      But I had given everything I had to help him through his illness, barely sleeping for days. What more did he want of me now? My relief from earlier gave way to a deep weariness. He had been unconscious for days, I didn’t know why I had thought he would wake up with a different attitude. I left without speaking. I should have known better than to expect gratitude.

      It felt good to do nothing for the day, other than take a short stroll through the garden. I considered resuming my search of the castle but couldn’t muster the energy. Tara and Lottie took it in turns to keep me company, and I found Lottie’s quiet presence and Tara’s constant chatter equally welcome. I invited them both to stay while I ate my evening meal, though they both refused to actually eat with me.

      In retribution, I made them entertain me instead with accounts of each other’s physical appearances.

      Tara volunteered to go first. Lottie is tall, and…um…willowy.

      Skinny, you mean, said Lottie with a depressed tone. Without a single curve.

      Willowy, said Tara firmly, sounding more supportive of Lottie than I had yet heard her. The trick to beauty is having confidence in yourself. Start thinking of yourself as willowy, and you’ll soon find everyone else does, too.

      Only if I announce it loudly at every opportunity, muttered Lottie.

      See! said Tara. You think you’re wounding me, but I take ownership of my outrageous statements—I’m refreshing and fun.

      “I couldn’t agree more,” I said. “And I’m forming a tall and willowy impression of you as we speak, Lottie.”

      She has pale blonde hair, continued Tara. And gray eyes. And very long, elegant fingers.

      Oh! Thank you, said Lottie, and I instantly wondered if the tall, shy girl had always been secretly proud of her elegant fingers. My heart warmed to Tara for noticing.

      Now it’s your turn to describe me, said Tara.

      Well…Tara is short, much shorter than me. And slim, but with a large…bosom.

      I could almost hear her blush in the word, and Tara and I both burst into laughter.

      “She’s blushing, isn’t she?” I asked.

      I think she’s heating the whole room.

      You would, too, if you had this horrid pale skin that turns red at the least emotion, said Lottie, roused almost to defiance. She ran the rest of her description together in her rush to get it out. She has golden-chestnut hair, brown eyes and toffee colored skin—lucky thing—which only seems to blush when she wants to look coquettish.

      Coquettish? exclaimed Tara. What an excellent word!

      By the time I had finished eating, I considered my efforts a great success, because Lottie had warmed up considerably and had actually entered into a conversation about Tara’s latest beau, a good-looking groom.

      But doesn’t he always smell like horses? I imagined Lottie’s nose wrinkling in disgust, though her tone was mild enough. It amused me to picture outrageous expressions on the faces I had crafted for each of the servants I had come to know. Just one of the ways in which I kept myself from going crazy while trying to interact with a large number of invisible people. I longed for an ordinary conversation, without the extra strain that came from communicating without body language.

      He does sometimes, admitted Tara. But he’s so perfectly delicious to look at, that I’m willing to overlook it. She giggled.

      I think I would prefer a footman or, or a gardener, or something.

      Oooh. Tara almost dropped the blanket she was busy folding. A particular footman or gardener perhaps?

      No! Lottie rushed to deny the suggestion, but Tara laughed triumphantly.

      She’s blushing again, she informed me. I think there is someone. Come on, Lottie, tell us. We promise we won’t breathe a word to anyone, will we, Princess Sophie?

      “Oh, absolutely not.” I shook my head. “Who would I tell anyway? It’s not as if I would even know if I bumped into him in the corridor.”

      Or the gardens, said Tara. Although I think he’s a footman. I’ve never seen Lottie lingering around the roses in her time off.

      I don’t linger anywhere, said Lottie with dignity, but Tara ignored her.

      I’m trying to think where I’ve seen you when you’re not here. Wait! I’ve seen you around the entrance hall a few times.

      “What does that mean?” I found her flow of logic rather fascinating.

      The footmen all have different areas of service. She sounded distracted. Three of the footmen in that section of the castle are already married, so that leaves… She trailed off, presumably to run through the remaining footmen in her mind. Connor and Robert are the best looking. I know several serving girls who are sweet on them, but Robert is so loud, it’s hard to imagine our Lottie being interested in him.

      Goodness, no, interjected Lottie. He’s obnoxious.

      “Well, that’s definitive. What about Connor?” I frowned. “And why does that name sound familiar?”

      I think he was in the kitchens that first night, said Tara. Probably acting surly and suspicious of you.

      “Oh yes, I remember now. Surely he’s not the one, Lottie.”

      I think it’s Samuel, announced Tara. He’s cute but not too good-looking, if you know what I mean. Sort of friendly-looking and really sweet.

      “He sounds perfect!”

      Stop it, you two, Lottie mumbled. He’s not perfect.

      I laughed. “Just perfect for you?”

      Maybe. Her whisper was so quiet I could barely hear it.

      Tara laughed again. She’s blushing even harder now. I think you’d make a wonderful couple. Is he sweet on you back?

      Lottie sighed. I don’t think he even knows I exist.

      Well, we definitely need to change that!

      Lottie gasped. Don’t you dare!

      You’re too shy to speak two words to him, aren’t you? But if he could just get to know the real you, underneath, I’m sure he would like you.

      They began bickering light-heartedly, and I smiled to see how Tara had managed to break through Lottie’s reserve. It occurred to me how easy I found it to listen to them, and to separate their voices. I no longer had to strain to make my mind receptive. With practice, and possibly trauma and stress, my mind had adjusted to this new form of communication. Now all I wished was that I could see them. And that Lily could be here to share in the fun.

      Eventually they both insisted I go to bed and, sure enough, I slept for a solid twelve hours. When I awoke the sun was shining, and I knew my first stop of the day would be the Beast’s chambers. It had been strange to spend an entire day so disconnected from his recovery after being so absorbed in it previously.
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      I arrived at the Beast’s chambers to the sound of raised voices. I sighed, closing my eyes for a moment before stepping in through the door.

      Oh, thank goodness, said Henshaw. You’ve arrived. He raised his voice. Everyone else out.

      I frowned. Did he have some terrible news to impart to me? I looked over at the bed, afraid I would see the Beast had regressed. But he was sitting up in bed, glaring at me.

      Well it’s about time. He sounded sour.

      I raised both eyebrows at him, and he looked away.

      “Being troublesome, is he?” I asked, not bothering to lower my voice. His shoulders twitched, but he didn’t look back around.

      Henshaw’s quiet voice sounded in my ear. He hasn’t been what I would call pleasant, no. I’ve seen the magic you can work, so I’m hoping you can calm him if I just give you some space. But call me if you need. I won’t go far.

      “I’ll do my best,” I promised, and he murmured a farewell.

      Walking slowly over to the bedside, I glared at the Beast. His eyes skimmed the presumably now empty room and fixed on me. When I woke up, you were here, and old Henshaw told me you had hardly left my side. Where have you been?

      “Excuse me?” I put as much icy outrage into the words as possible.

      He frowned at me. I wanted to speak to you, but Henshaw refused to let anyone fetch you. He defied me—all of them did! My own servants, in my own castle, during a momentary weakness! He ground his teeth together.

      “Well, good for them,” I snapped. “I didn’t know they had it in them.”

      He growled quietly, so I picked up a heavy book from a small table beside him, lifted it over my head and let it drop back onto the table. It landed with a loud bang, and he fell instantly silent.

      “If you act like a wild animal, Your Highness, I will treat you like one. If you wish to have me here, at your bedside, I will not endure roars, growls, or abuse of any kind. And I will also not listen to any insults toward your servants. For three full days and nights, we attended you tirelessly, nursing you through an illness that could have been deadly. And you dare to criticize me for finally resting once you are out of danger? Or them for placing the well-being of another person before your every whim? You are arrogant, entitled, and self-absorbed. They may put up with you as their employer and prince, but I can assure you that I will not.”

      I stopped, sucking in huge breaths as I tried to calm myself. It was the second time I had exploded at the Beast, and it felt good to express my true feelings. I thought he might order me from the room, but he did not. I sank down into a chair, and for a moment we both sat in silence.

      Eventually he spoke, his voice cold. I have a memory from when I was fevered. I thought it was real, but it must have been merely a dream. I thought that you were here, and that you thanked me for saving you.

      “You remember that?” I flushed slightly.

      You did say it? Even though I am…what was it? Arrogant, entitled, and self-absorbed?

      I sighed. “You are all those things. But you also saved my life. Both can be true at the same time, you know. And I behaved badly breaking into your room. I can acknowledge that without taking away the endless list of ways in which you have behaved badly.”

      Endless list? He huffed, irritated, but I stared at him with a stony face until his cheeks turned the faintest pink. His next words were more hesitant. When I awoke I saw you, and I remembered what you had said. I thought you would want to see me.

      “And when Henshaw told you I was resting?”

      In the middle of the day? Ridiculous! It’s not as if you were ill. His voice became hard again. They were trying to keep you from me, and I do not appreciate disobedience.

      “Trying to keep me from you?” I shook my head in disbelief. “Has your illness made you delusional, too? You might consider listening to and believing your servants from time to time. I can’t imagine what makes them so loyal to you.”

      I am their prince.

      I stared at him, my brow furrowed. “No. You are a monster, locked away in a remote castle.”

      He froze, such a stricken look in his eyes that I felt guilty. I had meant to shock him out of his prideful attitude, not to truly wound him. But then he opened his mouth, his row of sharp teeth glistening, and growled. I immediately stood up and strode from the room without looking back.

      He stopped abruptly and called after me, Sophie, Sophie! but I ignored him. I had been clear that I would not allow him to growl at me. He needed to know that I had meant what I said.

      A discreet cough alerted me as I walked past Henshaw. I briefly slowed my steps. “I’ll be back later today. In the meantime, I recommend leaving him entirely alone, although what you do is your own business, of course.” There was no reason for his servants to endure his displeasure in my place.

      The Beast’s growl rumbled from inside his room, and Henshaw sighed. I think you make an excellent suggestion, Your Highness.

      I sighed as I walked away. The Beast would be furious, but I didn’t regret my suggestion. I had warned him, so he had no one to blame but himself. And I needed him to see that I was a person of my word.

      But as I walked away, a memory floated to the front of my mind, a small detail that had obviously been noted by my subconscious but not processed at the time. The book I had slammed against the table had not been the book on economics we had previously read together, it had been a volume of fairy tales.

      He had remembered our deal and must have asked a servant to search one out for us. Had he been waiting all day yesterday for me to come and see the book he had prepared? Perhaps it had been his attempt at an apology. My steps faltered, but then I shook myself and hurried on. I had endured more at his hands than could be atoned for by a single book. The Tourney alone had made me ill twice, and that was to say nothing of Celine’s leg or of poor Marigold.

      And this morning he had showed no willingness to change his ways. I had challenged him on being an animal, hoping to call out the man who remained. But it seemed he wasn’t ready to relinquish the monstrous part of himself.

      And yet, as I wandered aimlessly through the castle, my thoughts kept returning to the fairy tales and to the memory of the Beast flying above my head as he leaped to wrestle a wolf with his bare hands—for me. There was something here I did not understand. A missing piece. He wasn’t the prince he had presumably once been, but he wasn’t completely the monster I had expected, either. Perhaps if I could unlock the secrets of the curse, I would be able to understand him.

      My steps gained some vigor. There was so much of the castle I still hadn’t searched, and here I was with the perfect opportunity.

      It took me a little bit of time to find Gordon, my unofficial guide, but I eventually tracked him down. He had already proved useful as a page boy, keeping station just outside the Beast’s bedchamber and running errands or messages as needed. He was enthusiastic about going on another exploratory mission and spent the first ten minutes trying to convince me that we should start with the dungeons. Eventually he admitted that he wasn’t allowed down there on his own, and his fascination instantly made sense.

      However, I stood strong in my veto. The dungeons repelled me for the same reasons they attracted a young boy. I hoped I could discover the secrets of the curse in a part of the castle not likely to be infested with rats.

      We soon found ourselves exploring yet another wing of the castle. This is the king and queen’s wing, explained Gordon. No one much has come here for years. Just the maids who do the dusting. Some of us play hide-and-seek here sometimes, though. It’s the perfect spot because the adults never come here. And I usually win because of all the practice I’ve had with Gilda.

      I shook my head in sympathy with the long-suffering Gilda.

      When we reached the king’s chambers, I stood for a long time, staring at another portrait of King Nicolas. This one depicted him alone and was considerably smaller, yet it still managed to dominate the room. Certainly nothing about this image changed my impression of the Beast’s father.

      “Why does no one come here?” I asked, hoping to push him into revealing more information about the royal family.

      The lid of a golden canister on the dressing table lifted into the air and then resettled into place with a clink. I already told you. He was a bad man. No one liked him. Plus, he cursed us all, so I guess that made people hate him worse.

      I froze, my mind racing, and my mouth going dry. King Nicolas had cursed his kingdom? Not the Beast? If I had been wrong about him in this, what else had I misunderstood?

      Half way across the room, the lid of a chest rose into the air and then dropped back down.

      “What…” The word came out too quietly, so I tried again. “What do you mean? About King Nicolas and the curse?”

      I already told you, Gordon sounded stern. I don’t think I should be telling terrible stories to princesses.

      I rolled my eyes. “That’s very considerate of you, Gordon, but completely unnecessary. I’m pretty tough, you know. How about you tell me the story about the king and the curse, and then I’ll tell you how the Beast fought off a pack of wolves, and how I got us both back to the castle.”

      Gordon crowed. Really? That’ll show up Michael, all right. He’s been full of stories about how he saw you arrive back. His face glowed. I wish I could have seen him fight. I once saw him sparring with some of the guards, and he was so strong.

      “You go first, though,” I said.

      Gordon grumbled for a moment but began his tale willingly enough. He clearly didn’t understand everything he was relating, a by-product of his having heard the stories by listening through doors, I supposed. But he knew enough to paint a frightening picture, and I found myself wishing I had asked the question in a room that didn’t contain a life-like picture of the king glaring down at me.

      King Nicolas had used his position and authority to amass wealth and power, repressing his people and taxing them heavily. He made constant use of his mirror to spy on his people, ruthlessly crushing the merest hint of disloyalty. The nobility were afraid to question him, even in the privacy of their own homes, and the people dared not rebel. But conditions in the north of the kingdom became so bad, that a small group of rebels did develop.

      Eventually the king rode out himself to find and kill them. He chased the leader of the group to a small, remote village. Whether the people were really sheltering the man, or whether the king merely thought so, no one would ever know. Because, the king had descended on the town with a troop of guards. He had called out all the villagers, and when they claimed no knowledge of the rebels, King Nicolas had slaughtered every single one of them with his own hand. From their oldest elder to their smallest child.

      I gestured with my hand for us to leave the room and hurried out without waiting to hear if Gordon had seen me. I was struggling to breathe, too choked up to speak. The monstrosity of it! What sort of sickness lived in such a man, that he would do such a thing, and with his own hand? He had violated the most sacred tenets of a ruler, and I no longer wondered at his bringing down a curse powerful enough to destroy a whole kingdom. The High King demanded love and sacrifice from his rulers. The king of Palinar had shown nothing but hate, greed and selfish ambition.

      I found my voice. “And so, the kingdom was cursed for his despicable act?” I had always understood the importance rulers had for the well-being of their kingdoms. When true love governed, prosperity followed for all, after all. But it seemed an injustice to see it working in the opposite way.

      Well, no, not right away, said Gordon. He had led me into the queen’s chambers, and this time I didn’t see any of the objects scattered throughout it move. In fact, his voice sounded from right under her portrait, as if he were gazing up at it. He returned home to the capital. And then Queen Ruby died, and that’s when we were cursed.

      “How…” I stopped to clear my throat, afraid to hear the answer. “How did she die?”

      Dunno. No one ever really talks about her. I just know that everything changed after that. I never felt any different, though. He paused. Are you really sure you can’t see me? Who would have thought being invisible could be so uninteresting?

      I shook my head, unable to focus properly on his prattle. Stumbling backwards, I sank down to sit on the bed. I was filled with an absolute certainty that—one way or another—King Nicolas had killed his wife. It turned out that a king violating his responsibility to his people was not enough to bring down a curse. But a king that broke trust with both his kingdom and his own family? Apparently, that was enough.

      In my shock, I reached out to Lily, meaning to share the horrible revelation with her, and her now familiar absence hit me yet again. I wished desperately for some sort of comfort in the midst of such evil, and I had not even suffered the worst effects of it.

      It still seemed strange to me that the very people to suffer under King Nicolas were the ones to also suffer the effects of the curse. Hadn’t Matthew even told me the royals had been originally excluded from it?

      As I pondered this thought, an explosion took place in my brain. I thought back over all the pieces of the puzzle I had been told or had managed to cobble together myself. What if I had been thinking about it wrong all along? What if the servants even had it wrong? What if the people had not been cursed, exactly, but had instead been saved? Moved en masse to another realm where their royal family could not touch them.

      And now it seemed that the Beast was the only royal who remained. Was it possible I had chosen wrongly in the forest? Could Lily have been right, and if I had let him die, the whole kingdom would have been free to return to the normal world?

      My stomach churned at the thought that his death might be the answer. And that, if it was, defeating the curse might be beyond me. Because I would not have a hand in killing him.
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      As I walked numbly back to my chamber, Gordon still chattering obliviously beside me, I fought to control my rebellious stomach. I could not accept the idea that I should have let the Beast die. No part of it felt right. Death was not the answer—surely the story of the Beast’s father demonstrated that.

      As my mind continued to cartwheel furiously, further questions appeared. So much still hadn’t been explained. It seemed that King Nicolas’ monstrous acts had brought the godmothers back to Palinar earlier than they had returned to any of the other kingdoms. But they had come with wrath, not assistance.

      And yet something had then changed. A godmother had helped Dominic. Another confirmation that my role here was not to bring about his death. But I had yet to hear even a hint of what had caused his beastly transformation. Or when. And the two stories were so hopelessly intermingled, that it was hard to make sense of one without the other. If the original curse had actually been to protect the people against their royals, then giving their prince fangs seemed rather counter-productive.

      Or had the later godmother, the one who assisted him to see his people, also been the one to give him his own curse? Giving with one hand and taking away with the other.

      I tried asking Gordon about the Beast’s transformation, but he had no idea. He forbade everyone from mentioning his family or from speaking of his curse.

      “Then how have you overheard conversations about the king?”

      Oh, that was before he returned. We had been cursed for two weeks before he appeared back at the castle.

      “And you are not afraid to speak of it, then?”

      It’s only the servants he forbade. You’re not a servant. My eyes widened at his strange logic, but I didn’t correct him. I had already benefited more than once from his strange misunderstanding.

      Will you tell me about the wolves now? He sounded far too excited about my having been attacked by wild animals.

      “Uhhh…” I tried to gather my thoughts together. “Well, I decided to go for a ride on my horse, and I ended up outside the castle grounds.” A less than complete version of events, but enough information for Gordon to possess.

      As I told him the story, I lived it again, only this time I had a new perspective. I imagined the Beast not as the villain who had cursed his kingdom, but as a misguided boy, raised by an evil father, who had lost his entire family. Had King Nicolas also killed his own daughter? It was incomprehensible—but no more so than any of his other actions.

      Could I wonder that a prince raised to power and privilege with only selfish ambition as his model had become arrogant and entitled? The real wonder was that any good instincts remained. I couldn’t imagine that King Nicolas had ever risked his own life to save another.

      Some of the attitude of the servants made more sense now. Did they retain hope that their prince would grow to be more like his mother than his father? With Princess Adelaide gone, what other hope could they have?

      When I returned to the Beast’s chambers that afternoon, I still hadn’t decided if I should mention my new knowledge to him. How would he respond if I asked him about it?

      I had no idea what to expect on my arrival. I felt a pang of guilt that the servants might have left him alone as I had recommended. What if he had worked himself into such a rage that he set back his recovery? But I shook my head, rejecting the thought. Whatever his past, he was a grown adult who must take some responsibility for his own health.

      I was listening extra hard as I approached, but I could hear no sounds at all. No one spoke to me in the corridor, and I wondered if that meant Henshaw was now stationed inside the room. Walking slowly in, I saw to my surprise that the Beast was in a light doze, his eyes closed and his chest rising and falling with his soft breaths. I stopped part way into the room, unsure if I should leave, and he opened his eyes.

      For a long silent moment, we stared at each other. Could he read the conflicted emotions in mine? Was my new knowledge written across my face? I felt myself flush at the intensity of his gaze. I had never been looked at so intently in my life.

      You came back.

      I drew a deep breath, breaking the uncomfortable bond between us. “Of course.”

      He frowned, and I felt a pang somewhere in the vicinity of my heart that he had been thinking I had truly left.

      No one has ever said such things to me before. I opened my mouth to reply, but he held up his hand to silence me. No one has ever dared. And I have never apologized in my life. ‘A prince of Palinar doesn’t apologize to anyone.’ His words were slow, obviously causing him pain to say. But I have been thinking while you were gone. Perhaps…perhaps I have been wrong.

      I waited for more, but he seemed to be finished. I wanted to roll my eyes. That was it? He didn’t intend to actually apologize? But I reminded myself of what I had just learned about his family. This was progress for him.

      “We are all of us wrong sometimes,” I said gently. Hadn’t I just discovered I had been wrong about his role in the curse?

      Sitting beside him, I picked up the book which still rested where I had dropped it earlier. I began to read. “Once upon a time in a faraway kingdom…”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The doctor insisted that the Beast remain in bed for another week. I suspected that he would have liked it to be longer, but he must have recognized that such a span was already a small miracle. My voice was hoarse from the hours I had spent reading aloud, and my mind strained from trying to think of ways to pacify a man who usually spent his days on horseback.

      I tried to keep him talking about the systems of governance in Palinar, and I surprised myself at my interest in the differences between his kingdom and my own Arcadia. He often seemed impatient with me, but I kept reminding him that I had not been raised to rule Arcadia as he had Palinar. And if there were gaps in my education, I couldn’t blame my family. I had been the one sneaking fairy tales into my lessons to read instead.

      At Dominic’s insistence, I visited Chestnut and his stallion, who turned out to be called Spitfire. His love for his horse seemed like the least beastly thing about him and, as I entered the stable, thoughts of him filled my mind. Perhaps I could gain some insight into him here.

      I took the animals handfuls of treats, pleased when Matthew emerged not long after I arrived and settled in for a long conversation.

      I hear you’ve got things well in hand up there in the big house, he said at one point, a hint of humor behind his placid words.

      “I’m doing my best.” I sighed. “But it isn’t easy.”

      No, he said. The young master has never been what I would call easy.

      “It must have been difficult for him,” I said, as I brushed Chestnut’s mane, “with a father like that.”

      Matthew remained silent for a long time, and I held my breath, hoping I hadn’t silenced him.

      I used to be a senior groom in the capital stables, he said at last. I was tasked with teaching the young prince to ride. When he first started spending time out here at his own castle, he brought me with him and installed me as the stable master.

      He was silent for another moment, and I kept quiet, as well.

      When the prince is with the horses, I see a true ruler in him. Firm but gentle, authoritative but loving. I have been waiting many years to see him learn to view other people in such a manner. But perhaps such a day will never come. Still…we cannot live without hope.

      “No,” I murmured. “We all of us need hope.”

      I put down the brush with a sigh. “I should be returning. The prince will be anxious to hear news of Spitfire.”

      One day you must return and tell me how he looked in action. He is one of the most magnificent stallions I have ever had the care of.

      I agreed, hiding a smile. I hadn’t expected to hear the calm old stable master sound so much like Gordon. Apparently, the boy never quite disappeared, no matter how many years passed.

      But as I left the stables, my smile dropped away. The smell of horses reminded me so forcefully of Lily, it felt like an actual pain in my chest. We had spent so many hours with our ponies and then our horses over the years. I couldn’t even see one without thinking of her. And my new-found independence didn’t change how much I missed her, both in person and in my head. She would have kept me laughing throughout the trying hours of the Beast’s recuperation.

      On the first day that Henshaw permitted him to leave his bed, the prince insisted that he visit the gardens. Henshaw hemmed and hawed but eventually agreed. I could tell he would have preferred the prince restrict himself to his sitting room, but I could understand his desire for fresh air. I felt it myself.

      When I went to leave the room so that Henshaw could get him up and help him dress, the prince held out a hand to stop me. I looked at him inquiringly, noticing that he looked a little pained.

      Would you…would you like to come to the gardens with me?

      “Is that a request, Beast, rather than an order? I’m shocked.”

      I can rephrase it if you’d prefer. He glared at me, and I laughed.

      “No, indeed. It suits you better than I would have supposed.”

      He growled deep in his throat as I chuckled my way out of the room, but I decided to overlook it. I couldn’t expect miracles, after all.

      We met half an hour later in the entrance hall, and the prince offered me his arm. I accepted it, remembering the only other time we had walked that way. So much had changed between us since then. I had spent so many hours gazing at him on his sick bed that his features no longer shocked me, for one. And for another, I had discovered that we unexpectedly shared some interests—I would never have predicted he could love gardens as I did.

      But some things had not changed. He still asked me every evening if I would marry him the next morning, a question that had started to seem more ridiculous than insulting while he lay ill in bed.

      The Beast walked slowly, his breath more labored than usual, but he did not lean on me. I marveled at the strength that had allowed such a quick recovery after such significant wounds and such a prolonged illness.

      He led the way, and I followed silently, both of us apparently happy just to be free from the sick room. When we turned the corner of a tall hedge, I gasped. He looked down at me with a look of satisfaction. It is beautiful is it not? I thought you might like to see it, since you mentioned that you love roses.

      I dropped his arm and ran forward, both hands pressed against my heart. The rose garden, which I had previously only glimpsed from afar, was unlike any I had seen before. Snow covered the ground, as it did everywhere in the castle grounds, and the deep colors of the roses stood out against the stark white. The bushes had been arranged in two concentric spirals, twisting around each other without touching, leading me deeper and deeper into the roses until they entwined in the center. On one of the spirals, the roses darkened as it coiled inward, on the other they lightened, so that in the center, brilliant crimson blossoms coiled around pure white ones.

      I stood staring at them, overwhelmed by the beauty of the design and the color of the roses, complimented by the dark green of the leaves and stems and set against such a pristine backdrop. I heard the Beast approach more slowly behind me.

      So, you like them?

      “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful. Truly.”

      My mother designed it many years ago, when my grandfather was still alive, and my father was the crown prince. She was fascinated by the tower staircases.

      I watched him out of the corner of my eye. So, the roses reminded him of his mother, then. Did he have the same feeling of comfort and security here in the garden that I felt inside a library?

      “They are very beautiful,” I repeated, not knowing how to put my feelings into words.

      We strolled slowly from bush to bush, and the Beast told me the names of the different species, many of them ones I had never encountered before. My head gardener here is very skilled. He has adapted remarkably well to the…unusual conditions.

      I snorted. Unusual conditions, indeed.

      Rather than growing more tired, the Beast seemed to be energized by the walk and the cold air. His stride grew surer and his breathing easier. He looked incongruous amid the beauty of the garden. A monster who had wandered from his territory.

      Looking at him standing there among the roses, I had a sudden flashback to my time in the carriage traveling here. I had been unable to imagine the Beast surrounded by flowers, and yet here he was. What would I have thought if I had known then what I knew now?

      He looked back at me quizzically, and I shrugged at him.

      We can come again tomorrow, if you’d like.

      “I would like that, very much,” I said, surprising myself by the truth of my words.
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        * * *

      

      We went to the rose garden every day for two weeks, and every day the Beast gained strength. He still had not thanked me for nursing him, or keeping him company, but sometimes I thought I could read gratitude in his eyes. He had become almost mellow as a patient, although the servants reported that he was more restless whenever I was gone. I was merely relieved that he had stopped haranguing them constantly.

      By the end of the second week he seemed back to full health, and I marveled at his recuperative powers. Lily would have found him a fascinating patient, I was sure. I mentioned it to Henshaw, but he said the prince had always been like that, even as a young boy. Hearing that made me even more impressed since I had assumed it was a side effect of the curse.

      We can all be glad of it, Henshaw had said. He might well not have made it if not for his strong constitution.

      I longed to ask him why that would be such a terrible thing for the servants, but couldn’t think of a way to phrase it that didn’t sound awful.

      As the Beast regained his physical strength, I had been afraid he would also resume the full force of his arrogance, but on the day that Henshaw declared him able to return to regular activity, he seemed unusually genial.

      Eventually I couldn’t resist commenting on it. “Should I ask Henshaw to give you another examination?”

      What do you mean?

      “I think that was your second joke. Have you ever joked before…in your life? Maybe your fever has returned.”

      The Beast growled, somehow turning the sound playful, and bent over a rose bush.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, warily.

      He glanced up at me, and I realized he had pulled the bush back and was about to release it, catapulting the snow covering it in my direction.

      “Oh no. Oh no, you don’t.” I backed up, almost tripping in my hurry.

      He grinned at me, exposing his fangs, as he took time to draw it even further back. I squealed and ran for it, my skirts tangling around my legs in my hurry. I didn’t quite make it around one of the bushes when icy shards exploded across my back, some of them managing to slip down the back of my neck.

      I groaned and whipped the rest of the way out of sight in case he had a second bush already prepared.

      You can’t hide forever, he taunted, a laugh sounding in his voice. You’re surrounded by snow covered bushes on every side.

      “But I can hide a pretty long time,” I called back, before creeping behind a different bush. I peered through the leaves, and when he strode over to where I had disappeared, I quickly wove through another two bushes, keeping myself out of sight.

      He didn’t seem to be in any hurry, and after watching him for a moment from behind yet another bush, I realized he was following my footprints. I grabbed a whole armful of snow and began to run, crouched low so as to stay out of sight. I used the spirals of the garden to curve back around and come up behind him.

      I must have made enough noise to give myself away because he began to turn. But before he could get fully around, I flung my snow into the air, dumping it over his head. He growled and shook himself, ice flying in all directions, but enough of it stuck to his hair to start dripping down his neck. I crowed in triumph.

      He looked over at me, his eyes narrowing. Oh ho! You think you just won, don’t you?

      I saw his intentions in his eyes a moment too late. Scooping up a handful of snow, he grabbed my arm and pulled me close. Taking his time, he placed the ice on my head and began to crush it into my hair.

      I squealed again. “Dominic!”

      He froze, a look of shock crossing his face, and then he dropped his hand, allowing most of the snow to fall away. A single icy trickle down my back made me shiver, and he grabbed my other arm and pulled me closer to him, as if to warm me.

      You’ve never used my name before.

      I flushed and wished I could tear my eyes away from his. But something in their blue depths seemed to hold me in a different sort of captivity. I remembered the way his mere presence used to unsettle me when I first arrived—the raw power and intensity so different from anything I had encountered before.

      And then, suddenly, he was the one to break away, striding away from me without a word. I watched him disappear between two hedges and took a deep breath. Because my heart was pounding as if I had just run through the garden, and I couldn’t quite convince myself it was from fear.
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      We had been eating the evening meal in Dominic’s room while he was still recuperating, but that night we were back in the dining hall. The prince made no mention of our interaction in the garden, talking calmly throughout the meal about our latest book. But I noticed his eyes seemed to hold additional warmth whenever they rested on me.

      When he escorted me to the door, I dreaded what I knew would come next. When he asked if I would agree to marry him in the morning, his eyes glowed as they bore into mine. I grimaced.

      “I don’t know why you insist on asking a question to which you already know the answer. When you break the curse, we will set a wedding date.”

      I expected anger, the curse was a topic we always carefully avoided, but not the flash of pain that crossed his face, as if I had slapped him when he expected a kiss. His face settled into lines of cold anger, and it was the first time I realized how much his usual expression had changed since my arrival. This was like the Beast I had seen then.

      I sighed and left the room. There was no point talking to him in such a mood, and I preferred to leave without a fight.

      The next morning, he wasn’t in the entryway at our usual meeting time. I waited several minutes and then hurried to his room, afraid he had suffered some sort of relapse. But his chambers were empty.

      For a moment, I glanced longingly at the curtain that covered the mirror, but I resolutely turned away. I was determined not to make the same mistakes twice. I returned instead to my room, hoping that I would find Tara still there tidying and could send her out on a reconnaissance mission. I was certain she could find information in much less than half the time it would take me.

      But when I reached the room no one answered my calls. Even Gordon had apparently disappeared from his usual post outside my door. I frowned and crossed over to my window, wondering what I should do next. Had Dominic said something about not walking today that I had forgotten? Or was this because of our interactions the day before?

      As I gazed outside, not really taking in what I was seeing, I noticed a flash of movement. Looking more closely, I saw a familiar figure riding along the front of the castle on Spitfire. I should have guessed he would go riding, now that the doctor had finally cleared him to do so. But why had he not invited me to join him?

      I watched him until he disappeared around the corner of the building. Why did I feel hurt? When had I started desiring Dominic’s company? I stopped, catching myself on his name. When, in fact, had I stopped calling him the Beast in my mind?

      After wandering listlessly around my chamber for nearly an hour, I gave myself a good shake. This castle still held many unanswered questions, and I wasn’t going to find any answers here. If the Beast had found other activities to fill his day, I could certainly do the same.

      I headed straight for the kitchen, hoping to find Gordon and possibly to requisition a sticky bun. The servants knew by now that I liked them to announce themselves in my presence, so I was greeted with a round of cheery good mornings when I entered.

      Princess Sophie, I’m sorry, were you looking for me? Lottie sounded contrite.

      We wouldn’t have both come down here except that we thought you meant to spend the morning in the gardens, chimed in Tara.

      It was quite thoughtless of us, said Lottie. It won’t happen again.

      “Oh no, you’re both fine,” I replied. “There’s no point you sitting around all day in my chamber doing nothing when I’m otherwise occupied. I was actually looking for Gordon. Is he around here somewhere?”

      That scamp! Gilda sounded flustered. I hope he hasn’t taken to hiding from you now, Your Highness. I’ll be sure to give him a piece of my mind when I see him next.

      “Oh goodness, please don’t do so on my account,” I smiled in her direction. “I dare say I gave him the morning off and then forgot all about it. He has been extremely diligent, I assure you.”

      Oh. Well then. In that case, I’m glad to hear it. He’s a well-meaning lad, with a good heart, but he can be mighty thoughtless at times.

      He’s probably out regaling the stable boys yet again with the story of your fight with the wolves. I could almost hear Tara’s eye roll. He’s been getting excellent credit off that one.

      Gilda sighed. Those boys! They’re nothing but a bad influence. But I can hardly keep him away, not when they’re the only lads his own age.

      “No, indeed,” I agreed. “It seems quite wrong to keep a child of his age locked up in a kitchen.”

      It was a fortunate day for us all when you arrived Princess Sophie, said Gilda, apparently overcome by my sentiment. A fortunate day, indeed.

      “Well thank you.” I laughed. “But you all seem to have been managing tolerably well without me, so I dare say you would have continued to do so.”

      Aye, for now, said a voice I vaguely recognized. But time’s running out, isn’t it?

      You hold your tongue, Connor! snapped Gilda, allowing me to place the voice—the surly footman who we all agreed would not do for Lottie.

      Tara quickly jumped in. We can help you, Princess Sophie. With whatever you wanted Gordon for.

      Oh yes, of course! said Lottie.

      I agreed, figuring I would have a better chance of getting an explanation for Connor’s strange comment if I interrogated them alone rather than in a kitchen full of servants. As we all made our way out of the room, I stole a sticky bun from a nearby tray, calling out a thank you to the general hubbub since the staff seemed to have taken my exit as a cue to resume their usual chaos.

      I munched as I walked along, following Tara and Lottie’s voices as they debated which part of the castle to show me next. They eventually decided on the theater, and we started off down one of the wings. I licked the last of the sweet icing off my fingers, as I tried to come up with a strategy. No brilliant ideas presented themselves.

      “What did Connor mean? About running out of time?” I asked eventually, hoping to surprise them into an answer.

      But from their silence, I guessed they had been expecting it.

      What does Connor ever mean? said Tara after a long pause. He’s always looking for a reason to be sour.

      Her attempt at prevarication was so blatant that I could see there was no point in pursuing the matter directly. “What were you both doing in the kitchens?” I asked instead. “I didn’t know you spent much time there, Lottie.”

      Tara giggled. She didn’t used to. But then I let her know that Samuel always spends his mornings there if he isn’t on duty. I dragged her along with me because I have this brilliant plan to—

      Embarrass me. Lottie sounded glum. You know that’s all that’s going to happen, right?

      Don’t be so pessimistic! You’re nice and you’re pretty, too. I’m sure Samuel would like you if you gave him the chance.

      “And if he doesn’t, he’ll have to answer to me.”

      I peered around in confusion. “Is this the right way?”

      Oh, no, sorry we were supposed to take that corridor back there. Tara’s voice was moving away, so I followed it.

      “You know I should make you both carry a candle or something, so I know where I’m going,” I said.

      That’s a good idea! said Lottie. Two candles detached themselves from the nearest sconce and floated to a spot just ahead of me. One of them dropped slightly and then moved away from the other.

      We started off again, and I watched the bobbing candles in fascination. “This really is one of the strangest things I’ve ever done.”

      Only one of? Tara sounded amused. If this castle isn’t the strangest thing you’ve ever encountered, your Arcadia must be a very odd place indeed!

      “You’re forgetting that competing in the Princess Tourney was what got me here in the first place. And I don’t know if anything could top some of the things that happened there.”

      What was it like?

      It must have been terrifying!

      I shrugged. “I had my sister with me which helped. As for what it was like…” I looked down. “We’re forbidden to talk about it.”

      We know what that feels like. Lottie’s quiet words sounded sad.

      I bit my lip. It wasn’t really fair of me to be trying to coax the servants into talking about something that might get them into trouble. But I was helpless, lost in the dark without information, and I didn’t know how else to get it.

      I cast around for something I could say to brighten the mood. “You know, something has just occurred to me. When you carry candles, or bowls or blankets, I can see them, floating through the air. Why can’t I see your clothes?” My eyes grew wide. “Please, please tell me you’re not all naked in this other realm?”

      What?

      No!

      Tara dissolved into giggles. Oh, can you imagine! She drew a deep breath and then went off into another round of laughter.

      Definitely not, said Lottie in a more dignified tone. Our personal possessions, like our animals, came with us. Only the communal items belonging to the castle remain with you, able to be touched by either of us.

      “It was a rather ingenious solution,” I murmured quietly to myself.

      Solution, Your Highness?

      “Never mind. Are we nearly at the theater?”

      Yes, it’s just here. Both candles stopped outside a nearby door, and then the door itself swung open. Stepping inside, I saw a reasonably sized room with several rows of tiered seats. A small platform at the front of the room was framed by red velvet curtains, and gilt statues lined the edge of the room.

      “Goodness!” I blinked several times.

      It is a little gaudy, isn’t it? said Tara.

      It’s certainly not much fun to dust.

      “What use is there for such a room in a castle that hosts so few guests?”

      Oh, that’s just Prince Dominic. Apparently, some crown princes in the past used to like to bring large groups of nobles down here with them. They would have readings and recitations, and even small plays on occasion.

      I certainly could not imagine Dominic sitting in one of the spindly chairs. It would probably collapse beneath him. I walked down the series of broad, shallow steps and stood on the platform facing the chairs. I tried to imagine them full of brightly dressed nobles and had to blink again. If the room was overwhelming now…

      Still. “It seems a pity for the room to sit unused.”

      Oh, it isn’t unused, said Lottie. The servants use it all the time. Some of the maids can recite beautifully, and the pastry chef can sing the most incredible opera. Even the stable boys sometimes put together humorous routines. I must have looked shocked because she hurried to reassure me. Only on our half days off, of course. Usually we all have different days off, spread across the week. But once a month we have an extra half day all together. The kitchen leaves out a cold meal for the prince, and they clean up the scraps the next morning. I suppose you would have missed it since the last one happened while the prince was ill. Naturally the medical staff would not have considered taking time off in such a situation.

      “How considerate of Prince Dominic.”

      Oh yes, agreed Tara. Several of the maids started out working in the capital, and they said they never got an extra day like that there. But it’s been the way here for several years.

      “But he always seems so…well…”

      Terrifying, you mean? asked Lottie.

      I nodded, but my mind flew back to the time when Dominic had been ill in bed. I had wondered then if despite his brusque behavior to them, the servants had a reason to be grateful to him.

      His ill-humor was bad enough before…well, you know, before, said Tara. I’m sure I couldn’t speak to him without my knees knocking together. But he always makes a point to set up systems for his staff that are more than fair.

      Lottie murmured her agreement. As long as you stay out of notice, you don’t get roared at, and then he’s an excellent master.

      “What was he like before?” I asked, following Tara’s lead in not mentioning the curse. “I can’t imagine it.”

      Well…Usually Lottie was the cautious one, so Tara’s hesitation made me dread what was coming next. He was a little less angry, I suppose.

      I stared in their vague direction. “That’s it? A little less angry? His parents die, his kingdom is cursed, and he’s transformed into a beast, and he only becomes a little angrier? What in the kingdoms was he like before?”

      Tara giggled. When you put it like that…

      It’s true that he was angry and proud and rude before the curse, said Lottie, surprising me with her honest speaking. But he wasn’t nearly so bad. My family has worked at this castle for generations, and they told me about the good years here after King Nicolas was crowned. After he became king, Queen Ruby used to come down here alone, except for the children, for long visits to work on her rose garden.

      None of us servant children were allowed to play with them, but they used to have a merry enough time together apparently. The prince never minded playing with his sister, even though she was four years younger. My older brother said he sometimes used to spy on them, and the prince always let his sister win when they played games together.

      Only they stopped coming after a few years. And then His Highness grew old enough to come alone. As the years passed, he came more and more frequently, and he seemed more and more ill-tempered. She hesitated. I know it is none of my business, but I’ve always felt as if he came here to escape the capital. And whatever it was he wished to escape, it was having a bad influence on him. I’m glad I have never had to live in the capital.

      The portrait of Dominic’s father loomed in my mind. I would have attempted to escape such a man, too. I only wished I knew what had happened to Princess Adelaide. I could no longer imagine Dominic would have done anything to harm her.

      I wandered over to one of the chairs and sat. The last time I had spoken to my sister, Lily had called Dominic a monster. And I had even agreed with her—mostly. In the weeks since then I had started to question that assumption. But then something would happen to cause him to revert back to his beastly self—like he had the night before.

      Each time it happened, I was forcefully reminded of the trials and terrors of the Princess Tourney, a competition shaped by his twisted nature. And of the way he had ordered me here alone, without the least consideration, and proceeded to treat me contemptuously.

      And yet then I heard stories like this from the servants, which confirmed the picture of him I had started to build in my mind. A picture of a man who was more prince than monster. But was I fooling myself? What was the truth?

      I wished desperately that I had some way to discern his true nature. I would have called my godmother and begged her to tell me, but she had yet to respond to either Lily or me in these lands. Apparently, the brief but earth-shattering appearance of the godmothers in Palinar had not opened a door to their return.

      I had come to the conclusion that our godmother had already gifted us in preparation for these adventures, knowing she would not be able to reach us here. But, then, perhaps Lily had been more successful in Marin since I had left. After all, they had defeated the darkness there already, and done so with the assistance of a godmother.

      If I could only discover why Dominic had been made into a beast. What evil had he committed to deserve such a fate?

      Would you like to continue the tour? Tara’s question interrupted my musings, and I agreed to move on, knowing the answers I needed didn’t lie in my own head.

      “What happens to you all when the prince travels to the capital?” I asked them as we made our way through a series of unused guest chambers. “Do most of you travel with him?”

      Back to the capital? Tara sounded confused. The prince never travels back to the capital.

      “Surely he does not stay here all year round? He must make at least short trips back now that he is the only remaining royal.”

      But he cannot.

      Tara! Lottie whispered, warningly.

      I stopped. “What do you mean he cannot?” Both girls remained silent. “Tell me!”

      Lottie sighed. Prince Dominic cannot leave the castle grounds, or he will die. It is part of the enchantment, and why he nearly died after he went out after you.

      I leaned against a nearby wall, my head spinning. So that was why his injuries had resulted in such a severe illness, and why it had progressed so strangely. He had not merely responded to the attacking wolves in the heat of the moment. He had left his sanctuary alone to come find me, knowing there was a good chance he would die.
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      I returned to my chamber before the evening meal, wanting a bit of space to process my thoughts. I asked the girls to be back in time to help me dress, but when they returned it was with a large tray. Steam drifted off the various plates of food, and my heart sank.

      “Don’t tell me I’m free to eat on my own this evening?” I asked, pretending to them and myself that I was glad to eat alone.

      His Highness must have been exhausted by his ride, said Lottie, but she sounded uncomfortable. Everyone knew the prince was back to full strength.

      I looked away, hiding a flush. It stung a little to have a whole castle full of people witness my rejection. When I had regained my composure, I turned back to them with a smile. “I think I’ll take the opportunity to have an early night. If one of you can unlace me now, you can both take the rest of the evening off.”

      But my early bedtime led to a disturbed night of fitful sleep. I kept dreaming I was back in the woods with the wolves and woke up countless times to the sound of howls.

      When I got up in the morning, I felt tired and out of sorts. I missed my sister and the rest of my family, and the various activities that had made my life productive at home. And I was sick of invisible people and strange magic…and a beastly man who did nothing but confuse my emotions.

      After being abandoned the day before, I had no intention of showing up for our usual garden stroll. But my decision to visit Chestnut led me through the entrance hall only twenty minutes later than our usual meeting time.

      To my surprise, the prince waited there, one foot propped up on the stones in front of the fireplace as he stared blindly into the unlit cavity. At my entrance, he started and looked up.

      You came. I had almost concluded there was no point waiting any longer.

      I bit my lip; I felt too tired for a fight.

      He cleared his throat, and I frowned at how uncomfortable he looked. I’m sorry for yesterday. I needed space and a chance to clear my head, but I should not have gone riding without first informing you of my change of plans.

      I stared at him, temporarily robbed of words. Had the Beast just…apologized for something?

      He grimaced, as if embarrassed by the justice of my shock. I would like to make it up to you, with a surprise of sorts.

      “A surprise?”

      He held out his arm. I promise it is a pleasant one—or at least I have tried to make it so.

      I shook my head, still in shock, but placed my hand on his arm. Today had taken an unexpected turn, and my emotions were scrambling to catch up. As Dominic led us through the castle, he talked casually of his pleasure at riding again and of Spitfire’s excellent condition. Every now and then he glanced at me, concern lurking in his eyes, as if he feared I might take offense at the topic.

      I responded as minimally as politeness would allow, trying to work out from our path where he might be taking me. But we seemed to be moving deeper into one of the few parts of the castle I had yet to explore.

      Finally, he pulled me to a stop in front of a double wooden door, arched and carved with flowers and woodland animals. I eyed it. What lay behind such a door?

      Will you close your eyes? I’ll lead you in. The anxious uncertainty in Dominic’s eyes seemed out of proportion to the seriousness of the question. Looking up at him, I realized he was asking something deeper. He was asking me to trust him.

      My breathing hitched and then sped up as I considered the question. Could I trust someone with such wild swings of emotion and behavior? But his earlier apology still echoed in my mind. After the past month, I knew how big a step that had been for him and, somehow, I couldn’t bear to reject him immediately afterwards.

      “Of course.” I closed my eyes, keeping them shut even when he moved away from me.

      I heard the doors creak open, and then he returned and took my hand. A small shiver shook me. It felt far more intimate than my hand in the crook of his arm. Or perhaps it was just because my eyes were closed.

      He pulled on my hand, and I stepped tentatively forward, resisting the urge to stretch out my other hand to feel for obstacles. We walked forward several steps before he stopped and dropped my hand. You can open your eyes now.

      I opened them and looked around. For several seconds, I couldn’t make sense of what I was seeing. I appeared to be looking down on a wonderland—an internal garden that mimicked the one outside. For a delirious moment, I couldn’t determine if it grew flowers or books. Then I blinked and the scene came into clarity. I stood inside the doorway, at the top of a small flight of stairs, looking down on the most unique library I had ever seen. Wooden bookshelves formed spiral passageways that wound around each other into a distant center. And every one was filled with books. Tall arched windows flooded the space with light, and chairs nestled within the curves, carved in the same patterns as the door.

      It would have been a beautiful room just from its design and contents, but someone had transformed it into something magical by covering the entire room with roses. They wound around the chairs, covered the book shelves and had even been stuck between the books themselves.

      Without conscious thought, I stepped down the stairs and began to wind through the books, running my hands along the spines and breathing in the smell of them. As my eyes caught on titles, I saw books on mathematics, economics, history, politics. I walked past them, memories of home and my family overwhelming me. My sister-in-law, Alyssa, would love it here.

      But as I curved around, new memories came as well. Memories of reading aloud to Dominic as he recovered from his illness. As the spiral tightened, I felt utterly enclosed by the safe and familiar. And yet, at the same time, the room was so unlike any library I had ever encountered. This mirror of the magical rose garden outside felt as much like my new home as my old one.

      I made a final turn and found myself in the center, where the spirals met. I could hear Dominic’s soft footfalls behind me and began to turn toward him, but gilded pages caught my eye. I stopped to examine the books more closely, before looking up at him in wonder.

      “Fairy tales,” I murmured. “The fairy tales are all in here.”

      I made this for you, so what else would be at its center? The smile looked awkward on his face, his fangs getting in the way, but the light in his eyes more than made up for it. I know that you would have wanted to share your birthday with your sister, and…” He paused, looking almost as awkward as he had done during his apology. “…and I know that it’s my fault you cannot. So, I wanted you to have something special for your birthday. In Palinar, a princess’ eighteenth birthday is usually celebrated with a ball. But I hope that you will be able to enjoy this anyway. He gazed into my eyes. Happy Birthday, Sophie.

      I drew in a sharp breath. My birthday. Today was my eighteenth birthday. And Lily’s. I had completely lost track of the days in this strange life, so removed from my normal one.

      Flushing, I looked away. The center of the spiraled bookcases formed a round nook where two comfortable chairs flanked a small table. A vase of roses and a chocolate cake had been placed there. I walked over to it, slowly shaking my head, still in shock.

      But perhaps some part of my mind had remembered, and that was why I had woken dissatisfied and with my family on my mind. Two tears slipped down my cheeks. I had never imagined that I would spend this day apart from my twin. We had spent years dreaming up different plans for our eighteenth birthday, many far too outrageous to ever come to pass.

      I swallowed and wiped at my face. Somehow Dominic had known and had gone to all this effort for me. My grief didn’t erase my gratitude to him for marking the day, and I didn’t wish to show him a face full of tears. When I was sure I could smile, I turned around.

      “I could not have imagined such a thing,” I said. “Thank you.” He hadn’t moved from where he stood, but at my words he strode over to join me. “But how did you know? I didn’t think I’d mentioned anything about it?”

      He glanced away, his face tightening and my curiosity rose. “Dominic?”

      He looked back at me. I don’t want to make you angry with me on today of all days.

      “Angry with you?” I put my hands on my hips. “Well now I’m really curious. And it’s my birthday so you have to tell me anything I ask. And do whatever I say, too,” I added for good measure.

      Dominic raised both eyebrows. Is that how birthdays work in Arcadia?

      “Oh, absolutely,” I said. But I couldn’t quite restrain my smile, and I could read in his eyes that he knew I was teasing.

      Well, in that case…But the amusement dropped from his eyes as he continued to speak. When I returned from my ride yesterday, I knew I had behaved badly. I returned to my chambers, but my thoughts of you had made me curious. I wanted to see your sister, this other Sophie who might have won the Tourney and come in your place. So, I asked the mirror to show her to me.

      I gasped, but he didn’t stop.

      Its logic sometimes works strangely, and I thought that, given our betrothal, it might see her as one of my family, despite her not being Palinaran. And it worked. He paused. I didn’t expect her to look so much like you. But at the same time, she seemed different, somehow.

      She was with Prince Jonathan of Marin and another girl I didn’t recognize. They were discussing how the other girl had decided to delay a visit to Princesses Emmeline and Giselle of Eldon.

      “Celine! So, she’s still with Lily? I’m so glad!”

      Dominic looked at me questioningly.

      “Princess Celine of Lanover,” I explained. “One of our allies from the Four Kingdoms. She and the Lanoverian delegation came on the same ship we did.”

      He looked at me curiously. You’re going to have to tell me more about your home and how you came to be a part of the Tourney. It still seems like a great mystery to me.

      I bit my lip. We had avoided talking about our families previously, keeping our conversation to less personal ground. Did his sudden interest mean he also intended to finally tell me what had happened with his family?

      “But how did you know about my birthday?”

      He shifted uncomfortably. This Celine apparently doesn’t want to leave while you’re still in danger. Your sister was pleased that delaying the trip meant Celine would still be there for Lily’s birthday ball the following night. Tonight. She was angry…” He coughed. “…with me. That you couldn’t be there.

      My tears welled again at the thought of Lily and my shared grief. But I also felt a tiny pang as I thought about the sorts of things Lily had probably said about Dominic. Still…if he hadn’t been spying on my sister, he wouldn’t have heard horrible things about himself. How else would she be likely to feel?

      I realized that it was your birthday today, and that you would be sad without your sister and your family. So, I spent the night setting this up. I thought forgoing sleep was the least I could do after all the rest you lost for my sake during my illness. He frowned. There wasn’t enough time to set up a ball, but I wanted to mark the day for you. And we can still have a belated birthday ball on another occasion.

      I felt such a swirl of emotion that I didn’t know what to say. Grief to be parted from Lily and denied the celebration I always expected to have. Pleasure at this beautiful room. Anger that Dominic had seen my sister only yesterday while I was not permitted to see her myself. Embarrassment that I had been upset when he canceled our meal the night before. Astonishment that he had gone to such lengths. I kept trying to remember when I had ever seen him show such understanding and consideration toward another’s feelings. Weeks had passed now, and yet he kept surprising me.

      I swallowed and looked down at the table. “How about we have a slice of cake? If it’s anything like the pastry chef’s other creations, I’m sure it will be more than delicious.”

      Dominic looked almost as torn as me, and I suspected he felt relieved I wasn’t angrier but also disappointed I wasn’t more whole-heartedly happy at his gesture. But he only nodded his agreement.

      So, we sat down together, a Beast and a foreign princess, in a flower-filled library and discussed the smallest and most inconsequential of things while we ate the most incredible cake I had ever tasted. For all Lily and my wild ideas, I could never have imagined such a birthday.
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      I spent the rest of the day in the library, determined to enjoy it as much as possible before the roses wilted. Dominic kept me company, more accommodating than I had ever seen him before. He showed me a whole section of fairy tales and even, for the first time ever, read to me instead of the other way around. His deep growly voice turned out to be surprisingly perfect for the task.

      After a delicious lunch which the servants set up on the table that had held the cake, I even dozed off in a large padded armchair. I woke disoriented and experienced the wonder of the room all over again. I had intended to ask Dominic if I might see Lily in the mirror as a birthday present—I desperately wanted at least a glimpse of her birthday ball—but he was gone when I awoke.

      Tara waited for me instead. What do you think, Princess Sophie? She sounded as if she were bursting with excitement. Is it not the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen? And the most romantic. She giggled.

      I smiled uncomfortably. There was no question of romance between Dominic and me despite our betrothal. The prince was hardly the thoughtful, romantic type. Or, at least, he had never been before. And surely everyone knew I wasn’t here by choice or with any dreams of love. I was still determined to break the engagement and return to Lily. The only change was that now I knew Dominic needed rescuing along with his kingdom.

      Tara didn’t seem to notice my discomfort, continuing to chatter away. I was so worried that Lottie would give it all away last night. She’s terrible at keeping secrets. Did you notice how awkward she seemed?

      Oh. I didn’t want to tell Tara that I had noticed but attributed it to a different cause. “Where is Dominic now?”

      He’s down at the stables. He left me here to ask if you would join him. He wants to take you on a sunset ride. I could tell from the way she said the final two words that she considered this more evidence of romance.

      I grimaced slightly. But I had to admit it was another unexpectedly thoughtful gesture. Some fresh air and time with Chestnut would be an ideal accompaniment to my day spent indoors.

      Dominic already awaited me in front of the castle, walking Spitfire and Chestnut up and down. The ride was beautiful, the oranges, reds and purples reflecting off the clouds to color the snow beneath.

      By the time we returned to the castle, the evening meal had been laid out in the dining hall. It was the most magnificent meal we had yet eaten, with a full ten courses followed by an even more extravagant cake than the one we had eaten in the library. I insisted that all the servants I knew join us for the cake, including Tara, Lottie and Gordon, and they all sang for me so enthusiastically I blushed. Dominic didn’t seem comfortable with their presence or the casual way I made them share the cake, but he restrained himself admirably.

      When they all finally left, he walked me to the door of the dining hall, and my heart sank as I anticipated the inevitable question. But when he stopped in the doorway and looked down into my eyes, he merely whispered, “Happy Birthday Sophie”.

      I had meant to take the opportunity to ask to see Lily as a birthday gift, but Tara’s earlier comment about romance flashed through my mind. I couldn’t ask to visit Dominic’s bedchamber after dark. I just couldn’t.

      That night I lay awake for a long time reflecting on a great many things. I had already had more adventures in my eighteen years than many people had in a lifetime. And I wished, as I had many times, that Lily and I had never left Arcadia. Only, this time, when the thought ran through my mind, I couldn’t quite decide if I meant it.

      I could no longer imagine a life where I had never left home. Who would I be? Who would Lily be?
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      Mornings walking in the rose gardens, afternoons reading in the library and sunset rides became part of our daily life. Dominic still ordered me around thoughtlessly at times and occasionally growled or roared at someone who attempted to cross him, but I could see he was making an effort. And a month after my birthday he even laughed when Matthew remonstrated with him, which I took as a sign of progress. It wasn’t only toward me that he had softened.

      Every now and then I would ask him about my ball, but I mostly did it to tease him. I suspected he kept putting off setting a day for it because he didn’t like dancing and knew I would have no one else to dance with.

      When Dominic had business to attend to, I spent time in the kitchens, just listening to the servants going about their day, or I continued my tour of the castle with Gordon. Despite my explorations, I could find no further information on the curse, and—incredibly, unbelievably—I might have begun to feel complacent about my life here if it were not for two things.

      The first was the niggling emptiness always present in the back of my mind. The place usually occupied by my awareness of my sister. Somehow, as the days progressed, it never seemed the right moment to ask to visit Dominic’s bedchamber, and so I had not even seen her for many weeks. I knew that no matter how comfortable I became, I would never fully adjust to a life without my sister.

      The second was a change I began to observe in the servants. An underlying tension started to permeate the castle, and I often heard snippets of cut off conversations that reminded me of Connor’s comments from before my birthday. Time was running out.

      Every question about their meaning, however, no matter how direct, was deflected. Even Gordon remained quiet on the subject. After overhearing several comments, I tried asking Dominic, but he shrugged it off as some nonsense of the servants. I couldn’t help questioning his disinterest and dismissal, but I didn’t want to break the trust we were building by calling him a liar.

      He had returned to asking me every night if I would marry him in the morning, and I still said no. But he had started bringing me a rose from the garden each evening and presenting it with his question. And despite my refusal, I accepted the flower. It sat in a thin vase beside my bed, and every night I saw it as I drifted off to sleep and as I awoke, its perfume flavoring my dreams. I told myself I accepted it because I did not wish to see such beautiful blooms go to waste.

      But gradually this predictable life began to change. Looking back, I realized that it was a month after my birthday when Dominic and I first began to notice a change in the weather. At first, we merely commented to each other on the pleasantness of the conditions as we walked and rode. The balmy days seemed almost idyllic among the wintry landscape, and we noted it only as an enjoyable variation. It wasn’t until a week later that I noticed, with shock, a wilted flower. It was the first blemish I had seen in this magical garden.

      Two days later I rode along the orange grove and saw that all of the fruit and many of the blossoms had fallen to the ground. Several days after that we were riding through mud, the melting snow turning the ground into a churning brown pit that splattered across the stomachs and flanks of the horses. One of the stable boys groaned when we returned them, and I could sympathize with his sentiment.

      Soon most of the plants in the garden had wilted and withered. And yet, even now they didn’t look natural. Impossibly, they had taken on a bleached look as if wilted by the summer heat rather than killed off by frost. Each day the weather grew warmer, too, as if the castle and grounds were returning to the proper late summer season.  Only the rose garden seemed untouched, the melting snow doing nothing but making the ground there damp and springy.

      Dominic and the servants all professed astonishment at the change, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling that everyone knew something they were carefully avoiding telling me. Was this what the servants were referring to when they talked about time running out? Did this signify the enchantment around the castle was breaking down and, if so, what did it mean for us all? I only hoped we weren’t going to be left unprotected against the wolves.

      Dominic told me repeatedly that I had nothing to fear, but considering he also claimed not to understand the change in the state of the grounds, it was hard to take his assurances seriously. And yet, when I was actually in his presence, I found it almost impossible to be afraid.

      Although the mud soon dried, we began to limit ourselves to the rose garden, the only part of the garden that still retained its old vibrancy. As I walked there one morning, the wolves once again crept through my mind, and I looked up, almost reflexively, to be calmed by the sight of Dominic beside me. But I could see only the top of his head, several rows of bushes away. He must have wandered off to look at something while I was distracted.

      I took a single step toward him when a strong arm encircled my waist, jerking me backwards. A hand clamped down over my mouth. I struggled wildly against the unexpected restraint, my mind racing. None of the servants were capable of grabbing me in such a manner.

      As my unknown assailant dragged me backwards, I kicked at his legs and tried to wrench my arms free. Nothing I did broke the iron hold around me. I tried to bite at his hand, but couldn’t get a good grip. My attempts to scream for help came out so muffled as to be almost inaudible.

      Terror coursed through me at the unexpected attack, all sorts of horrible scenarios running through my mind. I tried to think of anything I had ever been told about escaping such a hold, but nothing I tried worked.

      A sudden roar broke through the air. I went limp with relief, and a moment later was pulled from my captor’s hands and shoved into the safety of a bush. For a moment, all I could see was green foliage as my ears filled with the sounds of a scuffle.

      The arms of the shrub proved less challenging than the arms of my assailant, and I managed to fight my way free to face the source of the chaos. The sounds of struggle had died away, and only the low rumble of Dominic’s growl remained.

      The man he gripped looked small in comparison to the hulking prince, so it took me a moment to recognize him. When I finally did, I gasped. Dominic’s hands tightened at the sound, his prisoner wincing.

      You recognize him?

      I nodded. “It’s Cole.” I had long ago confided my fears about the escaped nobleman’s son to Dominic and told him what I had seen in the mirror. It had just never occurred to me to fear for myself.

      “I don’t understand, how did he get here?”

      And more importantly, what was he trying to do to you? I had never seen such a deadly expression on Dominic’s face, and I shivered.

      “Princess Sophie! Please!” Cole’s face looked confused and a little desperate, but less calculating than I had remembered. “I meant you no harm. I came here to rescue you.”

      By abducting you? Dominic’s low background growl rose in intensity as he shook the other man, who seemed powerless to resist the prince’s strength.

      “Stop!” I held up my hand, glaring at Dominic until he stilled. “I won’t have you shaking him senseless or losing your temper and killing him or something.” Cole paled at my words. “You have him in custody, and now he must be secured somewhere. Do you have a prison cell of some sort here at the castle?”

      He snuck in here and attempted to snatch you from the garden. He does not deserve your consideration.

      I put my hands on my hips. “Perhaps not. But we need to know how he got here. Or have you forgotten that last time we checked we were surrounded by an impenetrable wilderness full of vicious animals?”

      Dominic’s expression changed, and I could read the reluctant concession in his eyes. I looked around, wishing yet again that I could see the servants. Surely Dominic’s roar had brought at least a few running to our location.

      “Let the servants know where you intend to put him. I will go to the kitchens and have them prepare some food for him. I’m sure news of his location will have made it there by the time they have a tray ready.”

      Food? Dominic sounded outraged, but I shook my head.

      “He must be fed. I shall tell them to keep it to bread and water, if you prefer?”

      I prefer to throw him out and let the wolves find him. Dominic’s words were punctuated by another, deeper growl.

      “He made it here, didn’t he? For all we know, such a course of action might allow him to go free. Or return to attack us again.”

      Dominic’s eyes widened at the suggestion, and for a moment I feared he meant to dispatch Cole on the spot. I held his gaze, however, and his grip slowly loosened again.

      “Matthew,” I called without taking my eyes from the prince.

      Aye, my lady.

      So someone had fetched the stable master, just as I hoped. “Could you please assist Dominic in getting this man to a suitable location?”

      I don’t need assistance, from Matthew or anyone. Dominic almost spat the words.

      “You need assistance in keeping your temper.” I knew I should probably stay with them myself, but I needed a moment to myself to think through this astonishing development.

      You can rely on me, Princess Sophie, said Matthew, and I smiled gratefully in his direction.

      “I’ll see you soon.” I turned to leave but stopped short when Cole called my name.

      “Princess Sophie!” When I wheeled back around to face him, he met my eyes, his own warm. “Thank you.”

      I stared at him. “Don’t mistake good sense and common compassion for a short memory,” I snapped. “I haven’t forgotten what you attempted to do a moment ago, or what you did in Marin, either. I will bring you some food, but I will expect some answers in return.”

      His face fell, and he said nothing. After eyeing him warily for another moment, I hurried toward the kitchens. As I strode into the castle, my mind raced. What did Cole mean by coming here? And how had he managed it? Surely this must be evidence that the changes we had observed in the grounds stretched further into the kingdom.

      When I arrived, I found the kitchen abuzz. Clearly someone had beaten me here with the news. Questions bombarded me from every direction, but I shook my head until silence fell. “I need bread and water for the prisoner. I won’t know the answers to your questions until I have a chance to interrogate him.”

      Interrogate? Are you going to beat him?

      I frowned, unsure from Gordon’s voice if the prospect excited or repelled him. “Of course, I’m not going to beat him. It’s a cruel and ineffective means of obtaining information. I will merely speak to him. If he ever wishes to be let out of whatever cell Dominic has found for him, he’ll answer me.”

      I hope you’re right, Your Highness, said Gilda. I don’t like this situation, not one little bit.

      I forced myself to smile, attempting to lift the mood of the room. “There is no need for so much pessimism. This may be a chance to gain valuable information. And, at the very least, we have evidence that it is now possible to cross the wilderness unharmed. Such a thing should be a cause of rejoicing.”

      For you, maybe, muttered a voice I recognized.

      I rounded on Connor. “Do you never work, Connor? You seem to always be here, in the kitchen. Perhaps I should speak to the steward about increasing your duties, since they are clearly so light?”

      He didn’t respond and I rolled my eyes. “No? Well, see if you cannot work on a change of attitude. I have done nothing to deserve your constant snide remarks.” If I wouldn’t let a cursed prince speak to me in such a way, it was high time I stopped allowing a footman to do so.

      Yes, indeed! Be gone with you, Connor, said Gilda. She said nothing else, so I assumed he must have complied.

      A tray floated toward me with a rather stale looking hunk of bread and a small wooden cup of water. I eyed it skeptically but sighed and accepted it. Apparently, the servants shared Dominic’s perspective.

      They’ve got him down in the dungeon, burst out a puffed voice moments later. It sounded young, one of Gordon’s sometimes friends among the stable boys, perhaps. I can show you the way down there, Your Highness.

      Don’t be ridiculous, Michael, said Gordon, confirming my guess. I’m the princess’ page boy, so I’ll show her the way.

      I hid a grin at the proud note in his voice. “Thank you, Gordon. And thank you for bringing the message, Michael. Perhaps the chef might have sticky bun to give you by way of thanks.”

      Thank you, Your Highness!

      I hoped the treat might go some way toward soothing his disappointment as I followed a bobbing, unlit candlestick out of the room. Gordon and I had long since adopted the use of a candle to make our trips through the castle easier.

      Gordon seemed bursting with excitement as we hurried down toward the dungeon, and my remonstrances only served to calm him for short bursts. Given his long-standing fascination with the place, I could hardly be surprised at his current excitement at finding it occupied.

      My fears, which had revolved around rats, darkness, and terrible smells, turned out to be unfounded. The dungeons were lit by a plethora of brightly burning torches, and the worst smell was that of stale air. Neither the corridor, nor the couple of cells that I peeked into, even appeared particularly dirty. The cold stone was certainly not appealing, but it was a great deal more pleasant than I had pictured.

      Gordon’s excitement seemed to dim somewhat, and I wondered if he felt the same. Perhaps Gilda should have allowed him down here long ago. She might have found the location soon lost its appeal.

      Several guards called out their presence as we walked past, and we found Cole in the furthest cell. Dominic stood outside, his body tense, shooting frequent glances toward the closed door. When we approached, he frowned, first at the tray I carried and then at me. He held out his hands as if to take it from me, but I shook my head and tightened my grip.

      “I’m taking it in there, myself.”

      I don’t want you anywhere near him.

      “We need information. Do you really think he’s likely to say anything to you?”

      I raised my eyebrows, and Dominic looked away, the frustration clear on his face.

      Well, I’m coming with you.

      I shook my head again. “No, I need to speak to him alone if I’m to have any hope of getting the answers we both want. But by all means stay right out here, ready to rescue me, if need be.” I smiled as winningly as I could, and he seemed to soften a little.

      Fine. But the door remains open.

      I nodded, turning to face the cell door and ordering the invisible guards to open it for me. When I stepped inside, I was pleased to see that Cole had been left untied, and that someone had even managed to strew fresh straw across the ground.

      He looked up warily at my entrance, but his face relaxed at the sight of me standing there alone, and I knew I had made the right decision. He glanced past me to the open door and Dominic standing out in the corridor, but I didn’t even attempt to close it behind me. I had no desire to be shut in a small cell with Cole.

      I placed the tray down on the ground and retreated several steps away from both it and him. He looked as if he meant to approach me but stopped at the expression on my face.

      “I’m sorry, Princess Sophie.” He kept his voice low. “I didn’t intend to harm you. I came to rescue you, and merely wished to get you away from that monster as quickly and silently as possible.”

      I frowned at his reference to Dominic and had to remind myself that I had once thought of him the same way. It seemed an increasingly distant memory.

      “Why should I believe a word you say after what you did in Marin?”

      “You mean what my father did.” He ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “No, you’re right. I bear some responsibility, too. I didn’t know the full extent of his plans, but I knew enough, and I shouldn’t have gone along with them.”

      He shook his head. “At the time, I thought it was the best hope of saving Marin.” He paused uncomfortably. “And I’ll admit, I didn’t mind the idea of seeing my family elevated in such a way.”

      He met my eyes, his look open and honest. “But I’ve had plenty of time for reflection since then, both on my conduct and on my heart. I’ve racked my brains for a way to atone for my behavior. I knew no one else had dared to come after you due to the dangers, but I had no right to value my life so highly. If I died in the attempt, then perhaps it was only what I deserved.”

      I regarded him with furrowed brow, trying to read the truth in his eyes. “Why should I believe anything you say?”

      He shrugged, holding his arms out wide. “I would understand if you did not. But please consider. I made no attempt to free my father or sister when I made my escape. And then I risked my life by coming here, which I did not have to do once I was free.”

      I stared at him, my mind troubled. Could he be speaking the truth?
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      I was almost silent during the evening meal, turning Cole’s words over and over in my head and trying to glean his true purpose from them. He had answered all of my questions openly, but somehow had provided no real answers. He didn’t know how he had made it through the wilderness. He had heard wolves in the distance, but he had carried firewood with him and lit a fire each night which he believed had kept them away.

      His horse had managed to escape its ties on his final night, however, and had fled. He had expressed remorse and sorrow that looked genuine, fearing that the animal must have since fallen afoul of one of the wolf packs or of a bear.

      You cannot believe such a ludicrous tale! Dominic at least seemed to share none of my feelings of confusion.

      I shrugged. “We can no more prove it to be false than he can prove it to be true. It is not entirely implausible. And he seems genuinely repentant, as much as such a thing can be judged from protestations alone.”

      I don’t trust him.

      I sighed. “No, neither do I. I wish I could talk to Lily.”

      It isn’t safe, Dominic was quick to squash the suggestion I hadn’t made. Whatever he has claimed, you cannot risk leaving the castle grounds.

      I chewed on a ringlet, afraid he was right. After what had happened last time, it was too risky. Especially when Lily was unlikely to have any more insight than we did.

      I glanced up at Dominic. “He claims to regret allowing himself to be carried along by his father’s evil schemes.” My voice dropped to a whisper, amazed at my own boldness. “Do you have no sympathy for such a situation?”

      Dominic froze, such a stricken look on his face that I instantly regretted my words. Memories of his father could cause him nothing but pain, and he had shown he didn’t deserve to be compared to Cole. I held my breath, hoping he might finally tell me something of his curse, but he remained silent. In fact, neither of us spoke for the rest of the meal.

      When he asked me at the door if I would marry him in the morning, his voice seemed to hold a greater urgency than ever before. I refused him with a heavy heart. Cole might well be hiding the truth from me—but, if he was, he wasn’t the only one in the castle doing so.

      I spoke to Cole again the next day and the next, always with Dominic lurking just outside in the corridor. His story did not change, and he remained surprisingly accepting of his imprisonment in the dungeon cell, his manner humble and open.

      On the third night after his arrival, I tossed and turned in my bed, too perturbed by the unanswerable dilemma to sleep. Finally, I threw off the covers and got up, wrapping my thickest robe around me.

      I couldn’t shake the feeling that Cole was hiding something from me. But each time I had visited, his uncomfortable glances in Dominic’s direction had increased. I would never convince Dominic to let me see Cole alone, but I might never get the truth from him with the prince looming nearby glaring murder.

      I crept from my chambers, listening intently for any sound of voices. Hopefully it was late enough that all the servants were in bed. As I passed by the entryway, a small sound caught my ears, and I stopped to peer carefully inside.

      Dominic paced back and forth in the large space, a fire burning low in the fireplace despite the warmer turn in the weather. So, I wasn’t the only one unable to sleep then. I watched him for a minute, captured by the strength in his long stride and the concern etched across his face. I knew he was motivated only by consideration for my safety, and I hated going behind his back in such a way. But our situation could not continue as it had.

      When I arrived in the dungeon, a confused sounding guard hailed me, but I put on my most royal face and ordered him to take me to the prisoner. When he hesitated, I raised a single eyebrow, and he stammered an apology and bid me continue on. Calling after me, he ordered one of the other men to open the cell door for me.

      When I stepped inside, Cole climbed slowly to his feet from a small nest of straw. I flushed at the poor conditions, although he had never complained. If he had come to rescue me, this was a sorry way to treat him.

      He had clearly just awoken and looked confused, glancing behind me. “Princess Sophie! This is unexpected. You are alone?”

      I ignored him, ordering the guard to close the door. I didn’t think Cole would tell me the truth if he thought a guard might overhear us. When the man hesitated, I snapped, “Now!” He complied, the door swinging slowly closed, a mute protest against my order. I knew there was some risk, but I didn’t think Cole was likely to harm me, even if he was lying. Not locked in a cell with guards outside.

      “I wanted to speak with you alone. I think there’s something you’re not telling me.”

      Cole shook his head. “You’re very perceptive, Princess. You’re right, I didn’t tell you the truth before.”

      I stepped back hurriedly, and he amended his words. “I didn’t tell you the whole truth, that is. I couldn’t, with the…prince standing there.” He had noticed my reaction to his previous references to Dominic as the Beast, then.

      “Well he is not here now. I will have the truth, if you please.”

      He sighed and rubbed his face. “It’s hard to know where to begin. I escaped the prison in Marin with the help of some true friends, who did not wish to see me imprisoned. But I knew that I couldn’t simply walk free. As I told you, I needed to atone for my past conduct.”

      He paused and glanced at me, ruefully. “I will admit that rescuing you did not immediately occur to me. However, a party of guards sent from Marin caught up with me, somewhere inside Talinos. Prince Jonathan and Princess Lily were with them.”

      I gasped at the mention of my sister. It did sound like her, though, to go chasing off after the escapee herself. Especially when she had been forced to sit idle in Marin while I came here. Although she hadn’t mentioned it to me when we had spoken in the forest. But that had been many weeks ago. Perhaps my clue from the mirror had directed their search.

      “I had as little luck convincing them of my change of heart as I have had with you. But it quickly became apparent to me that they were far more concerned about the darkness in Palinar than they were about me. They seemed to think I was spreading the curse around the kingdoms or something.”

      He shrugged as if confused by such a concept, and I narrowed my eyes in thought. Once again that sounded like something Lily and Jon would have said. It was, in fact, exactly what we had feared. But I knew more now than I had known previously. The curse on Palinar, if it could even be called that, was far more complex than we had assumed. It wasn’t the whole of the kingdom that had been cursed, only the royal family, and then Dominic separately—possibly, that part was still conjecture.

      Jon’s godmother had been clear that the darkness twisting Dominic had found its way through him into the Tourney, and that the Tourney must therefore be destroyed. But we had merely assumed that the same darkness infected Cole and his family. Perhaps it had been pure greed that motivated them after all?

      Cole had paused, as if aware I was considering his words, but when I said nothing, he continued. “I could also see how concerned Princess Lily was about you. So, I offered to prove the truth of my words by rescuing you. And all of Palinar, if I could manage it. They didn’t like the idea, of course, but I was their only option. And I suppose they considered anything better than you remaining betrothed to a cursed monster who would keep you prisoner here.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him that I wasn’t a prisoner, but closed it without speaking. In every way that mattered, I was one. And I could no more deny that Dominic was cursed than that I was trapped here. I didn’t need Cole to tell me how much Lily hated the situation.

      “The question is whether you know about Palinar’s succession laws.” Cole’s abrupt change of topic caught me by surprise.

      “Succession? No, I don’t think it’s ever come up.” Uneasily I wondered why it had not. I knew the king was dead—why had I never asked why Dominic remained a prince? I suppose I had just assumed that everything was frozen while the curse remained.

      “I’m not surprised.” Cole’s voice sounded dark, his eyes expressing anger and disgust that I somehow knew wasn’t directed at me. “I’m sure he has done everything he can to conceal the truth from you.”

      I wished I could deny it, but it was exactly what Dominic had done, even ordering the servants to silence.

      “Palinar has rather unusual succession laws. The heir doesn’t automatically inherit on the death of the previous monarch. Instead, the throne is considered vacant and the heir a regent, until such time as he—or she—speaks the binding words of the coronation in the great throne room in the palace of the capital.”

      I frowned at him. Why would Dominic not have been crowned?

      Sudden realization broke through. While the curse continued, he could not speak. There was no way for him to speak the coronation oath. So, I had been right that the whole kingdom was trapped in place until the curse was lifted.

      “But,” said Cole, immediately dispelling my wrong impression. “There is a limit. The heir must speak the oath within three years, three months, three weeks and three days of the death or abdication of the previous monarch.”

      I stared at him, my eyes widening. When exactly had King Nicolas died? Time is running out, the servants had said.

      “But…what happens if the heir does not do so?”

      Cole took a deep breath. “Then the heir forfeits his position, and the crown goes to whichever Palinaran royal is the first to make the oath. Of course, usually that would be whichever royal had the most support from the nobles, people, and guards. Especially the guards. I believe it has only ever happened once before, and they barred the entrance to the throne room to all except their preferred royal.”

      My mind raced. “But what if there are no royals?” None who could speak the oath, anyway. The entire kingdom was as incapacitated as Dominic.

      “What, indeed. We fear it means the whole kingdom will remain forever cursed.”

      I leaned back against the stone wall, clutching my robe around me. “But what can we do?”

      Cole leaned forward. “It’s clear you have some sort of softness for the prince, you even seem able to understand his growls, somehow.” He paused as if hoping I would explain, but I remained silent. “But it is equally clear that he cannot—or will not—fulfill the coronation requirements. The allocated time must be getting close. Do you know the date King Nicolas died?”

      I shook my head, and he looked disappointed. “Well, we will need to find out, somehow or other.” He took a deep breath. “Because it’s up to you—to us—to save Palinar.”

      I had come to this castle with exactly that aim, but I still wasn’t sure how I could do so, or what role Cole thought he would play. “What do you mean?”

      “We must marry.”

      I jerked backwards and bumped my head against the stone wall behind me. Rubbing the spot with one hand, I glared at him. “You must be mad. Even if I had any desire to do so, I am already betrothed. I will not break my engagement and risk destruction on my own kingdom.” Was I never to cease receiving strange proposals?

      Cole looked apologetic. “I know it’s not what you would have hoped for. But we cannot see any other way. Your engagement is not with Dominic, exactly. It is with the heir of Palinar. And when those three years, three months, three weeks, and three days pass, he will no longer be the heir. And there will be no Palinaran of royal blood to take his place. But if, as soon as that moment has passed, we are married, then our marriage will make you Palinaran. You can then claim the throne. And you will have indeed married the future king of Palinar. We believe it will be enough to satisfy the ancient laws.”

      “We?”

      “Prince Jonathan, Princess Lily and me.”

      I was still almost too shocked to process his words. “You’re trying to tell me that Lily wants me to marry you?”

      Cole chuckled darkly. “Oh no. She hates the idea. But they had no other Palinaran to hand. Certainly, no other who was willing to brave the dangers and attempt to reach you. And the only thing she hates worse than the idea of you marrying me, is the idea of you being trapped here forever by the curse with only the Beast for company.”

      I frowned. As incomprehensible as it seemed, his words made sense. If we broke the curse, at least Lily and I would be reunited, however distasteful my husband.

      But I could not accept such a thing. I was already betrothed. I stared across at him.

      He sighed. “Am I really such a terrible prospect? I know I’ve made mistakes in the past, but I honestly want to make restitution for them.”

      I tried to look at him through objective eyes. His manner did seem to have changed since I had last seen him in Marin. He wasn’t much older than me and, physically, he was attractive. Perhaps I might even grow to love him. My mind recoiled from the thought. But I couldn’t reject his words out of hand, not if it truly was the only way to save Palinar.

      While I stared at him, the door crashed open, and we both flinched violently. The Beast’s roar exploded in the confined space as he burst into the cell. Cole leaped toward me and, for a moment, my confused mind wondered if he meant to protect or attack me.

      He had barely brushed against me, however, before Dominic leaped forward and thrust him away. He flew through the air and smashed against the far wall. Sliding to the ground before slowly pushing himself back up, he faced the growling Dominic with surprising bravery.

      I looked between the two of them as my mind registered what my hand was telling me. Cole had thrust a piece of parchment into my fingers, unseen by Dominic.

      What were you thinking? yelled Dominic, his eyes still on Cole, but his words clearly directed at me.

      “I needed to speak to him,” I said, wishing my voice weren’t so shaky after the many unexpected turns of the night.

      It isn’t safe!

      “I’m fine, aren’t I?” I pushed away from the wall and slipped from the room. When the prince didn’t follow me, I called his name sharply.

      He backed out of the room, his eyes not leaving Cole until the door swung shut, pushed by one of the guards. Then he turned and grabbed my arm. I let him tow me out of the dungeon and away from the listening guards. But as soon as we were out into the main part of the castle, I dug my heels in, pulling him to a halt.

      He turned to me and the angry words dropped from my lips. I had never seen him look so desperate or so frantic. Promise me you won’t try that again.

      “I cannot promise you such a thing. And you should not ask it of me. I am not your servant or even your subject. And I will never get Cole to talk if you are always there glowering at him.”

      He talked then, did he? Dominic sounded disparaging, and I bristled.

      “He would have, if you hadn’t burst in so abruptly and interrupted us.” The lie tasted like ashes in my mouth, bitter and all too light. It had been far too easy to say. But I could hardly tell Dominic the truth of what Cole had said, he would rip him limb from limb. And I was desperate to get away from him so I could read the parchment. I needed time alone to think.

      Dominic pulled me closer. Please, Sophie, he whispered, his desperate eyes holding mine. Please. I only want to protect you. Don’t you see the way he looks at you? He shivered and his voice went hard. I will not let him touch you again.

      When I said nothing, refusing to give him the reassurance he wanted, he abruptly dropped his hand and stepped back from me, his face becoming angry and hard. You may not be my subject, but this is still my castle. I will order the guards to deny you entry should you try such a thing again. You can save yourself trouble, and them embarrassment, by not making the attempt.

      I sucked in an angry breath and glared at him. “I have never forgotten that this is your castle, or that I do not belong here. Believe me, I am always searching for a way to leave.”

      He jerked back as if I had struck him, hurt flashing across his face almost too fast to see. I immediately regretted my hotheaded words. I had lashed out in my anger and spoken more harshly than I had intended.

      I turned and ran toward my room.

      I made it inside before I thought to look down at the parchment still clutched in my hand. I could see my name written across the outside in an all-too-familiar handwriting. I swayed, almost collapsing. A letter for me. From Lily.
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      I climbed into bed and sat there, a branch of lit candles on a table nearby, stroking the single word. Seeing my name in her hand made me feel near to her, and I wanted to enjoy that feeling for a moment. Because I feared that once I read its contents, my emotions would be once again thrown into turmoil.

      Finally, I could delay no longer.

      
        
        Dearest Sophie,

        I miss you every day. Jon tells me to have trust in you, and I do! It is the Beast I do not—and cannot—trust. I cannot rest easy while you are helpless in his grasp. And I am determined that you be freed from your betrothal. I know that you left with such high hopes of breaking it yourself and coming back to us…but so much time has passed. I am becoming desperate. You were never supposed to be there alone!

        Neither of us were ever supposed to have to be alone. I feel that I have failed you, and I don’t know what to do.

        Oh dear, Jon is telling me off for writing such a depressing letter. I just wish I could speak to you. Could know that the Beast did not blame you for those wolves injuring him…

        I love you, Sophie!

        

      

      She hadn’t signed her name. She must have known I would easily recognize her handwriting. I cried as I read the words over and over. It seemed strange that she made no mention of Cole, but I could not deny her desperation to free me from the Beast. It was surprisingly easy to see how even Cole would seem a better option to her.

      And I had just been treated to yet another display of the Beast’s arrogance and temper. So why didn’t I feel relieved to be offered a way out?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I didn’t attempt to visit Cole the next day. It felt weak of me not to defy Dominic’s order, especially when Cole might have been injured in the confrontation and need medical care I knew Dominic would never provide. But I needed more time to consider his plan.

      He had made it this far on his own; if I could free him from the dungeon and requisition two horses from the stables, perhaps he truly could get us to the capital. We wouldn’t even really be stealing the animals since, once we were crowned, this castle and all its possessions would belong to our future child.

      I shuddered at the thought. I had no desire to have children with Cole. Or to attempt the flight to the capital, even if I now knew Dominic himself would be unable to pursue us.

      I told myself I hesitated out of fear of the wolves, but part of me knew it wasn’t true. I just didn’t want to marry Cole. I still wanted to believe there was another way to free Palinar.

      But when I asked Tara for the date the king had died, her answer shocked me. She was clearly reluctant to answer, but obviously unable to think of an excuse not to. And it turned out Palinar had been cursed for three long years before I arrived. And I had been here for over three months. Time truly was running out for Dominic to claim the throne.

      When I realized how close we were to the deadline, I pleaded with her to tell me the truth of the curse, but she merely burst into tears and ran from the room.

      I could only assume she reported our conversation to the rest of the servants, because they all began to act strangely. Every single one of them seemed almost as antagonistic toward Cole as Dominic was. But unlike Dominic, who stormed around the castle avoiding me, they all seemed unnaturally cheerful.

      Tara soon told me this was because they had finally chosen a date for my birthday ball. I suggested this was hardly the time, but Tara insisted defiantly that they were all extremely excited about it and had planned it for their upcoming monthly shared half-day. I had long ago insisted that the ball must include all the servants—since it would hardly be a ball with only two people—so I could hardly tell them to cancel it now.

      Plus, I was informed that preparations were already well underway.

      Every time I tried to go somewhere quiet to think, a servant would appear with questions about the ball. I felt as if I had somehow stumbled into a farce. I wasn’t even safe in my own chamber. My attempt to retreat there was foiled by the arrival of Tara and Lottie with a bevy of castle seamstresses. They all chattered loudly as they measured me for a ball gown, not leaving any openings for me to speak.

      As soon as they removed the last pin, I fled, determined to find somewhere where I could be alone. But I had barely settled myself in an unused room than Gordon appeared saying I was urgently needed in the kitchens. I sighed. Clearly Gordon’s expert hide-and-seek skills were now going to be used against me.

      I considered ordering him away, but I couldn’t bear to send him to face the wrath of the other servants for having failed to bring me. So, I followed behind as slowly as I could, tuning out his constant stream of talk in an attempt to think.

      I complained to Dominic at the evening meal, but he just shrugged and said the date had been none of his choosing. I huffed in frustration, but considering it was his first comment to me of the evening, I could hardly be surprised at his curt response.

      “Why are you so determined to keep me from discovering the truth?” I exclaimed.

      That man doesn’t hold any truth! Dominic gripped his wine glass so hard, I thought it would shatter. I am your betrothed, and I am responsible for your safety. If you refuse to see his true intentions in his eyes, I will have to ensure you never see him again. Cole will never leave that cell.

      “Never?” I almost growled myself in my irritation. “One day, when Palinar is freed, we will need to return him to the Marinese prisons, at least. Or are you trying to say you believe your kingdom will always be cut off and cursed?”

      He stared at me. The curse has nothing to do with it. I would not be returning him to Marin, even if the way were clear.

      I frowned. “What do you mean? He is their prisoner, not ours.”

      Dominic shrugged and looked down into his wine glass. He may have been their prisoner. But now he’s mine. If they wanted to keep him, they should have made sure he didn’t escape.

      I stood to my feet. Indignation burned at this suggestion that Jon and Lily had been negligent. He spoke of Marin so disparagingly, as if only he knew how to correctly rule. As if Palinar was an example of a well-managed kingdom. “Why must you be so stubborn? So sure of yourself? Perhaps if you had worked with the other kingdoms in the first place, none of this would have happened!”

      You know nothing of what happened.

      “No, I don’t.” I almost yelled the words at him. But then I sighed and my voice dropped low. “And that is precisely the problem. How can I help you when you won’t be honest with me?”

      Dominic also stood to his feet, and for a moment I thought he meant to yell back at me. But when he spoke, his words were a quieter whisper than my own had been. If I was honest with you, you wouldn’t wish to help me.

      Then he turned and strode from the room. I stared after him in dismay. Just when I had found some measure of peace here, my whole world had once again been turned upside down.
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        * * *

      

      I could almost feel the hours ticking by as I tried to make up my mind about what I should do. I could understand now the urgency that had made all the servants so tense. But their continued refusal to tell me anything made me want to scream. How could I begin to know how to rescue them, when I didn’t even know the full story of the curse?

      If I couldn’t find another way to break the curse, then I was left with only two options. Marry Cole and break the curse, or leave an entire kingdom cut off from the rest of the lands. But if I broke the curse this way, what would happen to Dominic? If he missed his opportunity to be crowned, would he simply remain a silent beast forever? The possibility haunted me.

      Dominic himself, however, continued to avoid me. Perhaps his absence should have made it easy to tell Cole I would agree to his plan but, somehow, whenever I tried to make myself return to his cell, my feet refused to carry me there. I could not bear to speak the words of agreement and turn my back on any hope of rescuing Dominic. Despite his current attitude toward me, I knew that he truly believed himself to be protecting me. Could I condemn him for that?

      I missed our walks and our rides and our reading. I had only entered the library once since Cole’s arrival, and I hadn’t returned to the rose garden at all. I couldn’t bear to be reminded of all the happy hours Dominic and I had passed in those places. How could I build myself yet another life in the capital with Cole? If we did break the curse, how could we possibly rule a kingdom in which we knew almost no one? Did Cole still have some contacts in the capital from before his family had moved to Marin?

      Or perhaps we could find Princess Adelaide. She might still be alive. And then we could abdicate in her favor. It was the best plan I had been able to come up with, despite relying on the shaky premise that we could actually locate the missing Adelaide.

      When I awoke one morning, only four days from the coronation deadline, I told myself that as unpalatable as the prospect was, I needed to do the right thing by the greatest number of people. I needed to save Palinar.

      As Lottie dressed me, the occasional tear slipped out, despite my best efforts. After several long minutes, she tentatively spoke. Do you…do you love this Cole, Princess Sophie?

      I jerked and she lost hold of my laces. “Love him? Of course I do not!”

      She hesitated. We have all been afraid that you might like him better than the prince, despite your betrothal. Some of the maids saw him when he was being taken to the dungeon, and they said he was very handsome. She paused again. We do not want to lose you.

      My heart squeezed as their strange behavior began to make sense. “He is handsome enough, I suppose. But, in Marin, he and his father and sister plotted to kill the ducal family and to take over the duchy. His father even burned a rival’s warehouse, to advance his plan. A warehouse that held essential supplies for the people. Plus, the fire spread to some nearby homes and a baby nearly died.”

      Lottie gasped.

      “Cole was going to marry my friend Celine and become a prince of Lanover. They would have succeeded, too, if we hadn’t stumbled on a solution at the last possible moment. So, I guess all of that is to say that, no, I don’t like him at all.”

      Oh. Lottie sounded relieved, and I felt guilty for reassuring her when her fears were actually legitimate. I was about to leave. Only I was doing it for her—her and the rest of her kingdom.

      But as she laced up my dress, my mind wandered back over my words. There was something in the story I hadn’t considered, and my mind kept circling back to it now. Sir Oswald’s plan to overthrow Marin had involved Cole marrying Celine and becoming a prince. And now Cole’s new plan involved his marrying me and becoming a king.

      Dominic had been so insistent that he saw something in Cole’s eyes. I had dismissed it as irrational fancy, but I suddenly remembered an old conversation Lily had once had with the young Princess Daisy. What was it Daisy had said? That Cole had a funny look when he watched Celine. Something like that.

      If this plan succeeded, Cole would go from condemned prisoner to king. He had been willing to risk a lot to go from minor nobility to prince. How much would he be willing to risk for this?

      I sank into the nearest chair, hardly noticing when Lottie announced she was leaving the room. Carefully I examined the evidence and considered my own true motivations.

      He had given me a letter from Lily. But while the sentiments of the letter rang true, it didn’t actually endorse Cole’s plan. I had always found it strange that it didn’t mention him specifically. What if Cole had somehow stolen it from Lily? It seemed far-fetched, but hardly more so than his story.

      He had given me the information on the Palinaran succession laws, facts I had confirmed in my single visit to the library but, surely, they were general knowledge within Palinar.

      He had risked his life to come here, but then he had risked much in Marin, too. And with the snow melting and the flowers dying, something about the state of things in Palinar was changing. Perhaps the danger had lessened.

      I turned my mind to my own motivations and was unhappy with what I found. I had been so busy telling myself I was making a sacrifice for others, when in reality I merely wanted to be free. I had been so grieved at the loss of my friendship with Dominic since Cole had arrived, and so afraid that I would never see Lily again, that I had convinced myself having her back would be enough.

      And I had used the excuse that Lily wanted me to do it. But it wasn’t Lily who was here. She didn’t have the whole story, and she wasn’t the one making the decision. Whether Cole had lied or not, he was not the right king for Palinar.

      I shook my head in disgust with my own self-delusion. Who knew what further cage I had nearly condemned myself to? Or what harm I might have brought to this kingdom. They had already suffered from one terrible monarch, I wouldn’t be responsible for saddling them with another.

      I would see Dominic in the evening at my birthday ball. I would just make him tell me the truth about the curse, and then together we would come up with a plan to save Palinar. In the next three days. I groaned. But I also knew going with Cole could not be the right decision.

      I sat at my small table and wrote a letter. The guards might be forbidden to let me in to see Cole, but I doubted they had received any orders about letters. I knew I had no real need to tell him of my decision, but I wanted to, if only to keep myself accountable. If I kept an escape plan in the back of my mind, it might prevent me from putting my full mind into finding a better solution.

      Sure enough, when I delivered Cole’s letter, the guards hemmed and hawed, but eventually agreed to thrust it through the slot usually used for food delivery. I watched the floating letter disappear, and then left the dungeon with a lighter heart.
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      I had expected to feel nothing but frustration for the ball, but a new sense of hope had entered my heart, and I couldn’t quite resist getting sucked into the excitement of the preparations. Tara and Lottie had recruited several more maids to assist them, and the atmosphere in my chamber was light and festive.

      They speculated about what Dominic might wear, giggling as they declared him handsome despite his beastly features. I raised an eyebrow but didn’t dispute their claims. I wouldn’t have called him handsome exactly, although he was certainly compelling, demanding your attention in a way that couldn’t be denied. And he had most definitely been handsome before the curse—at least if his portrait was anything to go by.

      They all made me close my eyes while they brought out my dress and carefully placed it over my head. It slid across my skin, as soft as silk, and settled around me with considerable weight. I was led to a mirror and then told to look.

      When I did, I gasped. Tight fitting across the bodice, the gown flared out at the waist into the biggest skirt I had ever seen. But that wasn’t what had elicited the reaction. The entire dress glowed. Shimmering in the candlelight, it shone like…“sunshine,” I whispered. “And moonbeams.” When I looked closer, I realized the entire dress had been woven out of actual gold thread, mingled with silver.

      “However did you create such a thing? And so quickly.” It must be worth a small fortune.

      They all laughed and assured me their seamstresses had been more than up to the task. I think they were merely relieved to have something more challenging than servant’s clothes to work on, said Tara. It’s been years now since any ladies visited this castle.

      They arranged my hair so that it was only half up, the curls cascading over one shoulder, and then declared me perfect. I actually blushed at their extravagant compliments. I couldn’t help wondering what Dominic would think when he saw me.

      The ballroom had somehow been polished in the short time since the servants had announced the ball, and the rose garden had managed to provide enough blooms to decorate the large space. I stood at the top of the shallow flight of stairs that led down into the room and took a deep breath. I tried to tell myself my nerves were due to the roomful of invisible people, and not to the one person I could see.

      As I descended, light hit my dress from every direction, the chandeliers reflecting in the tall mirrors that lined the walls. Now I truly did shine like the sun.

      The effect of the mirrors made the room seem much larger than it truly was, a gorgeous riot of silver and gold and crystal, punctuated with the red of the roses. I reached the bottom of the stairs and looked up into Dominic’s face. He stood several steps away from me, dressed in a long jacket that matched the deep red of the roses and was embroidered with gold and silver thread that glowed like my gown.

      His piercing blue eyes were locked on me, and the expression in them made me swallow nervously. He strode forward, stopping far too close for comfort.

      You look…beautiful. He held out his hand in a silent request for a dance.

      I dipped down into a slight curtsey before placing my hand in his. “And you look very dashing.”

      An invisible orchestra struck up a waltz, and his hand encircled my waist, pulling me against him more firmly than the dance strictly called for. I didn’t protest. He twirled me around the room as effortlessly as if I were flying, leading us through the other dancers who I couldn’t see. My heart soared at the beauty surrounding me and the exhilaration of the movement, and for a moment I forgot the way time pressed in upon us.

      Apparently, Dominic felt the same way, because when the music paused at the end of the song, he whispered, Can we forget everything else, just for now, and dance?

      I nodded my agreement, ready after the last few days to be free from the pressure and stress for one evening. We danced, clasped close together, as if in an embrace, for song after song. Dominic’s strength made even the most difficult of moves simple, and he twirled me through the air as easily with one hand as with two.

      This whole strange summer had been like a dream, removed from the normal realities of life. But never so much as during this ball, when I danced through a ballroom that appeared empty, but was filled with the sound of other dancers. Sometimes I forgot that Dominic and I weren’t the only ones there, and then Tara or Lottie would call a greeting as they, presumably, swung past in the dance, and the illusion would be shattered.

      Every few songs we paused to seek the drinks and refreshments that had been set up on a long table to one side of the stairway. Tara sidled up to me at one point to let me know that Samuel had danced the last two dances with Lottie. She sounded triumphant, and I wondered what she had done to bring the two together.

      At one such break I saw an entire pile of sticky buns leaving the table, and caught Gordon in the act of sneaking out of the ball. He assured me that he wasn’t up to any mischief and would, in fact, be on his best behavior—he just needed me to refrain from letting Gilda know he had disappeared. He assured me earnestly that he wouldn’t have dreamed of doing so, except that one of the stable boys had found a lizard longer than his forearm out near the stables, and if he didn’t go now, he might miss it.

      I laughed and swore myself to secrecy, and then Dominic swung me back into the dance. I could feel his silent chuckles, and I wondered if he had been fascinated by lizards as a boy, too. I remembered how uncomfortable he had been when I included the servants in my birthday cake on my actual birthday. He showed no discomfort now, to be dancing with them all. I couldn’t pinpoint a moment when his attitude had changed—it had been as gradual as the warming weather.

      When I smiled to myself at the thought, he looked down at me quizzically, but I just shrugged, not wanting to put it into words. We danced for dance after dance, but eventually I grew weary enough to welcome a rest. He offered me his arm and led me through a curtain and onto a balcony which looked out over the gardens. I leaned on the stone balustrade and stared up at the stars. Here I could truly believe that we were all alone.

      “I keep asking myself what is the strangest thing I have experienced since coming here, but I cannot decide.” When I looked sideways at Dominic, I saw he was watching my face. I flushed, glad the darkness hid the color in my cheeks.

      I have been thinking that I have never experienced such an evening. I had always considered balls tiresome before this. He shook his head as if unable to believe his foolishness.

      “Ha! I knew you were delaying this one.” I smiled. “Although, in truth, I also thought I was sick of balls after the endless number we endured during the Tourney.”

      Ah, yes. The Tourney. Darkness closed over his expression. Will it always stand between us?

      I straightened and spun around to lean backwards against the stone rail. “How can it not? It’s the reason for our betrothal and for my presence here.”

      I never intended to use a Tourney to choose a bride. But what other choice did I have, trapped here as I am?

      I bit my lip, not wanting to ruin the evening with a fight. “You could have chosen not to seek a bride at all, could you not?”

      That was…not an option.

      I frowned, willing him to go on, but he fell silent. I clenched my teeth, sick of his silence and secrecy. “My good friend Celine broke her leg in the first trial and had to compete anyway, for weeks and weeks. And another girl, barely old enough even to participate, nearly died. Was that what you wanted in order to find a bride strong enough to withstand you? They say each Tourney reflects the man who called it…”

      His face went still, his hand clenching into a fist. I did not know it would be like that. He leaned his hands against the stone and looked out into the night. But I can understand why you want nothing to do with me. A twisted psyche like mine does not deserve a bride as beautiful as you. He barked a laugh. Each of our outsides reflects our insides, do they not?

      My anger melted away, and I had to hold back tears. “When I entered this evening, I thought that I had never seen you look so handsome.”

      He shook his head dismissively. I did look handsome once. But it did not serve me in the end. Good looks could not prevent my curse.

      “Please tell me what could have done so,” I begged. “There is still time. Let me help you!”

      A spasm ran across his features, but he did not turn to look at me. I moved closer and reached my hand up to cup his face. Gently I turned him toward me, angling his head down so that I could look into his eyes. “Tell me what I can do to save you, Beast,” I whispered.

      His breath stilled, and I realized how close his face was to mine. He moved fractionally toward me, and my own breath hitched in my throat. I felt the warmth of his skin beneath my hand and smelled the musky scent I had come to associate with him.

      A tingle of anticipation filled me as he moved closer still, and all rational thought was overwhelmed by a sudden desire to feel his lips pressed hard against mine. He moved even closer, and I felt the faintest touch, no more than an impression of warmth, before he pulled abruptly away.

      I fell back, gulping deep breaths of the cold air in an effort to cool my cheeks, flushed with embarrassment. I risked a small glance at him, but he was looking out into the garden once more, his hands gripping the stone so tightly I feared he might crush it.

      I owe you so many apologies, Sophie, that I know words could never be enough. But I will show you my regret with my actions. No longer will I take advantage of the fact that you are trapped here. You are free to move through the castle, and to come and go, as you please. You may order your evening meal in your room, if you wish it, and you may order me away from you. I will obey.

      I stared at him, my mind trying to keep up with the change of subject. “I may go anywhere I please?”

      A pained look crossed his face, but he seemed to brace himself. “Yes. I will tell the guards to let you pass freely.”

      Oh, he thought it was Cole on my mind. But I was thinking of someone far more important. “And what of your bedchamber?”

      His head whipped around to stare at me, and I flushed again. I hurried to explain myself. “Am I free to visit the royal mirror?”

      Oh. He relaxed slightly. Yes, you are free to visit it whenever you please. Consider it a very belated birthday gift from me.

      “It is just the gift I was hoping for.” I smiled at him, giddy with excitement. Not only at the prospect of seeing Lily but also of feeling connected to the other kingdoms again. Who knew what wisdom I might receive from my family?

      Spontaneously I flung my arms into the air and twirled around and around. When I stopped Dominic was watching me with an expression half of amusement, half of sadness. You want to go right now, don’t you?

      I froze. “Oh! Can I?”

      When he nodded, I actually jumped up and down before rushing over and placing a kiss upon his cheek. “Oh, thank you, thank you.”

      I ran from the room, holding my huge skirts out of the way so they wouldn’t hamper my progress. At the door of the ballroom, I looked back. He stood where I had left him on the balcony, one hand pressed against the place where I had kissed his cheek. I bit my lip, but the pull to the mirror overwhelmed everything else, and I ran on.

      Thoughts not only of my twin but of my parents and my brother and sister-in-law filled my mind. And my adorable little niece and nephew. I couldn’t wait to see them again, even if I could only view them from afar.

      I was too distracted by my thoughts to pay attention to where I was going, so I didn’t see the dark figure in the corridor until I collided with him. I would have fallen if he hadn’t gripped my arms. My mind raced, full of confusion. I had just left Dominic behind, but no one else was visible and solid like this.

      And then my eyes adjusted to the darkness, and I remembered there was one other person in the castle who could present such an obstacle.

      “How? What?” I sputtered, trying to get out a coherent question. “How are you here?”

      Cole smirked. “How did I escape from the Marinese prison? That’s the question you should have been asking. Really you royals are all the same. Complacent.”

      “Let me go right now, or I’ll scream,” I warned him.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t do that, if I were you,” he said. I took a deep breath, preparing to yell as loudly as I could, despite his words, and he hurried on. “Not if you value your sister’s life.”

      I shut my mouth instantly, the blood draining from my head. Lily. “What do you mean? Tell me immediately.”

      He shook his head. “You really should have agreed to come with me. We could have kept everything perfectly pleasant, you know.”

      “I will never marry you!” I spit the words at him, almost too enraged to speak.

      “Oh, I think you will. And you’ll speak the words of the coronation and make me king. Otherwise you can watch your sister bleed out in front of you.”

      “Why should I believe you?” I asked, scrambling to think clearly in the midst of my panic.

      He shrugged. “I assume the Beast brought the Palinaran royal mirror with him? Ask it to show you Lily. You’ll see soon enough that I have her in my custody. She’s waiting in the Palinaran capital with friends of mine who know what to do if you attempt to defy me.”

      I tried to slow my frantic breathing. If he was invoking the mirror so casually, he clearly did not fear what it might show me.

      “And don’t think of turning to that Beast of yours for help,” he continued. “If I don’t return, my friends know what to do. Don’t think you could get to her in time.”

      Tears filled my eyes, though I fought against them. “You cannot think he will just let me leave with you.”

      Cole shrugged. “That’s up to you to figure out. Tell him any tale you like to convince him to let you go and not to follow you. Feel free to be as astonished as you like when my escape is discovered. I’m going to the capital immediately—I’ve had enough of this creepy place with its floating objects. But I have no desire to travel the whole way with an enraged Beast on my tail, so I’m leaving you here for now. Check my story in the mirror, if you like. Then you spin that monster a convincing story and follow me within a day—alone—or you won’t see your sister, or her betrothed, alive again.” He shivered. “I don’t know how you’ve been able to stand this filthy place. I think when I’m king, I will order it razed to the ground.”

      I stared at him in horror. “But what about the wolves, and…the bears?”

      He shrugged. “You can’t imagine I would really have risked my life riding here through a dangerous wasteland, do you? The wasteland and the animals are gone, they’ve been slowly disappearing for weeks. The rest of the kingdoms will figure it out soon enough and start sending parties in. But we’ll have taken the crown by then, and none of them will be able to dispute the legality of it.”

      He let me go and stepped backwards, shaking his head. “I nearly had you, too. I could see it in your face before that creature burst in on us in the dungeons.” He shrugged. “Oh well, maybe this way is better. Acting is exhausting.”

      I trembled uncontrollably as he faded away into the dark. All I could think of was Lily. I had to rescue Lily.
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      I must have stood there, frozen in place, for several minutes. And then my legs were moving of their own accord, and I was running toward the Beast’s chamber. I burst through the door and ripped back the curtain, my mind fully focused on Lily.

      “Show me my sister, please,” I said, running my words together in my haste. The fog appeared almost instantly, and I held my breath, knowing there was no use in hoping Cole had been lying.

      Sure enough, when the mirror cleared, I saw Lily, lying with her head in Jon’s lap. Both of them had ties around their hands and feet, and Jon was glaring at a guard I could just see in the corner of the room. I placed my hand against the mirror, tears filling my eyes. How had he got hold of them?

      He must have stolen the letter Lily was part way through writing me. Which would explain why she hadn’t signed it, and why it didn’t mention anything specific about Cole. He had probably been afraid that if he forced her to write a fake letter, she would find a way to include a coded message to me.

      I stepped back and pulled the curtain across the mirror, not wanting to see any more of the scene. At least they were together and looked healthy enough for the moment. I could only imagine how angry they must be, however.

      I left the room and slowly made my way back toward the ballroom. Would the Beast still be there? It was a place to start, at least. The raging part of me wanted to tell him the truth and send him after Cole. But I knew I couldn’t do that. It was all too likely he had spoken the truth, and his men had instructions to kill their hostages if he didn’t return.

      Another thought hit me. I couldn’t send Dominic after Cole, even if I wanted to. He couldn’t leave the castle grounds. Because, while some aspects of the reverse curse on the kingdom itself were lifting, Dominic’s curse remained firmly in place.

      And yet I felt an utter certainty that if he knew what was happening, he would insist on accompanying me, despite the risk to himself. Which meant I had to make sure he didn’t even suspect the truth. I decided on a convincing story and rehearsed it in my mind.

      When I reentered the ballroom, I found Dominic still standing on the balcony where I had left him. He turned, clearly surprised at my reappearance. But his surprise quickly turned to concern, and he strode forward to meet me.

      What is it? What has happened? What have you seen?

      I felt grateful my story didn’t require me to hide my grief and fear. “I saw Lily.” An unplanned sob broke through.

      Dominic took both my hands, holding them in a firm grasp. Tell me.

      “She…she’s sick. Really sick.” I lowered my voice. “She might die. And she’s calling for me.” I focused my gaze on him, filling my expression with desperate pleading. “You said earlier this evening that I was free now, that you wouldn’t keep me trapped any longer. Did you mean it? I have to go to her.”

      Dominic took a deep breath and dropped my hands, turning away. Did he mean to take back his words? To tell me I couldn’t go?

      “Cole has shown that the passage is safe now,” I said. “Everything is changing—like the snow melting and the flowers dying. Please! I have to go.”

      He turned back to me, his face a blank mask. Of course, you must go. My carriage will take you to ensure your safety. He took another deep breath, as if to steady himself. I did mean what I said. I should never have kept you prisoner in the first place. How could a marriage between us ever have worked in such circumstances? I release you from our betrothal. Go, be with your sister. And only return if you wish to do so.

      “I…I…don’t know what to say,” I whispered. He had just given me what I had been seeking since my arrival, but I couldn’t feel any relief or pleasure.

      He laughed, no humor in the sound. I must truly be a monster if my attempts to make some small retribution for my misdeeds meets with such astonishment.

      I shook my head. “No, I didn’t mean…”

      Just go. You need to pack and get some sleep before your journey. I will have the carriage ready for you at dawn.

      My body responded to his order, leaving the room while my mind still struggled to think of the right thing to say. When I reached my chamber I cried deep, heaving sobs. I wasn’t sure if I cried for myself, or for Lily, or for Dominic, or for Palinar. I suppose I cried for us all, and for the farewell that I should have had with Dominic.
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        * * *

      

      I was waiting with my bags in the entrance hall before dawn broke. I had hardly slept, and Tara had been crying over me since I awoke. Even respectful Lottie had broken down and begged me to return, but I did not want to give them false hope. I had no idea what my future held.

      When Tara asked me tearfully if I was leaving because I was in love with Cole, I shook my head in frustration. Obviously, Lottie hadn’t passed on our conversation.

      “Of course not,” I snapped. “I’m leaving for my sister.” I hoped they would all remember my words and understand my meaning if I should end up married to Cole.

      His sneering, cruel expression when we parted flashed before my eyes, but I couldn’t tell them the true source of my hatred for him. “He was a party to his father’s plans to kill my sister’s new family and destroy Marin. I could never love such a man.”

      A gasp sounded on my left, just as I heard the soft sound of a closing door to my right. I frowned at the small front door carved from the larger ones. Had it been open a moment ago?

      More servants arrived and began carrying my bags out to the carriage. I shook off my distraction and followed them. This time I was able to greet the coachmen by name, not at all unnerved by the carriage that appeared to drive itself. I hadn’t worked out how I would break the news of our true destination to them yet, but that was a job for after we had left the castle grounds.

      Just as I was about to step into the carriage, however, I noticed a familiar head among the rose bushes. Telling the servants to wait, I hurried toward the garden, almost running through the spirals.

      “Dominic,” I said softly as I reached him in the center of the roses.

      He started and spun around, seeming to drink me in with his eyes. I had hoped I would see you again, but I did not like to intrude.

      “I couldn’t leave without a proper farewell. I am…I am grateful for what you’ve done for me.”

      He shook his head. Too little, too late. I see that now. I did not believe you would be able to see past my appearance, so I let my anger and my hurt pride control me. But you have taught me better, and for that I am grateful, even if I am never to see you again.

      I opened my mouth, but he held up a hand to silence me. I am not looking for reassurances. I know we will not meet again. And I do not deserve anything else. But I have something for you. A proper birthday gift for you to remember me by.

      “I do not need a gift to remember you, Dominic.”

      He smiled slightly at my words, but reached for something behind him anyway. When he turned around, he held a single rose. I took it with a trembling hand, breathing in its sweet perfume. It was pure white at its center, the white softly blending into a cream with the faintest blush of pale pink, becoming deep pink only at the tips of the petals.

      I stared at it in wonder. “I have never seen such a rose.”

      I have worked with the gardeners to develop it as a gift for you. I feared it wouldn’t be ready in time, but when I came out this morning, the first rose had bloomed. It is called Belle Sophia.

      I couldn’t speak, my breath trapped in my throat and tears springing to my eyes. How long had he been growing it? I looked around the garden, trying to regain my composure, and sucked in a breath.

      “You said it bloomed overnight?”

      He nodded. Ironic, isn’t it?

      I looked around in shock. How had I not noticed as I rushed through the spirals? Overnight, the roses—the one remaining piece of the enchanted garden—had withered and died. Not a single bloom remained on the bare bushes.

      I will have the gardeners prepare the bush itself for travel, and when my carriage returns I will send it to you in Marin. But at least you can take this rose with you now.

      “Thank you, Dominic.” I reached to touch his arm, but he pulled away from me, and I let my hand drop, hurt by his rejection. “Well, then…I suppose I had better be going.”

      Yes. Goodbye, Sophie.

      “Goodbye, Dominic.” The words felt at once too little and too much. I gripped the rose to my chest and hurried into the carriage, not looking back.
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      I watched the castle disappear in the back window of the carriage. Surely, they would discover Cole had escaped at any moment. What would Dominic do when that happened?

      I still hadn’t worked out how Cole had escaped. I had actually crept down to the dungeon in the middle of the night, afraid there might be guards down there in need of medical attention. I knew I should tell someone else what had happened, since I had no way to see the guards myself, but I didn’t know who I could trust to keep my secret.

      To my astonishment, I had been greeted at the entrance by the voice of the guard who had agreed to give Cole my letter. He had joked that he was becoming a postal service, although he had sounded slightly disapproving behind the levity. When I assured him that I had not brought another letter but had merely come to check if the prisoner wished to make any reply, he had informed me that all had been quiet since my previous visit and that no such request had been made by Cole.

      I had left in shock but also grateful since it meant I could keep my secret a little longer. Cole must have gotten his hands on a godmother object, despite how rare they were supposed to be here. It was the only explanation for the ease of his escape. Twice now.

      As soon as we passed through the now open gates, I thrust out a projection, searching for Lily with all of my mental strength. This time I burst through the lingering blockage on the first try, connecting with Lily instantly. Either I had become stronger or it had become weaker.

      Lily! Lily! Are you all right? Has he hurt you?

      Sophie! She groaned. Cole made it to you, didn’t he? I was hoping he would be eaten by a bear.

      Don’t say that! If he had been, his men would have killed you.

      They could have tried, she projected in a mutter.

      I sighed. For all her defiance, she sounded tired.

      A glance through the front window showed we had nearly reached the main road through the forest. Just a minute, I projected to Lily. I need to talk to the coachmen.

      I banged on the roof of the carriage until I heard one of the coachmen call out, Whoa! and the horses slowly came to a stop. I clambered out, and stared up at where I knew they must be sitting. “We need to go to the Palinaran capital.”

      I don’t understand.

      “We’re not going to Marin, we’re going to your capital.”

      The second coachman spoke, sounding as uneasy as the first one. I don’t think His Highness would like that.

      I put my hands on my hips and glared at them. “He told you to take me to my sister, did he not? Well, my sister is in the capital.”

      I suppose…I suppose he did say that.

      I sensed their capitulation and smiled at them. “Excellent. How long will it take us to get there? We need to hurry, you know.”

      About two days, Princess Sophie.

      I frowned. Two days. Even if I could defeat Cole, I had no hope of returning to Dominic before his opportunity to claim the throne had disappeared. I bit my lip; there was nothing I could do.

      “Let’s be on our way, then.” I climbed back into the vehicle, and we were soon back in motion.

      What was that all about?

      I lied to Dominic. He thinks he’s sending me back to Marin, so I had to give the coachmen new orders.

      Dominic? Oh! You mean the Beast.

      I frowned again. Please don’t call him that.

      She sent me an image of her shrugging shoulders. If you wish it. She didn’t ask for an explanation, although I could feel the curiosity in her mind, and I was grateful for her restraint.

      You know you can’t possibly marry Cole, Soph, she projected instead.

      I will if it’s the only way to save your and Jon’s lives. You know you would do the same for me.

      I refuse to let that slimy, stinking, lying low life win. I had known Lily would be mad, and I couldn’t help but smile at the outrage in her voice. It was just such a relief to speak with her again.

      Well, we do have one advantage he doesn’t know about. I assume you didn’t tell him about our connection.

      Of course not!

      I snorted. He tried to convince me to agree to come with him at first, saying that you had hatched the plan together. He would have received a shock when we got outside the castle grounds, and you started screaming in my mind that it was all a lie.

      Lily sent me an affectionate smile. I knew you wouldn’t be taken in by him, no matter what he said. I shifted uncomfortably on my seat, aware of how close I had come.

      What happened? I asked her. How did he capture you?

      She groaned. I had taken to riding up into the hills around Marin every day and gazing out into Palinar. Eventually I noticed changes in the wilderness. They were subtle at first, but I became increasingly sure of them. Like trees in the distance that hadn’t been there before.

      I decided to ride out a short way and see what I could find. Jon insisted on accompanying me as long as I promised to turn back at the first hint of something dangerous. He only let me go at all because he knew I was going crazy wanting to try, and he thought we would have to turn back within minutes of the border.

      She sighed. Only we didn’t. Not within minutes, not even within hours. We kept waiting for howls, or paw prints, or something. But instead we found streams and trees, even deer and rabbits once we got far enough in.

      By the time either of us realized I was actually right, we had gone so far in that we couldn’t get back that night. We made camp as best we could and debated what to do next. I wanted to keep going to find you, but Jon insisted we turn back for reinforcements. He promised we would come straight back out again.

      Except that night Cole and his men found us. They had been watching Palinar from across the border in Talinos and had noticed the same thing I did. They had already been exploring the reclaimed wilderness area for some days before we arrived, apparently. It hadn’t occurred to us we might need to keep guard while we slept—we hadn’t seen a single other person, after all. They easily overpowered us before we were even properly awake.

      She gave a silent scream. I feel like such an idiot.

      You’re not an idiot, I reassured her. How could you possibly have known something like that would happen?

      I knew Cole was still loose. I should have been more wary.

      It never occurred to me he might try to get into Palinar, either, if that’s any consolation.

      She laughed. A little, perhaps.

      I’m surprised he didn’t try to force you into marrying him, with Jon as his threat.

      She sent me a disgusted expression. He thought of that as soon as he had us safely restrained. But betrothals are as serious a legal bond here as they are back home. They can only be dissolved by agreement between the two parties, and even Cole doesn’t want to risk violating the ancient laws.

      He was furious when Jon said that he would die before he would dissolve our betrothal. And if he actually killed him, he would have had no leverage against me, as well as risking war with all the kingdoms for killing an heir. Obviously, they couldn’t threaten to kill me, so then Cole had to come up with a new plan. He’s completely convinced that your betrothal to…Dominic will be severed when he ceases to be the heir. I’m not sure if he’s right or just deluding himself.

      It doesn’t matter, I projected glumly. Dominic dissolved our betrothal before I left. I knew I should be glad because it meant I didn’t have to choose between Lily and Arcadia, but I couldn’t muster the emotion.

      Wait, really? Then you’re free! Well, as soon as we work out a way to escape Cole…

      Yes. Free. I felt strangely depressed at the prospect, although it was possible that was just my anxiety over Cole. It’s a long story, I warned her.

      Well, you have a long journey, I assume…

      And so, I settled in to tell her the whole story of everything that had happened to me since leaving Marin. Not surprisingly, she bombarded me with questions throughout, but when I finally finished, she fell silent.

      It’s been over three months, and I still have no idea how to save Palinar, I projected, failing to keep the dejection out of my voice.

      So, what do we actually know? she asked. Other than that old King Nicolas broke his covenant with both his people and his family and was, what…killed for it?

      I shrugged. I don’t actually know how he died. Only that he’s dead. And I’m only guessing that he killed Queen Ruby.

      He was clearly a man who would stop at nothing. I could feel her studied concentration. And Princess Adelaide is missing—fate and whereabouts unknown. We know she outlived her father, though, so he can’t be responsible for her disappearance. She hesitated. Do you think Dominic could have killed her?

      I frowned. Once I had wondered the same thing, but my doubt had long since slid away. No, I’m sure he would not have. He never talked about her current situation, but when he reminisced, he always sounded protective. And the servants said they were always affectionate toward each other.

      Lily accepted my judgment call without comment. So, our best theory is that the curse was only against the royal family. It could even have been the curse itself that killed the old king. I received an image of her shaking her head. We were all so sure the entire kingdom had been cursed. It never occurred to anyone it might not be a curse, at all.

      How could it have? I projected. Who would possibly guess that the people had merely been shifted sideways into another realm, and the wasteland put in place to protect them from outsiders who might try to come in and take their land?

      But it has still affected them negatively, projected Lily. Surely there is some means to rescue them and bring them back.

      There must be, I agreed. The godmothers have been involved, and they always leave a way out from such things. But no one would talk to me about it.

      Wait! Lily gasped. You’re telling me that the capital isn’t empty like it appears, but full of invisible people? And that I can learn to hear them?

      Maybe. I spoke slowly, trying to think it through. I’m not completely sure. The godmother who intervened for Dominic changed something to allow him to interact with his servants. It’s possible I was only able to hear them because of whatever she did.

      You mean, like she made some sort of extra bridge between the two realms, or something?

      I shrugged. Maybe?

      And you think when she did that, she also cursed him to look like a beast and took away his voice. Oh, and trapped him in the castle grounds. So, there are possibly two different curses—or, at least, pseudo-curses—to find a solution for.

      I shrugged again. Yet another guess. There are just too many guesses. Not least of which is why the snow melted at the castle and the wilderness disappeared. In fact, for that one I don’t even have a guess.

      Lily was silent for a moment. I do.

      Really? What?

      She hesitated again. I don’t want to say, I might be wrong.

      I snorted. When have you ever worried about being embarrassed in front of me?

      She sent another image of her shaking head. It’s not that. I just don’t want to give you a false idea. It might lead you down the wrong track.

      I rolled my eyes but couldn’t be bothered arguing with her. Not when we had more important things to discuss. But none of that matters until we can get you and Jon free from Cole. We need to come up with a plan.
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        * * *

      

      We talked about it for two days straight. Lily wanted to incite the invisible people of the capital to fight against Cole and his men. Only, there were several problems with her plan, as I kept reminding her.

      One was that despite trying over and over again, Lily couldn’t hear anything. If there were invisible people anywhere around her, they were either silent, or too separated from us to be heard. And she and Jon couldn’t try speaking aloud to them, because there was a guard in the room where they were being imprisoned at all times.

      Another problem was that the invisible people of Palinar were completely separated from us physically. I explained my experiments with my maids to Lily. If I’m right, the whole point of the reverse curse was to ensure no one in the normal world could hurt them. But the same seems to apply in reverse as well. The servants couldn’t actually touch me. I suppose it’s possible that they could still wield a weapon of some sort, but it’s also possible that any attempt would simply slide away, like happened in our experiments. And that’s all assuming you could actually communicate with them. Let’s just say it’s not a solution I want to be relying on.

      Eventually I succeeded in moving her attention to other strategies, and we came up with several tentative plans. It was difficult to decide anything for certain, however, when we didn’t know what Cole would do when I arrived in the capital.

      The one thing we did know was that he could not act immediately. Dominic’s window to claim the throne would remain open for at least a day after I arrived in the capital, and Cole would not act before that. He didn’t know that Dominic had dissolved our betrothal, and he still feared the ancient laws enough not to risk breaking it himself. Which meant I couldn’t marry anyone else while Dominic remained the heir to Palinar.

      However, he would surely be poised ready for the ceremony as soon as the window closed. He wouldn’t want to waste any time making me Palinaran, as well as royal. Which meant I needed to find a way to rescue us all before Dominic ceased to be the heir.

      I asked if a squad of guards from Marin might show up at some point, but her reply wasn’t very hopeful.

      If the duke does decide to send out a search party, they would surely head to Dominic’s castle. Everyone knew I was trying to go after you, and they have no reason to think we would have diverted to the capital.

      Perhaps they would bring trackers with them, I suggested hopefully.

      Cole went to fairly extreme lengths to hide our tracks on the way here, unfortunately. I don’t think we should be holding out hope for rescue from Marin.

      Eventually we had come up with every variation of plan we could think of, and there was nothing left to do but wait.
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      It took the full two days the coachmen had predicted to reach the capital. Eventually the city appeared on the horizon, and not long afterwards we acquired two silent outriders. I could only assume they were Cole’s men, sent to ensure I entered alone and proceeded straight to him. Their presence destroyed several of the tentative plans we had made.

      The capital was the largest I had ever seen, dwarfed only by the city-state of Marin. Even the buildings were built on a grander scale, with elegant arches and fountains every few streets. I could see why people in Marin talked about the magnificence of Palinar before the curse.

      But now it felt eerie, the streets unnaturally deserted. To make the sensation worse, I kept thinking I saw flashes of movement down alleys and behind windows. But whenever I focused on it, I could see nothing. It reminded me of my first few days in the castle and the terrifying whispers that had followed me around. But for all I strained, making myself as receptive as possible, the only conversation I could hear came from the two coachmen.

      Still, I couldn’t deny the prickling at the back of my neck. And the memory of the terror, loneliness, and insecurity that had accompanied my first encounters with the whispers came flooding back. But I realized I had grown stronger in the last few months. The threat I faced now was even greater, but I successfully resisted the helplessness and the fear. I was here with a purpose, and I didn’t have time for doubt to slow me down.

      It helped that if ever it became too much, Lily was there, her comforting presence a mere thought away. Surprisingly I found myself glad of the time apart—it had allowed me to find my individual strength. But I also rejoiced at being reunited now; we had always been stronger together. And we would need all our combined strength to defeat this threat, just as it had taken our combined strength to defeat the Tourney.

      When we entered the city, our outriders pulled in front of us, and I leaned my head out the window to instruct the coachmen to follow them. I didn’t want to cause trouble yet. Thankfully, it soon became apparent they were heading for the palace. I breathed a sigh of relief. Lily had told me they were being held in one of the rooms there.

      When we pulled through the great castle gates and into the courtyard, I alighted from the carriage and spoke quickly to the coachmen, keeping my voice low, unsure how much time I had. “Tell me, can you see people here, in the capital?”

      Certainly, Your Highness. Although none here in the palace grounds. I suspect no one lives here now. We will have to find a stable for the horses elsewhere.

      If they could see and hear the locals, and I could hear them, could they act as a go-between for us? I briefly considered the plan, but I could hear someone beginning to unbolt the palace doors, and too many obstacles stood in the way of the plan. Perhaps if I could speak to them as I did to Lily…but I had only ever been able to speak aloud to the servants because they were not truly communicating in their minds. From their perspective, they both spoke and heard like normal. I had long ago concluded it was the reason I couldn’t feel their emotions or connect privately with any one individual, like I did with Lily.

      Another thought occurred to me, and my words tumbled out in a rush. “Never mind a stable. You must return immediately to the castle. Let everyone know that if they hear word of a new king, or if your curse lifts, you all need to get out of there. At least for a while. It might not be safe.”

      A new king? But, Princess Sophie, His Highness is still back at the castle.

      The palace doors opened, revealing Cole, flanked by several armed men.

      “Just go!” I snapped in such a sharp voice that they obeyed. As the carriage started to move, I thought for a moment that I could see a vague outline of the two men, but then I blinked and it had disappeared.

      I fixed my eyes on Cole, listening to the carriage turning in the courtyard without breaking my gaze. I didn’t want to draw his attention to it, hopeful that his men would let the magical driverless carriage leave unobstructed. From what he had said in the castle, he seemed unnerved by all the objects that moved on their own, so I didn’t think he’d want to interfere with one that was attempting to remove itself from his vicinity.

      I allowed myself a tiny sigh of relief as I heard the wheels clatter away over the cobblestones.

      Is he there? asked Lily, and for an unthinking moment I thought she meant Dominic. A sharp pang shot through me at his absence.

      Ugh. I could run him through myself. Her anger made it clear she meant Cole.

      Be quiet for a minute. I need to focus.

      “Ah, my bride.” Cole spread his arms wide. “How lovely to see you. And all alone as instructed. I think we’re getting off to an excellent start.”

      I glared at him, but he merely laughed back. “Please,” he stepped back and gestured toward the entrance hall, “come inside.”

      I stuck my chin in the air and mounted the stairs, sweeping disdainfully past him. Halfway inside, I realized my bags were in the disappearing coach, and I had to work to maintain a neutral expression. I supposed it didn’t really matter. In a few days, I would either be queen, or free to leave here and fetch them. And the most important item I still had, tucked into my dress—the rose, which had somehow survived the journey in full bloom.

      Cole led me to the throne room. Sprawling himself across the largest throne, he smiled at me. “I admit I had my doubts. I thought I might have to send out a squad to skewer that prince of yours. But it seems you have successfully shaken him free.”

      I stood as straight as my short height allowed. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      He laughed. “I am not an idiot. I would have thought that much was apparent.” He gestured at the throne behind him. “I have studied all the emotions, or I could not simulate them so well.” He laughed again. “Not that it took much expertise to see that monster’s jealousy.” He regarded me dispassionately. “You are beautiful enough, I suppose. Although Dominic was always a proud one—the only heir to the great kingdom of Palinar.” He sneered. “But he has been brought low now. Perhaps after his years of exile as a beast, it was inevitable that he would fall in love with the first girl to cross his path.”

      I stared at him. Jealous? In love? Dominic had been protective of me, certainly, but he had been the one to pull away from our kiss. Cole must be wrong. Why would Dominic dissolve our betrothal if he loved me?

      Because if he truly loved you, he would free you, whispered a small voice in the back of my mind that for once didn’t come from my sister. And if he truly loved you, he wouldn’t take advantage of the situation to kiss you.

      Terror washed over me, making it hard to breathe. If Dominic loved me, then he was in terrible danger. Because when he realized Cole had escaped, and when his coachmen returned with my message, he would easily put the two together. Nothing would stop him coming after me. And then he would die.

      “I’m glad to see you looking sufficiently horrified,” said Cole. “I was a little afraid at that castle that you might actually have feelings for him back.”

      But I wasn’t listening. I was grappling with a second terrible realization, made far too late. I loved Dominic back. He was more than an intelligent companion, whose company I enjoyed. He stimulated my mind and awakened my emotions in a way I had never experienced before.

      When I had first arrived at his castle, I had seen only his inconsiderate pride. But in the months since then, the care he showed to Spitfire had extended first to me, and then to his servants. I had seen his passion, previously warped by his anger, transform into something else—a protective instinct that complemented the good governance he had previously dispensed with so little feeling. No one was better equipped to rule Palinar.

      And I could imagine no one else so consuming my heart. I loved him and would do so even if he remained bound by the curse, trapped in his beastly shape forever. The thought of his inevitable death cut through me with a pain so deep I could barely breathe. My fear of finding myself married to Cole paled beside it.

      “Now,” Cole continued. “Did you manage to find out when the old king died?” He eyed me sharply and added a warning. “If you lie to me, I’ll know, and your sister will be the one to feel my wrath.”

      “It’s been three years, three months, three weeks and two days,” I blurted out, my mind still distracted by my amazing and despair-filled revelation. I immediately wanted to shake myself. Since Cole and I couldn’t be safely married until Dominic was no longer the heir, I could have lied and given Lily and me a couple more days at least.

      A smile spread over his face. “Excellent news, indeed! And that lines up exactly with when the curse fell over Palinar, so I’m even inclined to believe you. I can’t imagine you want to be bringing down curses on your head any more than I do. Which means we don’t have long to wait.”

      I eyed him coldly. “I would like to be shown to my room.”

      “Your room?” He raised both eyebrows.

      “I assume you do not intend for us to stand around here for hours and hours. And I am to be queen, am I not? I assume the queen has a suite of chambers somewhere in this palace.”

      I waited to see if he would explode with anger, but he laughed at me instead. “Regal and demanding. I like it.” He jumped to his feet and stepped down to stand beside me. Leaning forward he whispered in my ear. “It looks good on you.”

      I suppressed a shiver with difficulty, forcing my voice to remain steady. “My chambers?”

      He waved over two of the men and directed them to take me to the queen’s chambers. He eyed me. “They will remain outside your door…an honor guard as any queen should have.”

      I glared at him but said nothing. It would have been too much to hope that he would leave me unguarded. And even with their presence, the first step in one of our more outrageous plans had just succeeded.

      The two men led me silently through the palace, and I couldn’t help looking around curiously. It was magnificent, yes, but also a little cold. I found myself adding some warmer touches in my mind, as I had once found myself doing for the prince’s castle.

      I shook my head at my foolishness. If I ended up queen of this castle, I would have other things to think about than redecorating. I would have to expend all my energy to keep the people safe from Cole’s selfish whims. But still, I examined the rooms as closely as I could, walking as slowly as the guards would allow.

      Eventually they stopped, and one of them opened a door, gesturing for me to go inside with a grunt. I hurried through and pulled it shut behind me. For a moment I leaned against it, catching my breath, and then I looked around.

      I had entered a sitting room, although I could see a bed through an open door on the left wall. These rooms had none of the cold feel of the rest of the palace. In fact, the hints of gold leaf and the elegant white marble were largely obscured by the soft fall of warm rose material. The chairs all had cushions scattered across them, and a basket overflowed with embroidery.

      I walked over to a well-worn table of soft wood, and ran my hand along the book that lay there, lying askew, as if dropped in haste. Everything here appeared exactly as it must have when Queen Ruby left the room for the last time, just with a thick added layer of dust. Had she known her coming fate? Nothing I could see suggested it.

      I sat in a chair and tried to breathe in some of the calm of this room. No large portrait dominated the wall here, but the queen’s presence seemed to linger all the same. She had so clearly made the space her own.

      Sophie? Where are you? Are you still with Cole?

      I told him I wanted to be shown to the queen’s chambers. I wasn’t sure he would let me out of his sight, but he seemed to find the request amusing.

      Ugh. He would. She seemed to be enjoying having some small outlet for her disgust of Cole.

      I memorized the route here, though. I relayed it to her. Do you know specifically where you are?

      We do, thankfully. Cole never made any attempt to blindfold us. He went on and on about how complacent we all were, but he seemed pretty sure of himself, too.

      Do you know how he got out of the prison in Marin? Does he have a godmother object?

      Lily sighed. He wouldn’t tell us. But it’s the only thing I can think of. There was no sign of how he did it—the cell was just empty.

      I stood. It’s time we were getting out of here.

      Past time! She chuckled. You should see the look Jon is giving me. He’s going crazy wanting to know what we’re saying. I’ve whispered as much to him as I dare, but I don’t want the guard to realize something is going on.

      It’s just the one guard, right? I asked, nerves hitting me. Is Jon sure he can deal with him? The plan we had decided on if we ended up in this situation required Jon to be able to take the guard out on his own.

      Yes, there’s only ever one. We would have overpowered him before now, except that there wasn’t any point. He’s only here to make sure we can’t plot anything. There are three more outside the door at all times. And the locked door itself, of course. Naturally he doesn’t have a key on him.

      Remind me what you’re wearing again? I walked through into the queen’s dressing room.

      Lily described her clothes, and I looked through the largest wardrobe I had ever seen for a match. I found one that seemed close enough and pulled it out. Slipping it on, I discovered that the late queen had been taller than me, but thankfully not smaller. If anything, it was a little baggy, but not so much as to look ridiculous.

      Is your hair up or down?

      It was up originally, but it’s mostly come down now.

      I looked around the room while we went over the plan one last time. Crossing over to one of the curtains, I ripped off a braided pull cord. It was gold, but I hoped that it would pass for rope at a hurried glance. I looped it awkwardly over my wrists, twisting it around several times to ensure it wouldn’t fall off while keeping it loose enough that I could pull my hands out quickly if I needed them. It didn’t look convincing close up, but I didn’t need it to.

      I slipped my hands out, and stashed the makeshift rope inside my dress. Pulling my cloak over the new dress, I straightened my shoulders and opened the door. The two guards were standing on the far side of the corridor, and they both stepped forward at my appearance.

      I ignored them and turned down the corridor. In my peripheral vision, I saw an arm reach out to grab me, and I froze. Wheeling around, I stared at the stretched-out hand with as much regal disdain as I could muster. The guard let it drop and exchanged an uneasy glance with his companion. I arched an eyebrow at them both.

      “Well? Aren’t you coming? I wish to go for a walk, and Cole said you are to be my honor guard.” I looked them up and down disdainfully. “As disappointingly inferior as you are, I suppose you’re better than nothing.”

      The two men exchanged another look, and then the one who had tried to stop me gestured awkwardly for me to continue. They fell into step behind me, and I suppressed a grin. It had been a significant gamble, but my haughty disdain had thrown them off too much to protest. Especially after Cole had been so supportive of my demanding the rights of a queen. They were off-balance, unsure to what extent they were supposed to be treating me as a prisoner.

      I strode quickly down the corridor, heading back the way we had come, looking for a particular room. When I saw the open door to the small, intimate dining room, I paused briefly in the doorway. I scanned the walls, holding my breath until I saw what I had been hoping to find.

      Without hesitation, I sprinted for the far side of the room. One of the guards gave a shout, but they were as slow to respond as I had hoped they would be. Partially due to surprise, I was sure, and probably also due to the mistaken belief that I had dashed into a room with no other exit.

      I flung myself into the small wooden box nestled into the wall, only just fitting inside. I gripped the brake with both hands, pulling it loose. As I began to sink down, faster than I had expected, I saw the astonished faces of the two guards disappear from view.
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      I plunged toward the ground two floors below so fast that I felt my stomach whoosh up into my mouth. Clearly, I was significantly heavier than the food the counter weight usually balanced. The opening into the kitchen appeared, but the top half of the box still opened only onto a wall when it jerked beneath me and came to a shuddering halt. The wood creaked ominously as I bounced hard against the wooden bottom.

      I hadn’t made it all the way down, but I thought there might be enough of an opening for me to squeeze through. As I moved to slide out, however, the box jerked again and began to move back upwards. I gulped and scrambled in the small space until I crouched on my feet, head bent and shoulders, along with both my hands, pressed against the top of the box. I grunted and strained with my legs, pushing upwards with all my strength.

      The wood creaked and groaned, and then splintered apart. I plummeted down, fast, landing hard on my rear, and the top of the box shot upwards, now carrying almost no weight. I heard the guards curse, but I didn’t wait to see their next move. My plan had worked better than I could have hoped, the wood obviously starting to rot with the years of disuse. But it was only the first of the obstacles that had to be overcome.

      Clambering to my feet, I shoved my cloak into one of the large empty fireplaces and ran from the room. I pulled my hair down around my face and slid my hands into the bundle of cord. As I neared the part of the palace where Lily and Jon were being held, I slowed, checking around each corner first. It wouldn’t do to be discovered too early.

      Finally, I reached the corridor where Lily had said I would find them. Sure enough, three guards loitered around a door half way down.

      Are you ready? I asked Lily. I’m here.

      Ready!

      I took a deep breath and knocked a candle sconce on the wall with my elbow. It rattled loudly enough for my purposes, and I ran along the passageway past the opening to the corridor with the guards. I stopped just out of sight, pressing myself against the wall.

      “Hey!” shouted one. “The prisoner!”

      “Impossible,” said another.

      But the third one spoke over the top of him, “I saw her, too.”

      “Here, I’ll show you.” I heard the rattle of a key as the disbelieving one spoke. I held my breath. This was the moment when everything needed to work perfectly.

      Inside the room, I knew Lily had thrown herself against the wall on the inside of the door. I could picture it all happening in my mind. The confused guard would be flinging the door open and scanning the room. Inside he would see Jon and the other guard, but no Lily since she was blocked from view by the now open door.

      I heard the guard inside call out a muffled question, at the same time as the guard with the key called out, “It was her! She’s escaped somehow. Quick! After her!”

      I heard the pounding of two sets of boots and took off running as fast as I could down the corridor. I ran heedlessly, my knowledge of the castle’s layout exhausted. All that mattered, though, was that the two guards continued to pursue me, and that Jon and Lily now had only two guards and an open door between them and freedom.

      The second the two guards had taken off, Jon would have leaped up and incapacitated the guard in the room. Hopefully by the time the guard in the doorway realized what was happening, and that he was needed in the room rather than in pursuit of me, Jon and Lily would have been able to attack him together.

      I ducked through a small indoor courtyard and burst into another corridor.

      We’re free! Lily’s jubilation rang through my mind. You did it! Now all we need is to get into the city, find each other and find somewhere to hide while we come up with the next plan.

      That’s all, hey?

      I slammed a door behind me, but it was being pulled open before I was more than four steps away. I was losing my lead.

      I don’t know if I’m going to make it out, Lil.

      What! Where are you? We’ll come for you.

      No! I snapped the word as I tried to push some extra speed from my now exhausted legs. Cole can’t force me to marry him unless he has you and Jon. You’re the ones who need to get away.

      He could still kill you!

      But he won’t. Not right away, anyway. He’ll be hoping to recapture you. Make sure he can’t!

      As I projected the final word, a hand landed in the center of my back, and I sprawled forward across the floor, a heavy weight falling against me. I tried to push up and crawl away, but strong hands gripped me.

      “Oh no, you don’t. I don’t know how you managed to get out before, but we’ve got you now.” The two men still assumed I was Lily then.

      “I demand to see Cole,” I gasped between shuddering breaths, my lungs burning. Anything to prevent them returning to the room they had been using as a prison and seeing that both prisoners were now gone.

      “He’s not going to like it that you tried to run,” said one of them, dragging me to my feet and pushing me roughly down the corridor.

      I stayed silent, keeping my hands tucked against my dress in the hope they wouldn’t notice the strangeness of my apparent bindings. When they shoved me through a small side door into the throne room, I tripped and nearly fell, but one of them caught me by the arm. He pushed me forward to where Cole still sat on the throne, talking quietly with a man beside him.

      “The door never opened, we swear it,” said one of the guards. “But somehow this one escaped. We ran her down half way through the east wing, though.”

      Cole stood up and strode over toward us. “Lily, Lily, Lily. Don’t tell me you still have some surprises left in you after all. But where is the oh-so-tiresome Jonathan? I cannot believe you have escaped without your ever-faithful swain.”

      I spat at the ground at his feet, since it seemed like the sort of defiant thing Lily would do. He raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Really, was that necessary?” Then his eyes narrowed, and I saw his gaze fasten on the gold cord looped loosely around my wrists. It moved up to my dress. “What is this?” His eyes flew to my face.

      He yanked me away from the guards and turned on them. “Fools! This is Sophie! Where are Lily and Jonathan?”

      They looked at him in bewilderment.

      “Go!” he screamed at them. “Check on the prisoners!”

      Both men lumbered around, still clearly confused, and raced out of the room.

      Cole turned on me, his face white with fury. “How have you managed this? By what magic have you switched places with your sister?”

      I shrugged. “My sister is long gone and her betrothed with her. You may have caught me, but you no longer have any leverage over me. I won’t be telling you a thing, and I certainly won’t be marrying you.”

      Before he could reply, the two guards who I had left behind in the dining room came rushing in, their faces red.

      “We’ve lost her…” one of them started to say before trailing off as he looked with confusion between me and Cole. “Wait. Is that…?”

      “Yes, idiots!” Cole’s volume had dropped, but the menace still lingered in his tone. “This is the girl you were meant to be guarding. And now I find that somehow she has helped the other two to escape.”

      “Escape? But how is such a thing possible? She didn’t even know where they were being held. I swear we did not take her near that wing.”

      “And why does she look like the other one?” The second guard seemed to be struggling to catch up.

      “Obviously it was part of the ruse that allowed the others to escape,” Cole snapped. “Believe me, one way or another, I will discover how it was done. But in the meantime, I want every guard out searching the palace for the prisoners. If they are not found, you will pay the punishment.”

      Both men paled and hurried from the room. The guard who had been talking to Cole earlier made as if to follow them, but Cole signaled for him to stay. I felt a small stirring of pride that I had unsettled him enough that he wanted backup.

      He must have seen something of the emotion on my face, because he shook my arm, hard. “Don’t think this is over, Princess Sophie. I am not so easily defeated.”

      I remained mute, so he towed me over to the throne and threw me to the ground at its foot. Sitting down, he gestured for his remaining guard to come and stand over me, sword drawn and pointed down in my direction.

      I pulled myself slowly into a sitting position, rubbing at several new bruises I could already feel forming. That was twice I had ended up on the stone ground in the last few minutes.

      I reached out for my sister in my mind. Sorry, Lily.

      No, I’m sorry.

      Don’t worry. I tried to keep my tone positive. You’ll find a way to rescue me, I’m sure of it.

      No, they…

      Before she could finish the sentence, two guards strode through the double doors on the far side of the throne room. Between them they dragged my sister, her feet barely touching the ground.

      She looked up and met my eyes…they caught me, I’m afraid. I’m so sorry, Sophie.
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      I leaped to my feet. “Lily!”

      “Ah!” Cole also came upright. “Well done.”

      What happened?

      She looked dejected and guilty as they half carried her forward. We had nearly made it out of the palace grounds and were taking turns scouting a short way ahead. I was distracted, worrying about you, and stumbled straight into a group of guards. I bolted, to lead them away from Jon, but I couldn’t outrun them. She paused. He’s going to be so furious that I left him behind! And you, Sophie. You should be furious with me, too. I’ve ruined everything!

      I sent her an internal glare as she arrived in front of the throne. Don’t be ridiculous. This situation is not your fault. All of the guilt belongs with Cole. I glanced at the guards who tightly gripped her arms. And maybe some on these henchmen of his, too. Who in the kingdoms are they?

      She glanced at one of them and frowned. Honestly, I have no idea. I don’t think they’re Marinese, though.

      “Where’s the prince?” asked Cole.

      One of the men shrugged uncomfortably. “We haven’t seen any sign of him. The others are still out looking.”

      Cole’s eyes narrowed, but then he shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. There is nothing he can do, and Lily is the important one.” He turned to me. “I told you I would not be so easily defeated Princess Sophie. And you have now worn out every shred of my patience.” He gestured at the guards, and one of them grabbed both her arms, holding her firmly in front of him, while the other drew his sword and placed it at her throat.

      “No!” I leaped to my feet and lunged forward, but the man who had remained behind with Cole held me back.

      “Carefully now, Princess,” said Cole. “You wouldn’t want to go startling my guard here.”

      I froze.

      “We will be married immediately,” he continued.

      I swung around to stare at him. “Immediately? But Dominic is still the heir.”

      “We will be married now, to ensure you don’t get any more foolish ideas. You will be able to claim the throne soon enough.”

      I gaped at him, my mind racing. This couldn’t be happening. Everything had gone wrong, and now it was all moving too fast. I couldn’t marry him. But when I looked at the sharp blade pressed against Lily’s throat, I knew I couldn’t refuse him either.

      Don’t do it, Sophie! But I could feel Lily’s fear, as sharp as my own.

      Cole seemed to have lost all caution in the face of our nearly successful defiance. It was a dangerous move since he didn’t know that Dominic had dissolved our betrothal. I suspected Lily and I weren’t the only ones afraid—I could sense the fear lurking beneath the surface of his actions. He didn’t understand what had happened, and he no longer trusted his ability to keep us secured.

      “But how?” I asked, searching for any way to delay him. “How are we to be married?”

      He eyed me coldly. “Surely you didn’t think I had come unprepared? In Marin, I befriended an official from Palinar, one stationed in the duchy with a small liaison role before the curse hit. He has accompanied us and stands ready to perform the ceremony. He is eager to assist in freeing the kingdom from the curse of the Beast and his family.”

      The thought of Dominic brought tears to my eyes. If only I could have found a way to save him. Would I ever get to see him again, or have the chance to tell him how I felt? What would happen when Dominic’s coronation window closed? Would he remain a beast forever as I feared?

      My stomach churned. If he came after me, it wouldn’t matter. He would be dead.

      And yet, still I wished he was here with me.

      Cole was shouting orders for the official to be brought to the throne room, but I was only listening with half my mind. A strange flash outside the window kept distracting me. I remembered the flashes I had seen earlier while driving through the city, but this one was different. This one actually looked like a human form.

      There! I saw it again. This time I felt sure it had been a person. How many guards did Cole have with him? My heart sank. He would not allow us the opportunity to escape again. And Jon would be hard-pressed to assist us, even if he remained free. Not when he was alone and had no way to communicate with us.

      The official eventually arrived, and I noticed that he looked nervous at all the drawn swords and angry-looking guards. Perhaps he would refuse to conduct a ceremony so clearly done under coercion? But Cole clapped him on the back and murmured something in his ear. His face cleared, and my hope withered.

      Cole had the official stand in front of the throne and arranged the two of us at the bottom of the three steps that led up to it. Lily he positioned to one side, within my eye line, still held by one guard, another holding the sword to her throat. He pulled a ring from his pocket, and I shivered, feeling it already like a prison chain around me.

      Dominic! I cried in my heart, my eyes filling with tears. It should have been you.

      As if called into existence by my desperate wishes, a deafening roar shook the throne room. Everyone started and looked toward the double doors. They had been flung wide and, standing between them, stood Dominic. Fury radiated from every line of his body, and death was in his eyes.

      “Guards! Stop him!” shouted Cole, a tremor in his voice. And then chaos broke out.

      The guard who had been holding the sword to Lily lowered his blade and moved to stand between Dominic and Cole. A group of guards poured in from the small side door and rushed to join him. My stomach churned to see Dominic facing them all alone, growling and striding forward, a sword gripped in each hand. But a moment later, a small crowd poured in behind him, most of them dressed in the official uniform of the Palinaran guard.

      Before I could even begin to wonder who they were, or where they had come from, Lily seized the opportunity afforded by the absence of the second guard and bit down hard on the arm that encircled her shoulders. The guard yelled and pulled his arm back while Lily kicked him hard in one shin. He stumbled backwards, and she launched herself forward.

      I thought she was coming for me, but Jon appeared instead, sweeping her into his arms. He must have come in with the wave of Palinaran guards although I hadn’t seen him.

      Meanwhile, the Palinaran guards clashed violently with Cole’s men, attempting to pull them away as they tried to swarm the prince. Dominic’s swords flashed, clearing a path ahead of him, his focus never leaving Cole.

      My stomach churned at the sight of him, overwhelmed with both love and fear. How could he be here? How was it possible?

      “Dominic!” His name fell from my lips involuntarily, just as he broke through the last of the guards. He faltered, his burning eyes turning to me, and for a moment no one else existed in the room but us.

      Sophie! Behind you! Lily’s scream ripped through my mind just as rough arms jerked me backwards, and something sharp pricked my throat.

      “Stay back!” yelled Cole, dragging me off my feet and immobilizing me with a dagger at my throat.

      Dominic paused, but I could see his whole body shaking with contained fury, and his growls rolled over one another, deep and threatening. His menacing gaze remained fixed on Cole, but his words could only be addressed to me.

      If he harms you, I will kill him.

      His face was the last thing I saw as Cole dragged me backwards out of the room.
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      Cole seemed to recognize that he couldn’t drag me all the way out of the palace alone. Instead, he took one quick look around the antechamber we had entered and then tugged me over to a slim door. Moving without hesitation, he yanked it open, thrusting me into the darkness inside. His shove had unbalanced me, and before I could recover, he had joined me, pulling the door closed and pinning me back against him.

      The bite of metal on my neck stopped my struggles, and he leaned forward, breath heavy, to whisper in my ear. “If you make a sound, any sound, I will slit your throat. Don’t doubt me.” He sounded angry enough to mean it, too. “In fact,” he added, “if that door handle so much as rattles, you’ll be dead.” He clearly had not forgotten our earlier seemingly magical escape.

      Sophie! Sophie! Has he hurt you? Where are you?

      I swallowed and tried to form enough coherent thoughts to respond. He hasn’t hurt me—yet. But he’s threatening to kill me if anyone even approaches us. I don’t even know where we are. It’s very dark. And it feels small.

      I could sense her confusion. You mean like a cupboard?

      Yes! I must have been shaken indeed not to recognize our location myself. I think we might be in a cupboard. In the antechamber of the throne room. I suppose he’s hoping you’ll all assume he’s run for it.

      Too bad for him we can talk.

      Yes, except that now we’re at an impasse. If any of you try to come in here, he’ll kill me. I don’t much fancy having to wait and see which of the two of us faints of dehydration and exhaustion first.

      We’ll call through the door, she suggested. Demand he hands you over.

      No! If he realizes you know where we are, I really think he’ll kill me. You saw Dominic. I’m sure Cole thinks that the minute he loses hold of me as a hostage, he’s dead. I can easily imagine he’d want to take me down with him in that scenario.

      What can we do then?

      I don’t know. What’s happening out there? Oh wait! It sounds like some of the hubbub has died down, and I can actually hear you all. This cupboard must share a wall with the throne room, and you must be standing very close to us…

      “Dominic.” I recognized Jon’s voice. “That was a well-timed arrival.”

      Dominic growled, but only I could hear the question behind the sound.

      “I heard…I heard that you can’t speak.” That was Lily. “But I’m guessing you want to go after Sophie, and you’re wondering where he might have taken her.”

      Don’t forget, if I can hear you, Cole can too! I reminded her.

      She ignored me, responding instead to Dominic who must have nodded, or something. “I don’t think it’s a good idea to go racing after them. I think Cole meant his threat.” A pause, and then she added, “Don’t look at me like that! I’m as worried for her as anyone.”

      Can you hear me, Sophie? Dominic’s voice had never sounded so welcome in my mind. Don’t give up. I won’t rest until I find you and make him pay.

      “We should go and consult those guards of yours,” said Lily. “I assume they can speak, at least.”

      Cole’s armed tightened around us, the tip of his dagger nicking my skin as the sounds of the others moved away. His message was clear—for my sake, I had better hope they didn’t try searching this cupboard.

      Can you hear us still, or are we far enough away? Lily asked me.

      I can’t hear anything but general muffled noise.

      Then I’m going to tell them where you are and what’s happening. It’s a good thing that Dominic of yours can’t speak, or I imagine he would be asking me some difficult questions about how I know so much.

      I felt my face flush, a surprising reaction given my current circumstances. He’s not my Dominic. He dissolved our betrothal, remember?

      She just laughed at me and then fell silent, presumably because she had started talking to Jon and Dominic. I pictured them all out there. Where was this going to end?

      I bit my lip, trying not to swallow against the blade which had already broken my skin. Dominic didn’t seem sick, but then he hadn’t succumbed immediately the last time he had left the castle grounds either. It had taken more than a day despite his significant wounds. How long would it take the sickness to overwhelm him this time, when he had started off healthy and strong?

      I tore my mind away from the thought, needing to focus on my immediate situation if I was going to escape alive. I breathed slowly, in and out, while I thought. After everything I had been through, both Dominic and Lily were a mere wall away. I refused to lose them both now.

      “We can’t stay here forever,” I whispered as quietly as I could. “You know that.”

      Cole tightened his grip, but kept the knife still. I breathed a little easier. He must recognize the truth of my words.

      “If you let me go, you might have a chance of escaping on your own.”

      I could feel his head shaking behind me. “Do you take me for a fool?” he breathed into my ear. “I saw how many guards that cursed prince brought with him. I just don’t understand where they came from!”

      I stayed silent, equally mystified.

      “I will not walk away with nothing now, after all this work, all this planning.”

      “You would be walking away with your life.”

      “Silence!”

      He shook me slightly, and I felt a small biting pain and then a drop of blood running down my neck. I shut my mouth. I had pushed hard enough. Now that I had planted the seed, I needed to provide a spur.

      Cole knows we can’t stay here forever, I projected to Lily. If you all come back over here and have a conversation that suggests there might be a free path for him to get us both out of here, I think he might take it. Only you’ll have to be extremely careful to keep everyone out of sight when we emerge. He’s going to be jumpy, and I’d rather not die just because he was startled.

      Lily moaned. I do NOT like this situation.

      Just get all the guards out and hide yourselves somewhere. I’ll have a better chance of getting away if we’re on the move than if we stay stuck in this cupboard.

      Reluctantly she agreed, and I soon heard the group return.

      “Look, we’re wasting time,” said Jon, sounding frustrated. “He could be anywhere by now. I’m dividing the guards into search parties and sending one to each floor. We’ll flush them out.”

      “Don’t send all of them!” said Lily. “We can’t leave the throne room undefended.”

      “Why not?” Jon sounded impatient and dismissive. “What’s he going to do, sneak back in and steal the throne? They’re clearly long gone from here, it’s about the one place in the palace we know they’re not.”

      Dominic growled, a dark, threatening sound.

      “See,” said Jon. “Dominic agrees with me.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, he could be saying anything!”

      I could feel Cole’s tenseness behind me and knew he was listening to every word. I wanted to applaud their little charade.

      “Dominic, leave off all that growling for half a minute and nod your head if you agree with me,” said Jon. There was a brief pause, and then, “See! I told you.”

      “Men! Ugh! Fine, send out your search parties. I just want to find my sister.”

      Their voices faded away again, and then we heard barked orders and the sound of many moving feet. A number of boots tramped through the antechamber, and both Cole and I held our breaths until the door closed and silence fell.

      It stretched on and on, and I began to wonder if he would need another prompt. But finally, he stirred, prodding me forward. “We’re leaving,” he whispered. “Just don’t forget. One sound, and I slit your throat.”

      I groped in the darkness for the door handle and managed to open it silently. We walked out slowly, Cole holding my back pressed hard against his chest, his knife unwavering. As expected, the antechamber was empty, both doors shut. He paused, which I hadn’t expected, and spun me around.

      “Don’t try to run,” he warned. “You won’t get far.”

      The gold cord was still tangled around one of my wrists, everything having happened too fast for me to bother removing it. He pulled it loose and commanded me to hold both hands in front of me. Placing his knife in his teeth, he quickly bound my wrists, before spinning me away from him again.

      He placed a hand on my shoulder, and I felt the tip of the knife press into my back, between two ribs. “Don’t worry, Princess,” he whispered. “I know what I’m doing with this thing. Your death will be no less inevitable, it will just be considerably slower.”

      I swallowed, but relayed the news to Lily in my mind. Hopefully this would make my rescue easier.

      We’re in here, out of sight, she told me. We’re ready.

      Except when Cole pushed me roughly forward, he didn’t turn toward the door into the apparently empty throne room. Instead he propelled me to the door out into the corridor, and checked it quickly before thrusting me through into the passageway.

      Lily! We’re not going into the throne room. He’s gone the other way.

      My breathing hitched as I started to panic. This hadn’t been the plan. What would happen if we stumbled on some of the guards? I kept imagining I felt the pressure of the knife increasing.

      Cole pushed me down the corridor and into another. I didn’t recognize the route and had no idea where we were heading. We saw one group of guards, far in the distance, and Cole pulled me back, pressing me against the wall until they disappeared in the opposite direction. He became a little more confident after that, pushing me forward at a faster pace.

      I had been keeping Lily informed of our progress, but she seemed almost as panicked as me, scrambling now to get into place for another plan. Finally, we reached a small door that looked like it might lead outside. Cole directed me to open it, and I did so awkwardly, due to my bound hands.

      I pushed the door, and it flung open faster than I had expected. A flash of brown and red filled my vision and then something jerked me forward and flung me to the ground.

      I fell, only just managing to twist my bound hands into a position to take the brunt of my landing. A familiar roar sounded as I rolled onto my back in time to see Dominic lift Cole completely off his feet. He shook him, roaring again.

      But Cole still held the knife, and rays from the dying sun reflected off the blade as he lifted it over his head.

      “Dominic!” I screamed, struggling to push myself up.

      His eyes flashed up and saw the danger, and he flung Cole away from him with all his strength. He landed against a wall, hard, and fell to the ground. He lay there, still, his body bent at an unnatural angle.

      I slumped back against the ground and closed my eyes. I expected to feel hands helping me to my feet, but instead I heard a loud thump. My eyes flew open, and I saw Dominic crumpled in the dirt a short distance away from me.
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      “Dominic!” I screamed again, twisting over and crawling slowly toward him. I added a mental scream immediately afterwards. Lily! Where are you?

      What? What’s happened? We’re still trying to follow you, but I think I must have gotten one of the turns wrong. Dominic took off a while ago.

      He’s here. I think Cole’s dead. But something’s wrong with Dominic.

      I thought he was starting to look weak. She sounded grim. Where are you?

      I looked around. I don’t know. In the palace grounds somewhere. Just outside a door in the…east wing, maybe?

      All right. We’re coming.

      I had reached Dominic and now knelt beside him. I had been sure he had acted before Cole’s knife struck, and I could see no sign of an injury. His collapse must be the result of his curse. Leaning over him, tears streamed down my cheeks as I searched for a heartbeat, or breathing, or something. He stirred.

      “Oh!” I gasped. “Dominic!”

      He gave me the smallest of smiles. Are you hurt? he asked, his voice weak.

      I shook my head. “How did you know where to find me?”

      I grew up in this palace, I know it well. Once I realized the direction you were going, his destination was obvious.

      “You saved me.”

      He smiled again. I told you I would.

      I gave a shaky laugh that cut off abruptly as his eyes fluttered closed. “No. Dominic, no!” I gripped his jacket as best I could and shook him. He didn’t respond although I could still hear his labored breaths.

      I dropped my forehead down onto his chest. “I will not lose you now. Your kingdom needs you. I need you.”

      He seemed too weak to speak, but I refused to let him go. If he could not speak, allowing me to hear him as I did the servants, then I needed to connect directly with his mind. I needed to communicate with him as I did with Lily. I had no idea if such a thing were even possible, but I was determined to succeed.

      I closed my eyes, and concentrated my mind. I could feel how much my powers of mental communication had grown in the last months, honed and strengthened by my time at the castle. I shaped my thoughts as I would do to send them to Lily, but instead of sending them out to her, I focused all my attention on Dominic. I breathed in the smell of him and felt his warmth beneath my hands and head. I thought of how he made me feel—infuriated and exhilarated, cherished and so alive. I reached into my dress and pulled out the rose he had given me. Somehow it had survived being stored in two different dresses now. It hadn’t even wilted—the last piece of our enchanted life at the castle, the deep color and the pure white of the spirals in the rose garden combined into a single blossom. I pressed it against his chest and sent my thoughts flying in his direction.

      I felt my mind connect with the essence of him, so like to what I had always done with Lily, and yet so unlike at the same time. Her mind felt safe and familiar, at times like an extension of my own. His felt wild and barely tamed, full of pain and grief.

      Dominic, I projected. I will not let you die.

      Dimly I heard the arrival of Lily and Jon, and part of my mind knew they had pulled up my hands and were cutting the cord from my wrists. But I ignored them, too focused on my new connection with Dominic.

      One of his hands twitched, and for a moment I thought his eyes would open, but he did not seem to have the strength.

      How…how are you here, in my mind? he asked.

      This is the connection I have with Lily, have always had with her. This is how I learned to hear you and the servants at the castle. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I was cut off from her at the castle, and it made me angry and afraid.

      No, Sophie. You have no need to apologize to me. We have both of us had our secrets. He paused. I know that you could never forgive me for mine. Could never…love me. But I want you to know that you have taught me so much. You have shown me what it is to love. And even if there was never hope for me to be freed from my curse, you have freed my kingdom, and that is enough.

      The tears continued to pour down my cheeks as I stared at his still face. Saved your kingdom? What do you mean?

      Somehow our connection seemed to give him a small burst of strength. He opened his eyes, the bright blue that had always captivated me, capturing me once again. He smiled. Didn’t you notice the snow melting? Or the wolves disappearing? Or all those guards I had with me?

      I gasped. The people have returned?

      They have returned–thanks to you.

      But…I don’t understand. I was never able to figure out how to save them.

      I already told you. You taught me to love. The people of Palinar were moved to a place of protection until their ruler could learn the true meaning of love. He paused as he drew a particularly labored breath. I did not understand self-sacrifice, or how to value myself last. And then you came. I should never have forced you to come as I did, and yet how could I regret it?

      I felt his emotions wash over me, a wave of love so strong I could barely breathe. For a moment, I choked on my tears.

      So, I was right. It was a protection not a curse on the people.

      He grimaced. It was only the royal family who were cursed. Twice cursed in my case. But now you have freed my people from my curse. No one could have freed me, however. I see that now.

      No! I projected, my hands clasping at his jacket. I cannot accept that. There must be a way to free you.

      You must find my sister. She has been missing for more than three years now, but I cannot believe she is dead. Find her, and help her claim the throne. She has a good heart, like yours. She will make an excellent queen.

      I shook him. And what of your heart?

      It is yours. And you shall have to keep it safe for me when I am gone.

      I don’t want you to leave, I sobbed.

      He went so still that I feared he had died, but then he breathed again, and me along with him. You would not feel that way if you could see what I have done. And you should see it, it is only right.

      I felt his mind wrap itself around mine in a way I had never experienced before. And then in my mind’s eye I could see a series of memories, as vividly as if they were my own. I saw King Nicolas, exactly as his portrait had shown him, strike down villager after villager.

      I whimpered at the sight. So, Dominic had been there. I wanted to cover my eyes, but the images were in my mind, and I could not turn them off. Thankfully Dominic had looked away after a few moments, but his feelings from the time continued to assail me.

      Shock at his father’s actions, anger that he would attack unarmed people in such a way, and underneath it, fear at where his father’s rage might be directed next. And over all of it, confusion. It didn’t seem just, what his father was doing. But wasn’t it a ruler’s right to do with his people what he willed? They all of them lived to serve him, did they not?

      I could feel his revulsion, his urge to intervene, and his shame that he did not. And then Dominic spoke over the top of the memory. I was there, Sophie. I stood by and let him kill all those people, even the babies. I said nothing. I did nothing.

      I remained silent, too overwhelmed to speak.

      It gets worse, he projected. I wish I did not have to show you, but it is the only way for you to understand.

      The memories shifted, and I saw the palace as it had been more than three years ago, shining and full of people. The servants scattered before the king as he strode through the corridors, and I knew—as seventeen-year-old Dominic had known—that news of the king’s massacre had preceded them to the palace. By the time they approached the royal wing, not a single servant was anywhere to be seen or heard.

      King Nicolas made no comment, his face cold and detached. Until Queen Ruby appeared at the top of the stairs. Dominic’s shame returned at the sight of his mother’s ashen face, and the way she met his eyes only to quickly look away. His mother would have at least tried to intervene. He knew it. She did not believe the people lived to serve them.

      A spasm passed over the king’s expression. I could not have guessed at its meaning, but the young Dominic interpreted it as a sign of the king’s emotions for his wife. Of his love. Except that over the top of that sensation, I could feel Dominic’s current opinion. It had not been love. His father had not known how to love. He had valued his wife because she was beautiful, and because at times the people’s love for her had been useful. But he did not love her.

      What have you done? asked the queen in Dominic’s memory. Tell me it isn’t true. It cannot be true!

      They defied me. All of them. They got only what they deserved. The king attempted to brush past his wife, but she clutched at his sleeve.

      Even the babies? she whispered, horror in her eyes.

      King Nicolas turned on her, anger transforming his features. How dare you question me? He raised his hand and hit her, hard, across the face. She fell backwards, losing her footing and tumbling down the long flight of marble stairs.

      A young girl whose presence Dominic had not even noticed, ran forward and grabbed blindly at her father’s jacket, attempting to shake him, despite his solid bulk and her slender frame. How could you? she screamed.

      Her father, for it was Princess Adelaide, raised his hand as if to strike her, too. But, quick as a flash, Dominic interposed himself between them, catching his father’s wrist. For a moment, the two men stood facing one another, both of their chests heaving. And then all three of them looked down to the bottom of the stairs. The queen lay completely still, and Dominic’s certainty of her death washed over me.

      I gave a gasping sob, overwhelmed with the horror of his memories. But they did not stop.

      I felt the young Dominic’s determination to push his father down after his mother. But before he could do so, a flash of light blinded him. When his sight slowly returned, a figure he had never seen before stood at the top of the stairs. All three royals stared at the woman I recognized as a godmother. And yet, despite similar features, including the gray hair, the woman looked nothing like the godmothers I had seen. Instead of a humorous affection, almost grandmotherly in nature, this being radiated wrath and power.

      Dominic and Adelaide drew back, the princess clinging to her brother, but their father stood his ground. A thunderous rage built in his face as he listened to her words.

      The godmother rebuked him for his actions and for the evil he had brought to his kingdom. Young Dominic’s confusion made me wonder what royals were taught about the godmothers in these lands. Didn’t he know that the rulers were responsible for the prosperity of their kingdoms? Why else would the godmothers go to such lengths to ensure true love ruled?

      King Nicolas had just demonstrated that no love remained in his heart. Dominic should not have been surprised to find a godmother intervening before he brought about the complete destruction of his kingdom.

      She explained the protection that had been placed on the people of Palinar, and the conditions for it to be lifted.

      How dare you seek to work against me? the king raged at her in the memory. And then he actually lunged forward to strike the godmother as he had just done to his wife.

      The godmother, sadness on her face, stepped back to avoid him. And it seemed, in his anger, the king had forgotten who he dealt with. The winged woman’s steps took her from the top of the steps into the air, and the king’s momentum caused him to lunge head first down the stairs. Within seconds, his broken body lay motionless next to the queen’s.

      Dominic and Adelaide retreated another step, their eyes now on the hovering godmother. She looked at them both and sighed. There was always hope, she said, although I did not entertain much. And now the burden of freeing your people will fall on you, young prince. I hope you will prove a more worthy student of love than your father. And she was gone.

      But the younger Dominic knew only the pride his position had taught him and the anger toward his father which had been whipped now into a rage so burning hot that there was room for nothing else.

      I did not know what love meant, though my mother had tried to model it to me, Dominic whispered in my mind. My exile at the castle calmed me somewhat, but it was only in watching you, that I began to remember the lessons of my mother, so different from those of my father.

      My heart ached for him. I could not imagine growing up without my father’s love. It had been an anchor for Lily and me during the years that our mother had been distant from us.

      A succession of short memories flashed through my mind. An angry Dominic, eaten up by guilt and shame and grief, roamed the castle, rejecting his sister’s attempts to speak with him. It wasn’t until a week after their parents’ death that he realized he hadn’t even seen her in days. He searched the castle for her, but could find no sign of the thirteen-year-old. Fear gripped him, and he called on the godmother he had so recently seen for the first time.

      To his surprise, and mine, she actually came. This time she looked more like the godmothers I had met, her no-nonsense air obscuring an underlying vein of sympathy. Princess Adelaide is gone from here. She is no longer your concern.

      He pressed her for more information, and she placed her hands on her hips, narrowing her eyes. You have a whole kingdom of people who are your responsibility, young prince. What thought have you given to them? I had hoped that you might take my words to heart, and yet so far you have shown too much selfishness even to consider your own sister.

      What consideration—or love—can I show to my people when they have all of them disappeared to a place where I can neither see nor hear them? he asked, angered by her rebuke.

      She sighed. You are not your father, and you have not yet committed his crimes, though you bear the responsibility for correcting them. I can give you some assistance, but it will come at a price.

      A price? I could feel the injured pride in his memory, that this unknown woman should dictate such terms to a prince of Palinar. Why should I pay a price?

      For a moment, the wrath she had shown toward King Nicolas reflected from her eyes. Inside you are in danger of becoming more beast than man, young prince. As your father was before you. Perhaps if you see this reality always before your eyes, you will be spurred to consider your responsibilities toward those in your care.

      As for my offered assistance, you will now find yourself able to see your subjects. But the only ones you will be able to hear are your own personal servants.

      But my servants all reside at my castle.

      And that is where you also will be confined. So often you have retreated there—now you must remain there until you are ready to step out and take up the mantle of kingship. If you step outside the grounds while your curse remains, you will be struck with a deadly illness.

      A terrible, grinding pain ripped through the memory, as Dominic’s body transformed into the Beast. He opened his mouth to protest, but only a growl emerged.

      You must transform your insides back into a man again, she had cautioned him. Because only when you have so completely transformed yourself that a woman will value you enough to marry you, despite your beastly state, will you be free.

      The memory died away, and I could once again only feel Dominic’s current emotions. The strength of his mind seemed to be weakening, and I desperately tried to cling to our connection.

      I heard you, back at the castle, he told me, and I frowned in confusion at the change of topic. I had come to find you, to give you the rose and wish you farewell. But I heard what you said to the servants. How you could never love a man who stood by and became a part of his father’s evil. I know you could never love me.

      My eyes widened. Oh, but…How to explain to him that I had been ready to forgive Cole until he proved himself just as evil as his father. I had only said that because I could not tell them the whole truth.

      When I discovered Cole had escaped, I knew instantly that something was wrong, and that I must pursue you. Must protect you from him. It did not even enter my consideration that such a course of action would mean my death. I only hoped I could retain my strength long enough to save you. His voice filled with wonder. And then, as I traveled, I began to hear flashes of my people around me. By the time I reached the garrison of guards inside the gates, I could hear them clearly. A good thing since I needed them to follow me straight into action.

      As I grew closer to you, as you helped me change, the protection had begun to weaken. But only when I was truly ready to sacrifice myself did it entirely lift. He shook his head weakly. I did not realize that self-sacrifice would be so easy. When I thought of you in Cole’s hands, it was no decision at all.

      You’re right, I projected, staring into his eyes. It is too easy.

      His brow wrinkled, his eyes narrowing in surprise.

      Dying is far too easy. If you wish to prove your ability to love, you must go on living and show that you can sacrifice every day, in the small things as well as the big.

      I would live if I could, he projected. Even though I would never see you again. Merely to be in the same world with you would be enough.

      The tears flowed unheeded down my face, as I knelt over him. It is evening, Dominic, and you have not yet asked me your nightly question.

      He reached up a hand to stroke the side of my face. I do not deserve you.

      I don’t care what you deserve. I gripped his jacket with both hands and leaned closer. Ask me.

      The fading light in his eyes rekindled for the briefest moment. Will you…His chest stilled, and I stopped breathing until his own labored breaths began again. Will you marry me in the morning, my love?

      “Yes! Yes!” I spoke the words aloud as well as in my mind, in case it made a difference. “I will engage myself to you in truth this time, Dominic, and I will marry you in the morning, or any day you like. Just don’t die!”

      Amazement transformed his face, as he covered one of my hands with his own much larger one. But, why, Sophie? Why would you marry a beast like me?

      I stared at him. There were so many ways I could answer that. So many reasons I had been wrong, and he wasn’t a monster. But every moment he grew weaker. I decided to give the simplest answer possible.

      Because I love you, Dominic.

      An exhalation, half cry, half groan broke from him, and his whole body began to shake. I fell back from him. Light roiled across his hands and his features, making it impossible to see through to his face underneath. His loud roar sounded all around me, only to be suddenly cut off.

      The light faded, and his shaking stilled. Dominic looked up at me out of the face from the portrait, aged slightly, but easily recognizable. He pulled himself into a sitting position, gathered me into his lap, and lowered his face to mine, our lips so close that I couldn’t be sure whether they actually touched or not. He paused there, and heat rushed through me as I remembered our previous almost-kiss.

      His hand reached out to stroke my hair as we hung in that moment, consumed by memories and shaken by love. I had known then that I wanted his kiss, but not why. I knew now that I wanted not only his kiss but his forever, too. We both moved at the same time, pressing our lips together as we clung to each other in joy.
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      I could hear Lily laughing and applauding in the background, and when we finally broke apart, I looked up at her sheepishly.

      “Don’t give me that look, Sophie. You enjoyed every second of that.”

      I looked back at Dominic, and he could clearly read the truth of her words in my face, because he leaned in to do it again.

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” said Lily with another laugh. “Just hold on there.”

      Dominic glowered up at her, but she was unmoved. “I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced. I’m Lily. And that’s my twin you’re holding so possessively.”

      He gave a reluctant laugh, the sound almost as rough as it had been when he was the Beast. He lifted me gently from his lap, and stood, pulling me up with him. “I am Dominic. And I can assure you that I have no wish to start my new betrothal at odds with my bride’s twin.”

      “Oh, excellent. You can speak now.” Lily gave me a significant look. “Wasn’t there something rather important—and time sensitive—that needed to happen once you could speak?”

      I gasped. “The coronation vow! Quick, Dominic.” I ran back through the still open doorway, tugging him along behind me. Lily and Jon trailed after us.

      “What’s all this?” Jon kept pace with us despite his confusion. “Is there really such a rush?” Obviously, the coronation hadn’t been one of the things Lily had been able to explain to him while they were under guard.

      I shrugged and didn’t slow down. “I don’t know if anyone has been keeping track of the number of hours it’s been since Dominic’s father died. And I for one don’t want to discover we’ve arrived too late because we dawdled on our way there.”

      “Very well, then,” said Dominic and, without warning, swept me into his arms and took off at a jog.

      I giggled and swatted at him. “Put me down!”

      “I thought you said we were in a rush?”

      I rolled my eyes, but secretly I liked the way he carried me, as easily as if I were made of cushions. He might have become human again, but some things hadn’t changed. His shoulders were still broad, although correctly proportioned now, and his arms were still strong.

      After a whispered conversation between Lily and Jon that I didn’t attempt to catch, Jon broke away from us. However, he had joined us in the throne room within minutes of our own arrival, with someone else in tow. Lily had already explained that they had stashed the terrified official in a dusty sitting room, and that Jon had gone to fetch him.

      “If he was official enough for a wedding ceremony,” she said, “we’re hoping he’s official enough for a coronation oath, too.”

      The man seemed extremely nervous to be confronted with Prince Dominic, but he made no protest to our request. I expected that performing the ceremony in such a fashion would feel rushed and irreverent, just the four of us gathered around the official. But Dominic stood tall, and his strong voice spoke the words of the ancient vow with such meaning, that the moment achieved a solemnity I had not expected.

      And when he finished, cheers broke out all around us. I had been so transfixed, I hadn’t even noticed the hall behind us filling with the guards and other inhabitants of the city who had made their way up to the palace to find out who had broken the curse.

      For a long time after that, Dominic was busy talking with important citizens and the occasional noble who had remained in the capital. The guards, members of the single company he had ordered to remain in the capital when the others had been dispersed, were ordered to round up any of Cole’s men who still remained free and return to their barracks.

      Several of the people who had arrived identified themselves as palace servants who had been living in the city while the palace stood unoccupied. I received the strong impression that no one in the city had stepped foot in the palace since the curse. That they had, in fact, feared the place. Since they had initially fled at the return of King Nicolas from his massacre, none of them could have known the curse’s true nature.

      But if they had been afraid before, they now seemed happy to have returned. They quickly put themselves to work cleaning out the kitchen and several of the bedchambers.

      “You’ll have to hold a proper coronation ceremony, with the actual crown, at some point,” I said to Dominic. “But I suppose you’ll have to wait for the nobles to gather first. How in the kingdoms have you been ruling them all this time if you couldn’t hear anything they said?”

      His eyes looked sad as he answered me. “My father’s was a harsh rule. He had trained his subjects to immediate and unquestioning obedience. With the mirror at his disposal, the nobles dared not break his commands even on the privacy of their own estates. The godmother allowed me a week to make my way to my castle, and I used the time to issue my orders. I knew the kingdom needed to go into sustainment mode.”

      He frowned. “Since I couldn’t hear them, I had no choice but to find each noble and issue my orders without conversation or discussion. I must have looked terrifying to them, too. I can only suppose they thought I meant to rule as my father had done. They did not know of the protection they had been given, or that I would be confined to my castle. I have watched them through the mirror, understanding as much as I could from observation alone, and sent further orders as seemed necessary.”

      “Did you bring the mirror with you?” I wondered if it could be helpful now as we tried to bring the kingdom back together.

      “No,” he said. “I’m afraid I didn’t squeeze it into a saddlebag when I leaped on Spitfire’s back and charged off to rescue you.”

      Lily rolled her eyes. “Men. They never think of the practical things.”

      Dominic stiffened, offended, until we both burst into peals of laughter, and he relaxed.

      “I think having the two of you together is going to take some getting used to.”

      “Well, get used to it,” said Lily, slipping her arm around my waist. “Because I intend to be around for a while.”

      Jon slapped Dominic on the back. “Don’t worry. You’ll get used to it. Mostly. Just don’t be surprised if she starts breaking off mid-sentence or staring into space for protracted periods in the middle of a conversation because she’s been distracted by a voice in her head.

      Lily shook her head at him, but fixed her eyes on Dominic and me. “Speaking of the practical things.” She put her hands on her hips. “I hope you weren’t serious about that getting married in the morning thing. Because I cannot possibly put together a royal wedding overnight. And just think of our family. Mother and Alyssa would be heartbroken if they missed your wedding. I’ve already sent them word to come—so they could save you and attend my wedding—but it will take them weeks to arrive.”

      “Ha!” I grinned at my twin. “You don’t fool me, Lil. There’s the real reason—you don’t want me getting married before you.”

      “Well, I am the older twin,” she said with dignity, although her eyes laughed back at me.

      “And I’ve already been waiting patiently for several months,” said Jon, slipping his arms around her waist from behind and pressing his face briefly into her hair.

      I glanced back at Dominic. “The curse doesn’t require we be married in the morning, does it?”

      He pulled me close and leaned down to whisper in my ear. The sound of his familiar voice speaking aloud, the growl still lurking behind his words, thrilled me. “Would you believe me if I said it does? I don’t like this talk of months.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “You’ve waited for years, you can wait a little longer.” I looked over at Lily. “I don’t think Dominic could possibly leave Palinar right now. Do you think the people of Marin would stand for their heir being married here?”

      Lily’s eyes lit up. “A double wedding! As soon as Mother and the rest arrive.” She turned to Jon. “Oh, Jon. Can we?”

      He laughed. “If it means finally setting a date, I will use all of my persuasive powers. We can have some sort of ceremonial event when we return to Marin to commemorate it.” He tried to suppress a smile. “I know you’re a little sick of balls after the Tourney, but…”

      Lily groaned. “I said my birthday ball was the only one I would attend this year.” She bit her lip, but I could see excitement in her eyes. “But if it will convince your parents, I suppose I might be persuaded to dance…”

      “Dance?” asked a familiar voice behind us. “But you dance so beautifully, Princess Sophie.”

      “Oh, no…” said Lily, as I swung around to confront the girl.

      “Oh!” she exclaimed, looking wide eyed between the two of us. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize…You must be Princess Lily. My apologies.”

      “Tara!” The short girl looked close enough to my imaginings that I suspected I might have recognized her even without her voice. I rushed forward to embrace her, and she squeaked in surprise. “Sorry!” I stepped back. “But I had no idea you were here in the capital, and I’m just so excited to be able to see you.”

      I glanced reproachfully at Dominic. Why hadn’t he told me he had brought my friends with him? But he was regarding Tara with a raised eyebrow and an expression of resignation. “Tell me,” he said. “How many of my servants have gone rogue and defected to the capital in my absence?”

      Tara flushed, looking a little scared. “Oh, no, Your Highness! Only, I couldn’t sit around at the castle, not knowing what had happened to the princess.”

      “Ignore him.” I told her. “That was extremely sweet of you, although probably foolhardy. It could have been dangerous.”

      She shrugged. “That Cole made it through, didn’t he? And I didn’t ride here alone, or anything. Lottie’s Samuel has turned out to be far more resourceful than I would have imagined. He was on duty in the entrance hall and overheard His Highness talking about riding to the capital because he had seen Cole there in the mirror and also your carriage heading in that direction. So, Samuel convinced one of the coachmen to bring us here in one of the unused carriages.” She looked a little guilty. “We may have given poor Thomas the impression that you were expecting your maids to follow you.”

      “You mean Lottie’s here, too? Where?” I looked around, eager to see if my mental image of her had been equally accurate. My eyes fell on Lily who appeared to be suppressing a laugh.

      I gave her a glare. These are my friends!

      She grinned back at me. I’m only laughing because she’s so exactly like you described her. You have to let me come and meet Lottie, too.

      Tara had already started leading me away, and Lily ran to catch up without waiting for my response. Tara apologized profusely for mistaking her for me, but Lily waved away her apology and had soon entirely ingratiated herself with my maid.

      We found Lottie with a tall man, dressed as a footman, who hovered over her protectively. I immediately recognized the truth of the assessment Tara had made of him months ago. Samuel looked trust-worthy and easily approachable. And I also realized that Tara had been right about Lottie.

      My image of her had been quite wrong, although her basic features and coloring were as I expected. I had allowed her general attitude and her lack of confidence in herself to override Tara’s description, but it turned out she was indeed willowy and graceful. I couldn’t be surprised at the way Samuel looked at her.

      All of the introductions were quickly made, and Lily was soon winning over Lottie as well. I watched her with amusement, somehow suspecting that I would now be expected to share their services. But in truth, I was merely glad to be so quickly reunited with my friends from the castle. With so many new people to meet, I appreciated the familiar voices.

      All three were full of thanks to me for breaking the curse, although I tried to deflect their praise onto Dominic, since he had really been the one to free them.

      “But he couldn’t have done it without you,” said Tara. “He hadn’t broken it in all the years before you came.”

      I considered telling her the details of the double curse but hesitated. I didn’t know if Dominic would want it widely known, and I wasn’t sure I had the energy for such a complicated explanation, anyway.

      “Of course, we don’t really know what the curse involved,” said Lottie, “and we weren’t supposed to talk about it. Except you can’t stop rumors, not completely. We were all sure you must have come to break it, and at least half the servants were convinced that if you couldn’t break it before the coronation window closed, we would all be stuck forever.”

      I shuddered to think of the truth to that guess. Now that I knew the truth of the curse, I knew that it would never have been broken with Cole as king. Would the wilderness have returned once Dominic had no longer been heir and regent?

      I shook myself from such gloomy thoughts to ask after the rest of the castle servants.

      Tara told me that Gordon had begged to come, claiming that his work helping Matthew with Chestnut qualified him to assist our coachman. When Gilda roundly refused his demand, he had even attempted to stowaway in the carriage. Lily exclaimed that she wished he had succeeded since she was dying to meet him, but I couldn’t help feeling relieved he had failed.

      There would be enough going on over the next few days without my feeling responsible for whatever unintended mischief he would have been sure to land himself in. I told Lottie she should write to them all, though, and let them know that I would visit the castle as soon as possible to meet them properly at last.
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      There turned out to be a great deal to be done to return Palinar to order and prosperity again. I forced Dominic to go to his bed before he had even finished making a list of the tasks which needed to be completed immediately. The servants had somehow managed to dust four chambers for us, but Lily and I insisted on sharing a room. We weren’t ready to be parted after our long separation.

      We both slept deeply, far beyond normal levels of exhaustion. But we awoke early, excited to finally be able to talk in person again.

      “You know, I’ve been thinking,” said Lily. “About the Tourney.”

      I nodded. “Me too. We knew that each Tourney was shaped by the prince who called it, so we assumed Dominic must be evil and twisted. Only then we learned that the darkness of the curse had corrupted the Tourney through him. Looking back, I can’t understand why it never occurred to me that it was the darkness that made the Tourney so awful, and not Dominic himself. I suppose it was because I thought he was responsible for bringing the darkness in the first place. It never occurred to me that he might be trapped, as well.”

      Lily shook her head. “How could you have foreseen any of this? We knew nothing about Palinar or Dominic.” She looked across at me. “And don’t bite my nose off, but I think he must have been responsible for at least some of the difficulty of the Tourney events. Because think how perfectly it’s worked out. You were exactly the right person to come here. In fact, you might be the only person who could have broken both curses.” She bit her lip. “We knew that some of the original magic of the Tourney remained, enough to keep us all alive at least. But I think there must have been enough to ensure the right winner, too. The whole time we thought we were cheating using our projections to give us an advantage. And yet, it’s only because of that ability that you were able to communicate with Dominic. In the end, all those horrible events ensured the right bride won.”

      I couldn’t deny the truth of her words, or that there had been at least a little darkness lurking in Dominic when we first met. “I guess I wasn’t ready to believe that Dominic and I could be a perfect match until now.”

      Lily spoke in my mind. And you’re completely sure he is? You didn’t agree to marry him out of pity or…or a sense of responsibility or something?

      I grimaced at the concerned look she gave me. I understand why you’re concerned. You haven’t had the chance to get to know him like I have. But you saw the way he saved me, the way he sacrificed himself for me. I just wish you could see some of the other things he’s done…I broke off, my eyes going wide as an idea occurred to me.

      What is it?

      When Dominic was too weak to speak, I managed to connect with him in my mind, like we do.

      Wait—what? You can talk to him in your mind now, too?

      My face fell. Not any more, sadly. The ability must have been somehow connected to the curse. But while we were connected, he did something we’ve never done. Something it never even occurred to me to try. I explained the way he had shown me his memories.

      Lily’s eyes lit up with excitement. I guess we never even thought of it because before now we never needed to do something like that—all our memories were shared. But let’s try it right now. I want to see that magical castle of yours!

      We ran late for breakfast because it took more experimentation than we hoped. But the important thing was that, in the end, it worked. Hurrying through the palace, we both tripped more than once, distracted by the inundation of shared memories. Neither of us spoke it, either aloud or through projections, but I knew we were thinking the same thing—this new connection would make our inevitable separation easier. Because by falling in love with Jon and Dominic, we had ensured that our lives would be lived apart.

      We only stopped practicing when Jon demanded our attention. “You have to be firm with them,” he told Dominic, as if imparting a great pearl of wisdom, and Lily threw a piece of half-buttered toast at him.

      “I have a question for you, Dominic,” she said, after choosing another slice. “When you arrived you never seemed in the least confused between Sophie and me, even though we were dressed nearly identically.”

      Dominic looked disdainful at the suggestion that he might not have recognized me. “You may look something alike, but I could never mistake anyone for my Sophie.”

      I blushed and looked down at my toast. I still hadn’t quite adjusted to my wonderful new reality.

      Jonathan raised an eyebrow and glanced between the three of us before leaning down to half-whisper in Lily’s ear. “I could tell you apart from the beginning, too, remember.”

      She glared at him, also keeping her voice low. “Jon! This is hardly the time.”

      “What?” He shrugged innocently. “I’m just making sure I get full credit. You know, since I’m not dark and brooding, and I don’t have a whole castle of my own. Several castles, in fact, now that I come to think of it.” He looked despondently around the room, his face so comical, I almost laughed despite everything.

      Lily rolled her eyes. “Because you’re so insecure.”

      He reached over and dragged her from her chair, dumping her in his lap. “I can be very insecure. That’s why I need you to constantly tell me how important I am. And how much you love me.”

      She wrinkled her nose, and he dropped a kiss on it. “No? Too much?”

      She laughed and nestled against his chest.

      I shook my head and glanced at Dominic. His horrified expression made me chuckle. “Don’t worry, you’ll get used to them,” I assured him. When his expression didn’t change, I laughed again.

      Several hours later, when we finally managed to steal an hour alone in the palace rose garden, I refrained from pointing out that we were sitting in a similar manner to Jon and Lily at breakfast. I didn’t want to say anything that might make him rethink having me snuggled on his lap.

      Not when we were having such an enjoyable time finding out exactly what the other had been thinking at crucial moments throughout our relationship.

      “I was a fool,” said Dominic, when I asked why he had called the Tourney and then proceeded to treat me so rudely. “More than a fool. I hoped that an engagement through the Tourney would be enough. But clearly it was not. So, I ordered for you to come to my castle, thinking perhaps we just needed to be in the same vicinity. But clearly that didn’t work either.”

      He sighed. “So, then I decided I needed to get you to actually marry me. Each night I asked you, desperate to get you to agree but not really believing it possible that you could see past my appearance. I had been intrigued by you from the start, but you were terrified of me. In my despair, I made no effort to make myself lovable. I let my anger rule me at each instance of hurt pride.”

      I shook my head at him. “What if I had said yes? If I had married you out of obligation, because of the Tourney, you would never have had the opportunity to be free.”

      “Thank goodness I was so repulsive, then,” he said wryly.

      “You weren’t all bad. You came to save me from the wolves, remember?”

      “I’ve told you already that you reminded me of the goodness I had seen before in my mother and sister. I never stood up to my father for them, and I failed Adelaide in the end, but I had a chance to save you. It was an act of atonement, I suppose. Only then you came to my sickroom and ordered around my servants and read to me—even though you turned up your pretty little nose at my mathematics.” He chuckled, the sound close to a growl, and placed a kiss on the offending article. “I saw the way you controlled your fear and your anger toward me. And I began to learn that I could do the same. You made me choose to be different.”

      “That’s funny,” I said. “I don’t remember being so controlled. I remember getting rather angry at you, in fact.”

      He smiled ruefully. “Only when I deserved and needed it.”

      “Oh, no disputing that.”

      He shook his head at me before resting his forehead against mine. “I love you, Sophie. You have saved me from myself.”

      I smiled, feeling as if my heart would burst. “When I rode into Palinar, all those months ago, I told Lily that I wouldn’t be coming back until I could free the kingdom and bring the light back with me. It never occurred to me that I might want to stay.”

      His arms around me tightened. “We would lose half our light without you as queen.”

      I flushed, but then my thoughts turned dark. “Lily and I are both convinced Cole must have gotten his hands on an ancient godmother object. I only wish we had found it on him. And that we had found that man he was speaking with.”

      Somehow, in all the confusion, the man Cole had been speaking to when the guards dragged me into the throne room dressed like Lily, had disappeared. I was convinced he must have taken the object with him.

      Dominic cupped my face in his hands. “I thought Lily was supposed to be the worrier. Let it go, my love. You have freed an entire kingdom, as well as my heart. Let that be enough for one day.”

      A chill ran up me at his endearment, and I pressed my lips against his. Within moments I had forgotten every other thought except wonder that I was sitting here surrounded by roses, kissing my Beast.
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      I grumbled under my breath as the carriage bumped over a particularly large hole in the road. Prince Oliver’s chestnut stallion flashed past the window, and I directed my ire toward him, although I lowered my voice even further so as not to be overheard by the other passengers.

      I would have been riding too, if I was anywhere but Eldon. I hated being cooped up in the carriage, especially with no one but Emmeline and Giselle for company. They weren’t exactly scintillating conversationalists.

      “We will reach the capital by sundown, Celine,” said Giselle, as if in answer to my inaudible grumbles. Her tone suggested she had no complaints to make about several more hours trapped on the uncomfortable seats. I waited for her to go on, but she directed her gaze out the other window, returning to silence.

      I sighed and looked out my own window. Perhaps I should have ridden, after all. But a moment’s glance at the landscape reinforced my original decision.

      Despite asking everyone I could find, I hadn’t been able to garner much information on Eldon before my departure. The one thing everyone had agreed on, though, was that it was cold. Really cold. And if there was one thing I hated, it was being cold. Not a problem I usually had in my tropical kingdom of Lanover.

      So far in these new lands I had visited Marin, Palinar, and now Eldon, and none possessed the clinging warmth of my home. But Eldon still stood out from the others. Here we were only an hour’s drive from the port, and already patches of snow covered the ground. We’d hardly even begun to ascend yet. I hated to think what it would be like once we hit the capital.

      Eldon was so mountainous that it had apparently always been on the colder side. Or so the inhabitants of Palinar informed me. Like their own barely inhabited eastern region. But the Eldonian capital, located in the foothills rather than the true mountain ranges, had once been pleasant for a good portion of the year.

      And then things had started to change across the kingdoms. I shivered and rubbed my hands together, although the fur rug across my lap was actually keeping them rather toasty so far. On reflection, I thought I would have preferred dealing with wolves and bears and invisible people—as Sophie had done in Palinar—over this icy cold. Why couldn’t I have been sensible and gone to visit Gabe in Talinos—or even better, Millie on the warm southern isle of Trione?

      “We seem to be making good time,” said Emmeline, out of nowhere. Like her sister, the princess’s tone suggested she didn’t much care one way or the other.

      I resisted the urge to glare at her. After all, this was exactly why I had come to this awful place. Something was decidedly not right about Princesses Emmeline and Giselle. The same something that wasn’t right about their older brother, Prince Oliver. And something wasn’t right about their kingdom either. That was the one thing everyone I asked could agree on. Ever since the darkness had spread its way across these lands, Eldon had grown more and more icy. And from what I could see, it wasn’t just the weather.

      The young Eldonian royals were as cold as their kingdom. I had never seen either girl display anything I would consider an emotion. With my own eyes, I had witnessed Giselle fall, apparently to her death, in the Princess Tourney the year before. And yet neither her inseparable older sister, nor even Giselle herself, seemed in the least perturbed by the terrifying accident. Decidedly not normal. And I intended to find out why.

      When I was drafted into the Princess Tourney, along with my friends Lily and Sophie and all of the local princesses, I had been newly arrived from the Four Kingdoms. I had known no one from these lands, but I had made plenty of friends during the months of the Tourney. Emmeline and Giselle had not been among them.

      So it had shocked me when the sisters invited me to visit them after the Tourney ended. What could possibly have motivated them to do so? The whole thing smelled of adventure—and if there was one thing I couldn’t resist, it was the prospect of an adventure.

      Idiotic. That’s what I was, I reflected sadly as I watched the snow build up beside the road. Why couldn’t I have found an adventure somewhere with a warm climate?

      I had already put off the invitation until after Lily and Sophie’s joint wedding, remaining behind in Marin when Emmeline and Giselle returned home after the Tourney. And then my mother, along with one of my brothers and his wife, had sailed over from the Four Kingdoms for the twins’ wedding. They couldn’t sail home in winter, and my mother insisted I remain in Palinar with them for the duration of their visit.

      I think my mother was surprised at my acquiescence. My brother less so. At least once he heard the stories about the climate in Eldon.

      But, come spring, I had grown altogether tired of being back under my family’s wing and decided it was time to follow through on my promise to visit Eldon. It was spring, after all. How cold could it be?

      I shivered again, this time directing the grumbles at myself. I glanced at the girls across from me. How would they react if I made my complaints aloud? So far common courtesy had been holding me back, but my curiosity to see their reaction was growing by the minute. It was horribly tempting to see how far I would have to push to get a response from the detached princesses.

      I had actually been a little touched when all three of the younger Eldonian royals had traveled down from the capital to meet my ship at the port. Touched enough that I had even insisted on taking the front seat so that I faced backward, and they were both able to travel forward. But we had now been stuck in the carriage together for some time, and I could no more see a reason for their coming to meet me than for their making the invitation in the first place. They certainly weren’t expending any further effort to make me feel welcome. And Prince Oliver had managed no more greeting than a murmured “Princess Celine” and a head nod.

      My mother had wondered if the icy kingdom was hoping for a marriage alliance with my distant kingdom of Lanover. But after meeting the Eldonians at the wedding in Palinar, she had been forced to admit that neither the Eldonian delegation, nor Prince Oliver himself, seemed in the least interested in either the Lanoverians or me, their youngest princess.

      A pang in my right ankle made me scowl. The broken bone had healed months ago, but it still sometimes ached in the cold. An unpleasant reminder of the ordeal of the Tourney. My mother seemed to think the Tourney should have been adventure enough for her seventh child and couldn’t understand what pulled me to visit Eldon. But the Tourney hadn’t been my adventure. Not really. At least not after I had broken my ankle in the first trial. The Tourney had been the twins’ adventure, and I had been nothing but a burden on the eleven other princesses.

      At least my mother knew me well enough not to argue. With six older siblings, I had long ago determined to find my own path. I had always longed to get out of the shadow of a family full of far too many outstanding royals. My one fear had been that my mother would insist the Duchess of Sessily accompany me to Eldon. The older noble was far too canny for my taste, one of the few who could see through whatever scheme I currently had underway.

      But it seemed the duchess was needed back in the Four Kingdoms, so I had received a reprieve. I had been saddled with the usual collection of guards and maids and such, of course, but I didn’t mind them—none of them would attempt to manage me.

      For the first time ever, I was truly on my own. And I relished every moment of it. At least until a fresh blast of freezing air somehow swept its way through the carriage. Hopeless dreams of Lanover’s bright, sandy beaches filled my mind until a sudden lurch sent me tumbling off the seat and on to the two other princesses.

      The tangle of girls and rugs took some moments to straighten out, our efforts impeded by the strange new tilt of the now-stationary carriage. Emmeline was the first to free herself, moving over toward the door. But instead of opening it, she shifted back toward us.

      “Perhaps it would be best if we stayed in the carriage for now.” Her calm voice didn’t fool me.

      “What’s going on?” I finally kicked free of my rug and half crawled over to have a look myself.

      “It also might be wiser to keep away from the windows.”

      I ignored Emmeline, and she made no further move to stop me. The scene that greeted my gaze would have been accompanied by a great deal of noise in any other kingdom. But the coachmen, grooms, and guards all filed along in near silence, dropping their weapons in a pile in front of a masked figure. I pressed myself against the window to get a better view.

      We appeared to be surrounded by mounted, armed men. Only my own two Lanoverian guards looked appropriately horrified, but I could hardly blame them for falling into line. Our party was vastly outnumbered. For a moment I wished I hadn’t left the rest of my guards to follow with the baggage, but even their number wouldn’t have been enough to tip the balance.

      I scooted to the other side of the carriage, hoping to spot an opening in the circle of assailants. But, if anything, there were even more of them on this side, stretching out into some sort of field on the side of the road. Prince Oliver’s stallion danced uneasily, and the prince seemed wholly occupied in keeping the animal calm.

      I sighed. Clearly I could not expect any heroics from him. For the first time, real fear gripped me. Who would dare attack a royal carriage traveling the well-used road between the port and the capital? And what did they intend to do with us?

      I glanced back at Emmeline and Giselle sitting calmly on the carriage seat, despite the awkward new angle. A warmth ignited inside my chest, the pity that surged through me taking me by surprise. What could possibly have made them this way? They seemed more like empty shells than people.

      I looked back outside and met Prince Oliver’s eyes. He watched me without any sign of fear or perturbation. My pity transformed into something more closely resembling anger, and the spark grew into a burning sensation. If they had no care for themselves, they should at least have some concern for their guest, surely?

      If it was up to me to save myself, I didn’t know what hope I had against a large company of armed guards. Especially when they were mounted, and I was not. I had a small dagger hidden in each boot, but I couldn’t see what good they would do me. Reluctantly, I decided my best hope was to wait and watch for a better opportunity of escape.

      But, as I thought it, one of the attackers moved forward to attach a lead rope to Oliver’s mount.  The prince’s calm acquiescence caused the fire inside me to leap into an inferno and, without thought, I thrust out my hands as if I could push the attackers aside from inside the carriage.

      A rush of hot air shook the vehicle, nearly toppling us all again. Outside, it looked more like a gale. Those on the ground stumbled, some falling, and the horses screamed and snorted as their riders desperately tried to control them. Some failed, and their mounts took off, scattering in all directions.

      A half-second before the unexpected gust, Oliver had looked up, his gaze meeting mine. And I could have sworn that as I thrust out my hands, something sparked between my eyes and his. For the first time, a glimmer of warmth filled his blue eyes, lending animation to his pale face. But a moment later his horse reared, and I lost sight of his expression.

      The man holding the chestnut’s lead rope lost it as he attempted to control his own mount. When the prince’s stallion found his feet again, he charged forward. Again I couldn’t be sure in all the commotion, but it looked as if more than random chance directed the horse toward the newly opened gap in the circle surrounding us. The prince appeared to be actively guiding him as he leaped through and disappeared from sight. So there was some life in the prince, after all.

      For a wild moment I considered flinging myself out of the carriage and scrambling after him. But on foot I wouldn’t make it far, and already the gaps were closing as riders returned with their now calm mounts. One of the returning men focused his gaze on my face as I peered out of the window, and I drew back hurriedly.

      Retaking my seat as best I could since it still sat at an angle, I hid my trembling hands in my lap. The idea of escape had momentarily distracted me, but now my thoughts whirled back to the source of the sudden and violent wind. It had not been natural, that much was obvious. The temperature, even in the carriage, still lingered several degrees warmer than it had before.

      But that wasn’t what scared me. The timing on its own would have been uncanny. But it had been more than that. The moment I had thrust out my hands, I had felt the fire raging inside me rush down my arms and out of my hands to heat the air around me. And now, although the air felt warmed, my insides had returned to their usual cool state.

      My stomach roiled, to be sure, but it carried no unusual heat. It made no sense, and I couldn’t explain it, but I couldn’t help thinking that somehow that hot wind had come from me. When I thrust out my arms to push away our attackers, the air itself had moved to obey me.
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      The carriage lurched, righted itself, and began to move again before my shock had faded enough for me to look around. Giselle watched me with a slightly puzzled look, while her older sister watched the riders outside our window.

      “Oliver seems to be gone,” she said.

      I nodded. “I think he escaped when…” My voice faded, so I put more force behind it. “When that wind hit.”

      “How strange,” said Emmeline. She glanced at her sister, the two exchanging a look I couldn’t read before subsiding into silence.

      I turned away to look out the window, not seeing the passing scenery as my thoughts swirled inward again. I wasn’t a godmother, of that I was sure. So the only way I could wield magic was through a godmother object. And unless a godmother had enchanted my gloves in secret, I had never owned such an item. Which made what had just happened entirely impossible.

      Or was it? I frowned, worrying at my lower lip. Enchanted objects were not the only gifts given by godmothers. One of my older sisters had unnatural beauty and intelligence due to her Christening gifts. The twins had also received a Christening gift from their godmothers, and while I didn’t know exactly what use their gift was, I had always suspected there was something strange about my two friends.

      After the debacle of my sister’s Christening, everyone had thought it best to avoid gifts at my own ceremony, so I had grown up without any direct experience with them. But just because godmothers traditionally seemed to give gifts such as beauty and grace, did that mean they were unable to give gifts of a more…active…nature?

      Perhaps it was possible, after all, for them to gift someone with the ability to wield a specific sort of magic. And I had, only recently, had a rather unexpected encounter with my own godmother.

      The memory filled my mind: a bright, celebratory scene. It had been Lily and Sophie’s wedding, during the feast, and her appearance had taken me by surprise. I knew that the darkness had been lifted from both Marin and Palinar, and that godmothers had been seen in both. But I would have expected to see the twins’ own godmother at their wedding, not mine.

      She had appeared from nowhere and pulled me into a large potted plant on the edge of the ballroom. Well, not into it, exactly, but close enough. My questions had been greeted with only cryptic mutterings, her one straight-forward utterance being to confirm my intention to travel to Eldon. She had then informed me that she wished to rectify the omission of my Christening and give me a belated gift.

      I had been excited about the whole thing, as well as intrigued. And it had made me even more interested in visiting Eldon since her question about the kingdom had been so pointed. But it had never occurred to me that her gift might grant me some sort of actual magical ability. And as the weeks in Palinar passed with no noticeable effect from the gift at all, it had faded from my mind.

      Now I struggled to even remember the exact wording of it. After some effort I managed to recall it. I grant you the gift of fire, she had said, to match that which already burns within you. May it light your way no matter how black the darkness.

      I had assumed she meant to give me some sort of extra perception or passionate focus. An added clarity of vision, or something like that. It seemed the type of thing the godmothers would deem important. I hadn’t expected it to mean I would be able to conjure hot gales with the power of my mind.

      I looked down again at my hands, scrunching my forehead as I concentrated all my will on them. The more I considered it, the more certain I was that the gale must have been connected to me and to my new gift. But with the wording I would have expected fire balls over wind. Perhaps I could…

      Nothing happened. I glanced at the carriage’s other occupants with embarrassment. Thankfully they couldn’t possibly know I had been unsuccessfully attempting to sprout flames from my fingers.

      I went back over the earlier events. Now that I thought about it, it had started not with my hands themselves but with the warmth inside my chest. I turned my attention inward but had no more success kindling an internal fire than I had an external one. After the minutes stretched out without success, I slumped back against the seat.

      It appeared I couldn’t control it, then. Too bad. I would have liked to greet whoever eventually opened the carriage door with fire balls. But apparently my gift—if that’s what it was—had more use for rescuing others than myself.

      The prince had yet to reappear, so I assumed he truly had escaped. I wished I felt more confident that he was doing something useful with his freedom.

      “We’re traveling west,” said Emmeline, breaking the silence of the carriage.

      I started and looked outside again—with some interest, this time. The capital lay north-west from the port. Further west, against the southern border with Eliam, lay large forested plains. At least we weren’t traveling closer to the northern mountains and their inevitable snow.

      “Perhaps the robbers’ hideout is in the forests, then,” said Giselle.

      “Robbers? Do you really think they’re robbers?” I asked.

      “But of course,” she said. “They certainly look like thieves.”

      I frowned. “Except they haven’t robbed us. They’re abducting us. If their aim was robbery, they could easily have achieved it back on the road.”

      Giselle blinked at me. “My father, King Leopold, has long pursued a band of robbers who are believed to make their home in the southern forests. I’m sure this must be them. They have simply stolen us rather than our possessions.”

      Now it was my turn to blink in confusion. Emmeline and Giselle were even further gone than I had thought if they viewed themselves as no more than objects that could be stolen in the same way someone might steal a jeweled necklace.

      “But…why?” I asked at last.

      “Ransom, I suppose,” said Emmeline. “Our father is known to have great reserves of gold and diamond mined from the northern mountains.”

      “He is?” I hadn’t heard such reserves talked of myself.

      Giselle shrugged. “They aren’t so very large, really. But you know how people are wont to talk.”

      “I…suppose.” Rumors of wealth did tend to become exaggerated over time. But abducting four royals—including a visiting royal from a largely unknown kingdom—seemed a desperate course to take based on a rumor. Could it be the tales of my own kingdom of Lanover’s wealth that had tempted them? Perhaps I was the true target. But that still represented a desperate gamble since they could have no way to know if Lanover would respond with overwhelming physical force rather than payment. Based on the current state of things, I suspected Lanover could easily send a flotilla and overwhelm Eldon if it wished to do so.

      Of course, by the time they did that, who knows what would have happened to me? I had been relying on my hosts to keep me safe during my visit—a plan that seemed increasingly fool-hardy at this point. I looked over at Emmeline and Giselle. If we were going to get out of this, I suspected it would be up to me. I fisted my hands, disappointed at the frosty feel of my chilly fingertips. I could really do with some fire right now.

      “So how are we going to escape?” I asked.

      “Escape?” Emmeline frowned out the window. “I don’t see any way to escape. Perhaps an opportunity will present itself.”

      “In my experience,” I said briskly, “it’s best to make your own opportunities.”

      “You have a lot of experience in escapes, do you?” asked Giselle.

      “You’d be surprised,” I said wryly. I focused my eyes on the road outside which seemed to be curving slightly south. I’d managed to trail along for a fair number of adventures with my siblings. Only they always saw me as a child who needed to be protected. I straightened in my seat. It didn’t matter if Emmeline and Giselle weren’t going to be any help. This was what I’d wanted—no one telling me what to do or keeping me safe. I could hardly complain now that it looked like everything was going to be left up to me.

      Unfortunately it was hard to make any plans until we reached some sort of destination, however temporary. And as the hours passed, my tension and anxiety faded into boredom. Eventually I curled up on the seat and napped. If an opening for escape arrived, I didn’t want to be so tired I missed it.
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      The quiet murmur of the sisters woke me just before the wheels hit cobblestones. I stretched and peered outside only to realize we were entering the inner courtyard of a small stone castle. I stared between the view and the two princesses.

      “We don’t know where we are,” said Emmeline. “Other than in the forest somewhere.”

      “I can’t believe you managed to sleep,” said Giselle.

      I shrugged. “I can sleep just about anywhere. It’s a handy skill. You should work on it.”

      My mouth twitched as both sisters stared at me blankly.

      “Or don’t.” I shrugged again.

      The light was failing, but I examined the courtyard in the twilight, helped by the odd flaming torch. “I’m surprised your father was never able to track the robbers down if they live in a castle.”

      I turned to the other girls, eyebrows raised, but neither said anything. Sighing, I turned back to analyze the scene outside. Many of the attackers milled around in the enclosed space, but I saw none of our own people. Dread filled me. I had assumed they were behind us, blocked by the attackers who had traveled in a ring around the carriage.

      What had happened to them? My maids had stayed behind with my other guards to travel to the palace with the baggage, but we had still had a sizable entourage of Eldonian guards and grooms, not to mention the coachmen.

      A tall, older man, his dark hair at odds with the pale coloring of most of the Eldonians, strode into the courtyard. His quick gaze took in the situation, an air of authority clinging to him as he approached a small group standing near the carriage.

      “Where is the prince? Did you put him in the carriage with the princesses?”

      The other men shifted uncomfortably, glancing at each other.

      “Well?”

      “He got away, I’m afraid, m’lord.”

      “What? How?” The man’s tone was hard, but his face held more calculation than anger. He certainly wasn’t the aggressive—or perhaps blustering—robber leader I had expected. And the other man had called him m’lord. I glanced again at the small castle on the other side of the courtyard.

      By the end of the men’s stumbled explanations, the newcomer looked thunderstruck. “And you still brought the princesses here?”

      The other men eyed each other warily, shrugging.

      “Just following the plan, m’lord.”

      The apparent lord massaged his temples and sighed. “I knew I should have gone myself. For all we know, the prince may have already tracked us to this place. And now it sounds like the godmothers may even be involved.”

      “The godmothers? Surely not! There hasn’t been one here for generations.” The protester looked bemused at the suggestion.

      “Perhaps a godmother object, then?” The man in charge shook his head. “You’ve heard the same reports I have. Things are changing in some of the other kingdoms. Newcomers have arrived. There’s really no telling what may happen.”

      “Well, that’s for sure,” muttered one of the other men under his breath.

      “Indeed.” The lord’s voice sounded icy. “And now there is nothing to be done but proceed.” He turned toward the carriage, and I hurriedly drew back, trying to look as calm and proper as the Eldonian princesses.

      The dark-haired man pulled open the door and surveyed the three of us before executing a stiff bow. “Your Highnesses. Welcome to my humble home. I apologize for the manner of your arrival.”

      Emmeline straightened. “We demand to be released at once.”

      For the first time I was glad to hear the ice in her voice. Unfortunately the man merely spread his arms wide.

      “Night is upon us, and Your Highnesses are alone without mounts. I could hardly turn you out at such a moment. It is still cold, though winter has officially passed.”

      “It’s always cold in Eldon, as far as I can tell,” I said, not bothering to mask the displeasure in my voice.

      He regarded me steadily. “Indeed. But it was not always so.”

      Something in his tone and his apparent reference to the increasing strangeness of his kingdom made me pause and assess him again. Nothing about this situation was playing out as I had imagined, and my desire to launch fire balls at everyone I could see was diminishing by the second. Curiosity was growing in its place. Did he know something of what was going on in Eldon?

      I shook out my skirts and slid along the bench seat toward the door. “Well, I for one will gladly accept your hospitality. I have had enough of this carriage to last a lifetime.”

      He stepped back, the smallest twitch creasing his mouth, and held out a hand to help me alight. Once my feet were on the ground, I turned back to my companions.

      “Well, ladies? A meal awaits us.” I spun back around and gave the man my haughtiest look. “At least so I assume. You did speak of welcome, did you not?”

      This time the twitch was more pronounced. He bowed again. “Indeed, Princess Celine. A warm meal awaits you. In your room.” He gestured, and a circle of guards formed around us. “Allow me to escort you there.”

      I raised an eyebrow but said nothing. Clearly we were to walk a fine line between prisoner and guest. For now, I would play along. A warm meal and comfortable room—if such they turned out to be—were better than I had expected to encounter at the end of this journey.

      But as we walked, I surreptitiously rubbed my palms against my thighs, willing the friction to ignite warmth of some kind. I might be playing along for now, but I would still have preferred to keep the option of fire balls open. Unfortunately, the movement did little to reduce the icy cold creeping through my limbs.

      The air temperature warmed somewhat when we entered a large antechamber through double wood doors. Neither the man in charge nor the guards slowed, hurrying us up a red carpeted staircase and down a stone corridor. I expected the three of us to be separated, but when the dark-haired man held open a wooden door, we were all ushered inside.

      Once we had filed in, the man smiled, directing his gaze at me. “I will leave guards out here in the corridor, should you require anything not already provided.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “And if I require a nighttime stroll?”

      “I would not recommend such an activity. Anyone unfamiliar with the castle might find it an unsafe place in the darkness.” The threat in his words was clear, but I could have sworn his eyes were laughing at me.

      “Your concern for our safety is truly touching,” I said, my words as dry as I could make them.

      “You honor me.” His smile broadened before he shut the door in my face.

      “Well, then.” I turned to assess the situation. “This could be worse.” Four beds lined the room, the sheets and covers of fine material, if a little worn. And a small round table in the center of the room held the promised food. My stomach rumbled at the sight of the steaming soup and soft bread rolls. We had been offered nothing while we traveled, and I immediately decided that any further explorations could wait until I had eaten.

      When I sat, the other girls followed my lead.

      Giselle watched me as I buttered my roll, making no move to eat herself. Did she suspect it was poisoned?

      I answered her unspoken question. “I don’t think they would poison us. If they wanted us dead they’ve had plenty of opportunity already. Plus, we’ll have to eat eventually, anyway. Personally, I’m going to keep up my strength. And I’d recommend you eat, too. But suit yourself.”

      Both Emmeline and Giselle regarded me so blankly I must have misread their hesitation. And on second thought, they didn’t seem to have the initiative to consider the possibility of poison. But my words goaded them into action anyway, as if they had been waiting for the prompt.

      All further talk ceased as we quickly emptied the trays provided. The food was basic, but well flavored. And, more importantly, it was still hot. Between it and the fires burning on both sides of the room, I actually began to thaw out.

      “Well,” I said at last, stretching back in my chair, “now that I’m warm and full, I’m ready to start plotting our escape.”
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      “Escape?” Giselle actually sounded surprised. “Surely we should wait for Oliver.”

      I attempted a diplomatic answer. “Waiting for rescue is certainly one option.” I paused and then couldn’t resist adding, “Are you sure Oliver is coming, though?”

      “Certainly he will come for us,” said Emmeline, “we’re his sisters.”

      “Touching,” I muttered under my breath without any real heat, “it’s good to know I count for something.” More loudly, I said, “But will he know where we are?”

      Giselle frowned. “I suppose it depends on whether he decided to track our carriage or return immediately to the capital for reinforcements.”

      I waited for her to continue, but she lapsed back into silence.

      “Well,” I said, eventually, “I, for one, have no intention of sitting around and hoping for the best.”

      “But what exactly do you intend to do?” asked Emmeline. “You heard what Lord Treestone said. It sounds to me like you’re going to get yourself killed. And that doesn’t sound particularly helpful.”

      I ignored this sad mistrust in my abilities, my attention caught on something else. “Lord Treestone? Don’t tell me you two know our captor!”

      “But, of course,” said Giselle. “We know all the nobles of Eldon. He’s a minor lord with a small estate in the southwestern forests.”

      “I thought you said they were robbers!”

      Giselle shrugged. “I didn’t know they were answering to him until he appeared. Even nobles can turn to thievery, I suppose.”

      I rubbed my head, deciding now was not the right moment to address their strange detachment. But how could they not be more incensed to be kidnapped by one of their own nobles? And how had they not thought it worth mentioning?

      I shook off the thought and explored our surroundings. Other than the beds and some empty chests and drawers, the room was bare. No surprises there. The windows were tall and narrow—too narrow for any of us to fit through—and there was only one door.

      Ignoring Giselle’s murmured warning, I opened it and stepped out into the corridor. Two guards immediately moved threateningly toward me. I stopped them with a haughty look.

      “We have completed our meal. Please send someone to clear the trays.” I retreated back into the room without waiting for a reply.

      So just walking out of the castle definitely wasn’t going to be an option. Just as this Lord Treestone had intimated. I had been in more dangerous situations in my life, but I had to admit, I couldn’t readily see a way out of this one. And the manner of Lord Treestone had raised enough questions in my mind that I wasn’t sure I wanted to run straight for the capital, anyway. Not without some further investigation.

      But the guards prevented any immediate explorations, and the thought of just climbing obediently into bed chafed too much to be considered. Especially since I was hardly sleepy after my long nap in the carriage.

      “Maybe one of you two could have a medical emergency?” I mused aloud. “I could send one of the guards for a doctor and, in the chaos, I might get a chance to slip away.”

      But one glance at the faces of the Eldonian princesses made me abandon the plan. Neither of them had the dramatic streak necessary to pull off such a deception.

      I sighed. It looked like direct was the only way to go. I strode back toward the door and then paused.

      “I’m going to see what I can find out. Would either of you like to come?”

      Emmeline and Giselle exchanged looks, but neither of them spoke.

      “Very well, then. If I manage to escape, I’ll send someone back to rescue you.”

      “I’m really not sure…”

      I didn’t wait to hear the end of Giselle’s sentence, pushing the door open and striding confidently out of the room. I could have sworn one of the guards sighed at the sight of me, and I had to suppress a smile.

      “I wish to see Lord Treestone.”

      The guards exchanged a concerned look. I put my hands on my hips.

      “Well? I assume you can’t leave your post, so call for someone to escort me to him.”

      Still nothing.

      I gave them my best royal look. “I’m not accustomed to being kept waiting.”

      After another silent exchange, one of the guards shrugged and called down the corridor. A young boy appeared and was charged with fetching more guards.

      The three of us waited in silence for their arrival which took less time than I would have liked. Reinforcements were apparently to be found in close proximity to our room.

      The two new guards looked somewhat skeptical when told they needed to take me to Lord Treestone’s study, but neither actually protested. I had intended to take the opportunity to learn something of the layout of the castle, but it turned out to be so simple that study was hardly needed.

      The small building had two floors, each boasting rows of rooms off a single corridor. Presumably a larger receiving, and possibly dining, hall could be found off the front antechamber. Not many people moved about, but there was enough activity to suggest that the rooms were being used for the purposes I would have supposed given the basic layout. It was certainly nothing like the sprawling single-story palace I had grown up in.

      We arrived at a closed wooden door, and one of the guards knocked, disappearing inside for a quiet conversation with the occupant. When he returned, I was gestured into a spacious study decorated in dark wood with black metal accents.

      The man from earlier—Lord Treestone, apparently—sat behind a large, neat desk. If he was surprised to see me, he didn’t show it.

      “Princess Celine. This is an unexpected visit.”

      He didn’t offer me a seat, but I took one anyway. Like everything in the room I had left, the padding on the chair was slightly worn but comfortable. I looked around, noting the rows of books and ledgers, and the general lack of adornment. When my attention returned to the noble in front of me, I found him watching me with a look of interest.

      I folded my hands in my lap and waited for him to speak. One of my older sisters had led a network of spies for years, and I had picked up a few tips from her. I would take any opportunity I could to keep this man on edge.

      “What can I do for you, Princess Celine?” he said at last.

      “Besides the obvious, I suppose you mean?”

      A small smile twitched one side of his face. “Certainly let us leave aside anything obvious.”

      “Very well. I should like to know what has happened to my people. We had rather an entourage, as you must know, and two of the guards were in fact Lanoverian and not Eldonian.”

      “You show great concern for them.”

      My gaze turned icy. “I have great concern for all my people. As every royal—and noble—is obligated to do. If you have harmed them, you will find yourself with a stronger enemy than your own monarch.” I looked around the room again, still amazed he had brought us to his own home. “Since clearly you have no fear of him.”

      The man seemed to deflate slightly, running a hand lightly across his face. “Fear…no, indeed. We seem all too short of fear these days.”

      My eyes narrowed. He sounded disappointed and defeated. Not at all like someone taking advantage of a weak ruler.

      Looking back at me, the noble sighed. “I have no wish to find myself or my kingdom at odds with yours. Your people—along with the Eldonians—were left bound but otherwise unharmed. We didn’t want them following us, but we have no quarrel with them.”

      “In that case, you can only hope someone came along quickly enough to prevent them freezing to death.”

      He shrugged. “It’s a well-traveled road.”

      His unconcern rankled, but relief still filled me. The knowledge that we had not left a pile of dead bodies behind us lifted a cloud from my mind. Assuming he told the truth—and I could think of no reason for him to lie about it—he had once again confounded the expectations I had built of our abductors—the alleged robbers. I decided to change tack, leaning forward slightly and fixing him with an encouraging look.

      “I cannot speak for the others, but I, at least, am uninvolved in whatever is happening here in your kingdom. Tell me what it is we should all be afraid of. And what you seek to gain with our abduction. Let us work together. If you mean me no harm, there is no reason for us to be enemies.”

      He leaned back in his chair, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “You’re not what I expected, Your Highness.”

      “Neither are you.”

      Something shadowed his eyes for a moment, and he looked away. I was used to being overlooked and underestimated, but something told me he wasn’t as familiar with the role of robber and kidnapper.

      “I must think on this situation,” he said when he looked back at me. “We will speak more in the morning.” Raising his voice, he called for the door to be opened again, and the two guards from earlier reappeared.

      As they led me back the way we had come, I looked around for some means of escape, but nothing presented itself. The few people who had still roamed the halls earlier all seemed gone, and only our footfalls could be heard. I saw only one face—a young girl who watched us and who I was sure I saw in two different places during our walk—but she made no response to my smile on either occasion.

      All too soon we arrived back at my assigned room. It seemed patience would be required, after all. I sighed. Patience had never been one of my strengths.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, despite his words, Lord Treestone failed to send for me. Meals were delivered to our room, but my requests to be taken to see the noble were denied. Emmeline and Giselle’s calm only further exacerbated me, their stillness driving me to ceaseless pacing.

      The sun outside had begun its descent when a creaking filled the air. My first glance went to the door, but it remained firmly closed. After a wide-eyed scan of the rest of the room, I noticed a small section of the wall creeping slowly open. Emmeline and Giselle both remained unmoved, positioned far from the new opening, leaving me to greet whoever appeared alone. I recovered one of the knives from my boots, unwilling to wait entirely unarmed, but the figure that appeared was small enough for me to drop my defensive stance.

      The girl looked contemptuously at the other two princesses and approvingly at my dagger. It took only a second for me to place her as the girl I had seen in the corridors the night before.

      “I thought I liked the look of you,” she said in a low voice. “And what you said to Uncle, too.”

      I raised both eyebrows. “Lord Treestone, you mean? Were you listening to our meeting?”

      She grinned. “I’m always listening. At least when there’s anything int’resting to hear.” She paused, glancing again at Emmeline and Giselle. “Come on.” She stepped back inside the secret passageway, gesturing for me to follow.

      I paused for only a moment, looking at the other two with raised eyebrows. Once again, neither made a move to accompany me, so I disappeared into the darkness on my own.

      “I’m Cassandra, by the way,” said the girl’s voice, just before she pulled back the shutter of a small lantern. A narrow passageway appeared around me, the walls rough and unadorned.

      “Celine,” I said, although it seemed unnecessary if she’d been spying on me since my arrival.

      “I know.” Cassandra took off at a brisk walk, and I trailed behind.

      “I’m surprised they locked us in a room with a secret passageway,” I said as we wound our way through the walls. I was kicking myself for not examining the room for just such a possibility. There must be an opening mechanism hidden somewhere inside.

      Cassandra looked back at me and grinned. “I don’t think anyone else knows they’re here. It’s a very old castle, and no one seems to want to explore it but me.”

      “Why did you come for me?”

      She stopped abruptly, and I nearly collided with her back. Spinning, she surveyed me with a creased brow before nodding once. Resuming our forward progress, she spoke over her shoulder.

      “I like the look of you, even though you’re a princess.” She wrinkled her nose. “You’re certainly nothing like our princesses. When Uncle didn’t send for you today, I thought I’d better take matters into my own hands.” She shrugged. “He isn’t a bad person, you know. He’s just cautious. Too cautious.”

      A small snort escaped me, but she didn’t seem the least offended.

      “I know kidnapping you all probably doesn’t seem cautious, but he’s getting desperate. He debated forever about doing it, and then you heard what he said when you first arrived. If he’d been there when the prince escaped, he would have called it off. Now that the plan has gone awry, he doesn’t know how to proceed.”

      I refrained from asking how she had overheard that conversation. There weren’t any hidden passageways in the middle of a courtyard.

      “So, when you asked him to tell you what was going on,” she continued, after a brief pause, “of course he wanted to think about it. And he’s been thinking about it all day.” She ducked into a small alcove. “He’s going to think about it so long that the royal guards show up, and how’s that going to help anyone?”

      I refrained from pointing out that the royal guards would be of some help to me.

      The alcove turned out to be almost a small room, and the girl had obviously turned it into a hideaway of sorts, decorated with threadbare rugs and cushions. A small collection of lanterns and several old books stood on a small wooden shelf.

      The girl plonked down onto one of the cushions, and I did the same. My travel dress was already in dire need of a wash, so I didn’t think a bit more dirt could hurt it at this stage. Still, I felt a passing pang for the gown. I wasn’t sure if it would be able to be salvaged after this adventure, and it was one of my favorites—worn to impress during my expected arrival at a foreign court.

      “Well, then,” I said, once we’d both settled. “So tell me. What’s going on?”
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      Cassandra opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She frowned. “It’s a bit complicated.”

      “I’ve started to get that impression.”

      She grinned wryly. “I suppose the problem is that we don’t know what’s going on. Which doesn’t make a very good answer to your question. My uncle’s been trying to find out what’s going on for three years now, and we can’t get any real answers.”

      “We? I suppose you’re deep in your uncle’s confidence.” I gave her a dry look, already knowing from her talk of spying this wasn’t likely the case.

      She grinned back at me, not seeming in the least offended. “I am when I can convince him to include me. As for the rest of the time…well, I have my ways, as I told you.”

      When I raised an eyebrow, she rolled her eyes.

      “You’re looking at me like you think I’m young enough to still believe in the Snow Queen or something. I’m a lot older than I look.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “How old are you?”

      “Thirteen.”

      “Thirteen?” I snapped my mouth shut before I admitted I had thought her no more than ten.

      She sighed. “Yes, I know. I’m short. I look young. I’ve heard it before. Can we move on?”

      “Please accept my apologies and the erasure of all future doubt.”

      By the rueful shake of her head and the twinkle in her eye, I assumed she recognized my dry tone. Thirteen was certainly a lot older than ten, but it wasn’t that old. Not really.

      But I couldn’t help but like her. A lot. And she carried herself with an assurance that made you forget her age. I shook myself. And what did it matter, really? I didn’t exactly have other allies leaping out to assist me. I could hardly have turned my nose up at her if she had turned out to be ten.

      “The rest of the kingdoms all agree that something strange is going on in Eldon,” I said, turning back to the matter at hand. “But I have to admit, I’d hoped you Eldonians might have more of an idea of what exactly it is.”

      She grimaced. “Well, it’s cold now, for one. Really cold.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That much I’d managed to figure out for myself.”

      She shrugged. “That’s where it all started, anyway. The winters got longer—and colder. Spring and autumn are basically gone now. And we barely even have anything that could count as summer. The south-western part of the kingdom—our woods—are the warmest part. But it even occasionally snows down here now. At least we haven’t turned into the ice sheets of the north. Yet.”

      “And no one knows why?”

      She threw up her hands. “Who knows? Someone might. At least, we hope someone does. That’s what we’re trying to work out. But forget knowing what’s going on…we can’t seem to find anyone else who cares. Our harvests are barely existent. Trade with the other kingdoms has died. Feeding ourselves gets more and more difficult, and we’re relying more and more on stores from earlier, better years.”

      I worried at my lip. This lined up with what Lily had learned in Marin while we were there. With the exception of Trione, all of these kingdoms had been falling apart when we arrived, and in the case of Eldon, the destruction was coming in the form of ice.

      “And it’s not just a bad year?” I faltered at her expression. “Or two?”

      “Try three. And not even our oldest citizens can remember previous years this bad. Something is going on, and it’s not natural.”

      I glanced unconsciously down at my hands. Snow wasn’t the only unnatural thing going on in Eldon. But I didn’t think I could blame the godmothers for the kingdom freezing over. They weren’t in the business of starving entire populaces. This was more the sort of thing that happened in kingdoms that had turned their back on the godmothers and the High King they served.

      “I don’t suppose your king has done something really terrible lately?” I asked.

      “Umm…Like what?”

      “Something bad enough to curse your kingdom?”

      She frowned. “Not that we’ve ever heard of. King Leopold was always a good ruler.”

      “Was?”

      Her expression turned sad. “He’s just like all the others now. He doesn’t seem to see any threat. Or he doesn’t care. My uncle traveled to court last year to seek answers, but no one else seemed worried that we’ll all be starving to death in a year or two.” She looked at me. “And I don’t just mean us down here in the woods. If anything, we’re the least affected. It just doesn’t make any sense.”

      “No…” I said slowly, “it doesn’t.” But it did line up with everything I’d seen of Emmeline, Giselle, and Oliver. I could suddenly see how Lord Treestone had grown desperate enough to take drastic measures. Although…

      “How does abducting us help with any of this?”

      “Uncle thought perhaps the royals do know what’s going on, and they’re just not telling us. Or the king and queen and the crown prince, at least. Only the king and queen haven’t left the palace in months. So he thought if he could just get the prince to his castle, and make him listen, he could convince him to tell us. Or, if not, that surely the king and queen care enough about their children to be roused to action. Uncle thought he could ransom them in a way. Guarantee their safe return in exchange for an investigation into what’s going on.”

      “So…what? It’s just bad timing that I got caught up in it?”

      Cassandra looked a little guilty. “I believe Uncle thought that the threat of Lanover’s reaction might move King Leopold and Queen Camille, even if nothing else did.”

      I rocked back, a little shocked. How far gone must the royal family be if Lord Treestone wasn’t sure they would react to the abduction of all three of their children?

      Cassandra examined me unhappily. “I realize it wasn’t the best plan. Unfortunately, it was the only one we could come up with.”

      I frowned, and her unhappy look deepened.

      "Is Lanover going to attack us now?”

      I started. “What? Oh. No. At least not after I write to tell them I’m unharmed. That’s assuming my people have even sent a message about my abduction yet.”

      I stood up and paced the small space. “I came here to find out what’s going on, but it’s obvious whatever is happening is coming from the north, so I can’t do much good down here.” I fixed her with my sternest look. “Which means I’m going to need your uncle to release me. And the others, as well, since I can hardly turn up at the palace without them.”

      Cassandra grimaced. “Uncle thinks we can’t risk just releasing you now that we’ve abducted you.”

      “Well, then you’ll need to help me escape.”

      Cassandra’s lack of surprise told me she’d already known this was where we would end up.

      “How much trouble will you get in if your uncle finds out you helped me?”

      She shrugged. “He won’t find out.”

      “All right, then.” I looked down the passage in both directions. “Which way is out?”

      Cassandra snorted. “Aren’t you forgetting something?”

      I sighed. “Oh, of course.” I couldn’t deny that the need to bring the other princesses along would complicate things somewhat. Their motivation seemed to have diminished even in the months since we had all participated in the Princess Tourney together. They had at least been of occasional help then.

      For a brief moment I thought longingly of just leaving them behind. But I knew I couldn’t really do it—not unless I had no other choice.

      “I suppose we’d better go back for them, then.”

      “I can’t just let you out right now anyway,” said Cassandra. “My uncle was right about one thing, at least. You wouldn’t get far in the cold and on foot.”

      “What exactly do you suggest then?” I asked, not quite keeping the acid tone out of my voice.

      “We’ll also need to free your carriage, horses, and coachman. And do it quietly enough that you can get far enough away before anyone realizes you’re gone.”

      “Oh, just that, hey?” I smiled at her matter-of-fact manner.

      “As I said, it will need some planning.”

      As much as I wanted immediate action, I could see she was right.

      So together we made a plan.
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        * * *

      

      Emmeline and Giselle were sitting at the little table when I re-emerged from the secret passage. Had they even moved while I’d been gone? Cassandra also popped out to show me the trick to opening the concealed door from inside the room—just in case—but she disappeared quickly to carry out her more complicated role.

      “We’re escaping,” I announced to the sisters.

      It was a good thing I wasn’t expecting any dramatic reaction since I certainly didn’t get one. At least they didn’t put up any protest. Our plan had purposely kept their roles to a minimum, but I still explained them carefully. Again, neither protested, so I could only hope they didn’t put up any fuss when the time came.

      After that, we had merely to wait until our evening meal was served. Sitting down calmly to eat took some exercise of willpower on my behalf, but I managed it in the end, summoning a maid to clear away the dishes as imperiously as I had done the night before.

      When I finally heard the creak of the passageway opening, I was more than ready for action. Cassandra poked her head around and waved us in, disappearing without bothering to check that we were actually coming. I ushered Emmeline and Giselle ahead of me, giving a last scan of the room to make sure we hadn’t left anything behind.

      Nobody spoke as we followed Cassandra through the walls of the castle. I slipped past the other girls and sidled up to the youngster to give her a questioning look. She smiled reassuringly, so I could only assume everything had so far gone to plan.

      It felt like we’d been walking far longer than possible given the small size of the castle before she stopped, holding up a hand to halt us as well. Nothing about this stretch of wall looked different to me, but she felt around for something I couldn’t see, and several large stones shifted. I gazed at the opening—much smaller than a normal doorway—and then down at my dress. With a sigh, I got down onto my hands and knees. If the dress wasn’t already ruined, it would be now.

      Icy air hit me as I squeezed through the space and out into the night. I moved away from the opening to allow the others to follow but stayed low to the ground. When Emmeline appeared, she opened her mouth as if to speak, and I quickly put my finger to my lips. We had emerged behind the stables, but we were still inside the courtyard of the castle.

      Thankfully she merely shook her head and moved to join me without speaking. Once all four of us had gathered, Cassandra touched another hidden mechanism, and the opening disappeared. I shook my head. I couldn’t imagine the hours it must have taken her to find all these doors and openings.

      Clambering to her feet, but bending low, Cassandra led us around the back of the stables, keeping to the shadows. This time I waited to bring up the rear, rubbing my arms and wishing again I could conjure magical warmth at will. I had forgotten just how cold it was outside.

      As we crept from shadow to shadow, every sense tense and alert, I thought I saw something move against the closest wall. I blinked and looked again, but this time could see nothing. It had been a mere shadow, but I could have sworn I saw the flicker of movement. I bit my lip but had no choice except to keep moving and hope it had been nothing but my imagination.

      On second thought, I removed one of the daggers from my boot. Better prepared than not.

      My hesitation had put me behind the others, so I had to hurry to catch up. By the time I reached them, the other two princesses were clambering into our carriage. It stood in the deep shadows between the far side of the stable and the wall. Cassandra had managed even better than I had dared hope.

      A tall figure stepped forward, and I jumped, stifling an exclamation as the form of one of our coachmen appeared. We had originally left the port with two coachmen, so I could only assume one had been left behind by our abductors. They must have thought one enough to drive us here, and the fewer people to imprison the better.

      The man in front of me nodded before disappearing after Cassandra. I followed, wondering if he had been the shadow I saw earlier. But that one had been behind us…

      A carriage could be hidden silently, but horses were another matter. Our only choice had been to bring them out at the last minute. After some debate, we had decided that we would sacrifice the extra speed of four horses in the interest of keeping this step as quick and simple as possible.

      I had been taught how to care for and saddle my own horse, but I’d never attached one to a carriage before, so I was only able to follow simple directions whispered by the coachman. He worked quickly and efficiently, but still it felt as if it took forever for everything to be ready. At every moment I expected a shout of discovery, and every sound seemed to ring through the night air.

      We would never have gotten away with any of it in a larger castle, the type of place with guards posted at regular intervals around the wall. But Lord Treestone’s small domain had only the simplest of walls and two guards posted at the gate. And Cassandra had assured me they were occupied watching for a rescue attempt from outside. Over and over I reminded myself that no one was paying attention to what was happening in the shadows of the courtyard.

      Finally the horses were in place, and the coachman stood ready for the next part of the plan.

      I turned to say farewell to Cassandra, who would have to disappear at this point or risk having her involvement discovered, and was surprised with a tight hug around my waist. She hadn’t struck me as the sentimental type, an impression confirmed when I looked down into her face. She looked positively fierce.

      “Don’t let me down, Celine,” she whispered. “Find out what’s trying to kill us all. And then you kill it, instead.”

      I nodded. “I will.” If I can, I added silently in my head, unsure how I had managed to inspire such faith in her, but glad she had trusted me enough to help us.

      As she slipped away, my smile disappeared. The next part was the hardest. With a grim nod to the coachman, I led him forward through the shadows. I had returned my dagger to my boot while helping with the horses, but I gripped it in my hand again now. The coachman held a short wooden club—from Cassandra or the carriage I didn’t know. We didn’t want to kill anyone if we could possibly avoid it. I still believed Lord Treestone that our own people were safe, and even that he didn’t intend us any immediate harm. But that didn’t mean harm wouldn’t come to us—and possibly a great many other people—if we remained as captives. I just hoped the harm didn’t start now.

      Stepping forward into the light, I called softly to the guards. They both swung around, their expressions shifting to surprise and then suspicion.

      “What are you doing here?” asked one, at the same moment as the second asked, “Who are you?”

      But their questions had given me the chance to close the remaining distance between us, and my dagger flashed out from where I had hidden it in my skirts. The guard in front of me didn’t even have time to draw his sword before my hilt found his head. As he crumpled to the ground, his companion dropped beside him, thanks to the ministrations of the coachman.

      Well, not too great a harm, at any rate.

      I stooped to check their pulses. Both beat steadily.

      I picked the smaller one and lifted his head and torso off the ground, gripping him beneath his arms. The coachman took the other, and we dragged them back toward the shadows next to the gate. Cassandra had promised we would find gags and rope there. With any luck, we would be well gone before any alarm could be raised.

      I had nearly reached the darkness when a gasp of surprise split the night. I looked up and into the eyes of a third guard, frozen mid-stride halfway across the courtyard.
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      I froze as well, and for an endless-seeming second we both stood there in silence, our eyes locked. My back was still bowed from the weight of the unconscious guard, and I noticed the new guard’s hands were also occupied—with cups and a flagon. What terrible timing for refreshments to arrive!

      The man was too far for me to have any hope of reaching him before he called an alarm. Only his shock had prevented him doing so already. Plus I had nothing but my daggers against his sword, and this time I wouldn’t have the element of surprise.

      I remained in place as I tried desperately to produce an unnatural warmth inside me that I might be able to send across the impossible distance between us. But the cold air had leached into every part of me. My gift—if that’s what it had been—remained far from reach.

      While I watched, still motionless, the guard shook off his paralysis and opened his mouth to call for reinforcements. I closed my eyes. We were so close!

      When I opened them a second later, I barely registered a blur racing across the courtyard. For a brief moment I imagined my mind was playing tricks on me, conjuring up the shadow I had seen earlier.

      But this time the dark figure didn’t disappear. The guard swung to face him, his cry lost as the newcomer’s fist connected with his middle, violently expelling the air from his lungs. A moment later a second blow to the head felled him. The cups and flagon hit the ground with a thud and rolled against his motionless body.

      The shadow stooped to lift the man, dragging him across the courtyard toward me. I shook off my own surprise and resumed pulling at my load. But it was slow going, and when the coachman appeared to assist me, I let him take the guard, preferring to feel the solid hilt of a dagger in my hand once again.

      It looked as if the shadow was on our side, but I didn’t intend to let down my guard until I knew who he was. Or she. Although their build and gait gave me the strong impression of a male. Still, my sister had taught me not to trust to appearances.

      As soon as the coachman had deposited the second of the gate guards in the shadows, he disappeared. Reluctantly I knelt, feeling around for the promised rope. My hand fell on it quickly, tucked up against the wall, and I set to work, starting with the gags. The coachman would be back with the carriage at any moment, and I didn’t want any more delays.

      The shadow had reached me now with the third man, and I was grateful Cassandra had left an abundance of supplies. I shifted to keep my front toward the newcomer as he followed my lead, binding the man he had knocked down. At least that must mean the man was still alive.

      We worked in silence, the shadow not looking up once to meet my constant wary glances. Only once we had finished did he stand and offer a hand to help me to my feet.

      I ignored it.

      His eyes, the only part of his face I could see given the dark material wrapped around his head, flashed to the dagger nestled back into my palm. When they returned to my face, I could have sworn they looked quizzical. But any words were interrupted by the sound of carriage wheels against cobblestones.

      “Quick!” I gasped, realizing my mistake. I’d been distracted by our unknown assistant and forgotten my next task. “We need to get the gates open.”

      Together we wrestled with them, pushing them wide enough for the carriage to pass through. The coachman led the horses through at a slow walk, shushing them with quiet murmurs. As soon as the back of the carriage had passed through, he swung up onto the front box, gripping the reins.

      I began to tug the gates back closed. We wouldn’t be able to latch them, but at least we could keep from drawing immediate attention to the situation by leaving them open. But the shadow gestured for me to get into the carriage. I hesitated for a moment, but he began pulling at the gates himself, so I rushed over and threw myself into the carriage.

      “Go!” I hissed at the coachman, leaning out of the window to peer up at him. He twisted and glanced back at me, his eyes flicking toward our unknown accomplice. But when I glared at him, he shrugged once and straightened, the carriage lurching and beginning to move.

      I knelt on the seat and peered out of the tiny back window. The arrival of that third guard had put me on edge, and I didn’t want to waste a second putting distance between us and any pursuit. Certainly not for the sake of someone who wore a mask and had yet to identify himself.

      The gates had closed enough now to cut off the dim glow from inside the castle walls, and it was hard to make out much with only the moonlight. But I did see the second gate close into position, and then a moment later I made out a dark figure sprinting after us.

      We had only just begun to gather any speed, and reluctantly I stuck my head back out of the carriage to call quietly for the coachman to slow for a moment. The shadow had helped us, after all.

      As our momentum fell away, the figure reached us, and I swung the door open. The shadow gripped the frame, still running to keep pace with us, and swung himself in.

      I was still half-crouched in the doorway, so he collided with me, and we both fell back against the seat.

      “Oof.” I struggled to push him off as the door swung wide again, banging against the outside of the carriage as we regained the speed we had momentarily lost. For a moment the carriage seemed full of flailing limbs, and then I got my hands firmly against his chest and pushed him away. A small part of my mind noted that it was definitely a ‘him’ as I scrambled forward, leaning precariously out of the open door to pull it closed.

      Strong hands gripped my waist, steadying me as I hung half out of the moving vehicle. As soon as I had slammed the door closed, I wrenched myself out of his grip, throwing myself onto one of the seats. He paused briefly and then sat across from me.

      I took a deep breath and looked over at Emmeline and Giselle. I had nearly forgotten about them in all the chaos and could only be glad they had flattened themselves against the far side of the carriage, out of our way.

      But neither of them were looking at me, both of their gazes fixed on the man wrapped head-to-toe in black who sat across from me instead. I could hardly blame them.

      I opened my mouth to demand an explanation, along with his identity, but Giselle spoke before I could. And she had transferred her gaze to me.

      “I told you he would rescue us.”

      “Thanks for your faith, little sis,” said a familiar voice, as he unwound the strip of material from his head. “Although here I was thinking my disguise was rather good.”

      The fair hair and handsome face of Prince Oliver appeared. He wore a wry smile—an expression I had never seen on his usually impassive face before. And the blue eyes that swept from his sisters to me retained the animation I had thought I glimpsed in them in the moment before his escape.

      I sat back. Prince Oliver. I should have guessed. But then I hadn’t expected anything so daring, or…well…active from him. And I rather resented Giselle’s comment about our rescue.

      Crossing my arms over my chest, I raised an eyebrow at him. “You don’t look like a thirteen-year-old girl to me.”

      “Excuse me?” He looked confused, but I hadn’t really been aiming my comment at him.

      I looked over at the other two princesses. “We were rescued by a thirteen-year-old girl, remember?”

      Oliver looked intrigued, although he also shook his head at me. “I could have sworn you were in need of some rescuing when I intervened. My mistake.” A small grin twitched across his face, and I relented.

      “I will allow you credit for a partial rescue,” I said in my most gracious voice, accompanying it with a regal nod.

      He snorted. “Very generous.” Then the grin returned. “Although you did seem to do rather well with those gate guards. I thought you must be mad when you called to them.”

      I shrugged. “Don’t worry, I’m used to being underestimated. Why do you think my tactic was so successful?” I glanced at him consideringly. “So you were already there watching us at that point? In that case, I’m guessing it was you I saw in the shadows by the wall when we first came outside.”

      I thought I caught a gleam of admiration in his eyes. “You saw me then? When you paused, I wondered. I’d come over the wall as soon as it got dark, but I hadn’t worked out a way into the castle yet when you all appeared. And then I thought I should watch and see what was happening. I didn’t want to upset any carefully laid plan.”

      “A good idea as things turned out,” I said, a little begrudgingly. It seemed Prince Oliver wasn’t the only one among us who had done some underestimating. I had never expected such sense and initiative from him, but he had well and truly proved me wrong.

      “I look forward to arriving home,” said Emmeline. “Cassandra seems to have supplied the carriage with blankets, and even warming pans, but a hot bath would not go astray.”

      I shivered as her words reminded me of the cold. A blanket appeared in front of me, held out by Oliver, and I took it gratefully, wrapping myself in it.

      “I wouldn’t say no to a hot bath myself,” I said. “But I want to hear your story first, Oliver.”

      “I have nothing exciting to tell, I assure you.” He lounged back against the seat. “After I managed to escape the attack, I thought it best to follow the abductors before returning to the palace for reinforcements. I didn’t want the trail to go cold. When I realized where you had been taken, I decided it should be safe enough to conduct a scouting trip before returning. The place wasn’t exactly teeming with guards. And then I found you all.”

      His story was simple enough, but a shadow in his eyes suggested he was holding something back. I opened my mouth to ask what he was hiding, but his eyes flicked to his sisters. A crease appeared on his forehead as he watched the way they sat calmly on the seats, Emmeline watching the dark forest move past the window.

      I shut my mouth again but determined I would find a chance to talk to the mysterious prince in private. Soon.

      “And now it’s your turn,” he said, returning his attention to me. “I want to hear about this thirteen-year-old.”

      I told the story as succinctly as I could. Oliver seemed as unconcerned with the news that our entourage was likely alive and relatively unharmed as his sisters had been, and my rapidly rising opinion of him dropped sharply. He seemed a little more interested in Lord Treestone and in his niece’s desperate assertions that something was very wrong in Eldon.

      But he said nothing more than, “Hmmm…”, making no effort to discuss it with me. When his eyes again flicked over to his sisters, I refrained from pushing the matter. At least he didn’t seem intent on punishing Lord Treestone for the abduction. Despite being one of the main victims, I empathized with the noble’s desperation and had no desire to see him stripped of his land and titles, or executed, or something. Now that we were free, it was actually somewhat reassuring to me to know that at least one other person in this kingdom had an interest in finding out the truth of what was going on. And that person had access to at least some resources—even if he’d misused them in this instance.

      The exchange of stories had distracted me, but I now found myself straining to hear any sound of pursuit. But I could hear nothing beyond the sound of our own progress through the forest. We just needed to get far enough away before the new shift arrived at dawn for the change of guards. I checked the sky for any signs of lightening, but everything looked black outside the windows.

      Giselle was the first to fall asleep, tipping slowly sideways until she rested on the shoulder of her brother beside her. When Emmeline began to nod off, I resigned myself to the same fate. And, sure enough, I soon had the weight of her head pressing against me. I remained upright, too alert to sleep, as did Oliver across from me. We refrained from talking in deference to the sleepers, but the prince watched me, off and on, as the night stretched out.

      I tried to read the messages in his eyes, but his contradictions foiled me. I could have sworn he regarded me as curiously as I regarded him. But he had never shown much interest in me before. And I kept remembering the disregard he’d shown for the fate of his own people, left bound on the cold road. And even his lack of interest in the crimes of Lord Treestone—against his own sisters, too. Was I fooling myself to imagine that something had changed in this cold prince?

      A whisper of warmth stirred inside me and crept down my arms to warm my fingertips. And was it even greater foolishness to think that the change could have had anything to do with me?

      The puzzle of Prince Oliver occupied my mind until we reached the royal palace of Eldon. And then I could think of nothing else.
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      I’d seen plenty of royal palaces before—I had grown up in one, after all. But I had never seen anything like this one. At first glance it seemed to be made entirely of towers, rising in sleek shards of differing heights. It nestled against gray rock at the base of a mountain, crafted from a sleek marble that shone almost blue-green in the rising sun. I had never seen that exact color of rock before, and for a heart-stopping moment, I wondered if the entire building was carved from ice.

      “Welcome to Eldon,” said Oliver, his voice a quiet rumble.

      I looked across to find his eyes fixed on me. I snapped my mouth shut.

      “It’s incredible.”

      His smile looked a little twisted as he turned his head to regard his home. “One of a kind—or so they say.”

      “Well, I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      Emmeline stirred and pulled herself upright, mumbling sleepily, and I immediately scooted over to peer out the window. Where was the city? I had expected to reach the capital before I saw the palace. But I could see no city wall, other than the wall of the palace itself, crafted from the same stone as the building. Something on the mountain behind the palace sparked, reflecting a ray of sunlight. I blinked and then blinked again.

      Instead of spreading out around the palace, like in other capitals, the buildings all sheltered behind it, climbing up the face of the mountain. As I looked closer I made out steep roads, and in some places even steps, carving various paths up the slope.

      Oliver was still watching me. “It’s a bigger city than it looks. Most of what you can see are the fronts of buildings, with the bulk of the rooms carved back into the mountain.”

      I shook my head and repeated myself. “It’s incredible.”

      A slow smile spread across his face, and for the first time his expression looked truly warm. “I’m glad you like it.”

      The coachman slowed as we approached the gate but didn’t actually come to a stop. To my surprise, the gate was open with a small trickle of early morning activity. I had expected the palace to be on lock down after the attack on our party. Instead we were waved through without the coachman even needing to identify his passengers.

      I glanced at Oliver, my brows lowered, and caught a look of faint concern on his face. Emmeline and Giselle, on the other hand, showed no response to the manner of our arrival. Both were still waking up and had begun to murmur about hot baths.

      I examined the stone as we passed through the palace walls. The impression of ice hardly abated with closer inspection—it was truly an incredible material. The courtyard was one of the largest I had ever seen. I supposed any carriages or wagons which couldn’t make it up the steep mountain roads would have to be unloaded here, their burdens transferred into smaller loads.

      Oliver jumped out first, turning to offer each of us a hand. I ignored his offered help, jumping down on my own and turning to take it all in. A small stir rippled out around us among the various grooms, guards, and palace messengers who were outside at this early hour. But the response was nothing to the commotion I would have normally anticipated. Except I was fast learning to expect nothing normal in this strange kingdom.

      The other three had already begun to mount the steps to the front doors, so I hurried after them. The grand entrance had been carved with a series of intricate scenes, but the doors were swinging open before I had time to take any of them in. The servants in the entrance hall paused to bow and curtsy but seemed otherwise unaffected by our sudden arrival.

      I did notice one scurry off up a broad staircase carpeted in deep red velvet. And, sure enough, a small flood of newcomers soon began to fill the large space. By far the loudest of these new arrivals were my own people. The guards looked grim but relieved, and two of my maids even had tears on their cheeks as they exclaimed and swirled around me.

      I could barely make my own questions about their safety heard and ended up doing a head count just to reassure myself they were all there. Thankfully my maids and guards were all accounted for, including the two who had accompanied the initial group and been left bound on the road. One of the maids heard me over the hubbub and assured me that the second party with the baggage had found them before anyone suffered any serious harm.

      A quick conversation with the captain of the guard reassured him of my safety, and he promised to obey my directive to send a new message hard on the heels of his previous one to let my family know I was unharmed and safely arrived at the palace. He apologized for failing to protect me on the road, and for failing to find me subsequently, but I brushed his words aside.

      He shifted uneasily, though, clearly unwilling to let it drop.

      “I must confess to grave concerns, Your Highness,” he said, dropping his voice low, and glancing at the Eldonians around us. “I’m no longer confident I can assure your safety here. The attack and your disappearance did not—”

      I cut him off, my voice equally low. “Let me guess, no one seemed sufficiently concerned about our abduction, and your attempts to organize some sort of search and rescue attempt met with little enthusiasm?”

      His lips flattened into a grim line, and he gave a reluctant nod.

      I shrugged. “I understand your concerns, Captain, but I came here to find out what is wrong with this kingdom, and I don’t intend to turn tail now. I’ll write a full accounting of the situation to my family at the earliest opportunity absolving you of all responsibility if anything further should occur.”

      He grimaced but made no further protest. With no other Lanoverian royal to turn to, he couldn’t gainsay my orders.

      My maids informed me that I had been assigned a large suite and that my luggage had already been delivered to it. They were clearly determined to carry me off immediately for a hot bath and some sleep, and my own enthusiasm for that plan was strong. But first I wanted to speak to Oliver.

      When I turned to find him, however, I saw that King Leopold and Queen Camille had arrived. I had seen them from afar at the royal wedding in Palinar, but we hadn’t been formally introduced. They smiled and embraced their children, but I read no undue anxiety or relief on their faces. When Oliver looked up and caught my eye, he broke away from the others to gesture me over. When I stepped close enough, he introduced me.

      “Mother, Father, this is Princess Celine of Lanover.”

      I gritted my teeth and thrust the state of my dress and my overall appearance firmly from my mind as I gave a curtsy, hitting the exact depth required from a younger princess to a reigning monarch. I was used to looking my best on such occasions, but I would salvage what I could from the situation.

      When I rose back up, I found them both smiling somewhat vacantly at me.

      “Welcome Princess Celine,” said King Leopold. “We are honored by your visit.”

      “And sorry for the unpleasantness around your arrival.” Queen Camille’s soft words carried no depth of emotion.

      “But I see it has all worked out in the end,” said the king, “as I felt sure it would.”

      Emmeline nodded and declared her intention to retire, Giselle trailing behind her. I waited for the king or queen to go on, but silence fell. Should I speak in defense of Lord Treestone? I looked over at Oliver for some sort of clue. Nothing had been said of their intentions from here. King Leopold followed the direction of my gaze.

      “My son has informed me of the circumstances, and I am glad that no one was harmed. Clearly no true ill-will was meant.” He nodded his head once and clapped his son on the back. “Tonight we shall have a banquet to welcome our new guest.” He gave a half-bow in my direction, while I just blinked at him stupidly.

      Surely that couldn’t be it? I looked at Oliver again, and he gave me a slight shrug, his eyes clouded. I bit my lip. I hadn’t wanted any great harm to befall Lord Treestone or his people, and had even considered speaking in their defense, so I could hardly complain now…

      Still, this went beyond even what I had expected.

      My maids swarmed me, and I could no longer resist following them in the direction of a bath and fresh clothing. And the sight of the large and comfortable bed in my beautiful room drove other thoughts from my mind. As soon as I was clean, I sank into the soft mattress and let the icy blue velvet of the room and the warm, flickering fire fade from view as I sank into unconsciousness.
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        * * *

      

      I woke in the afternoon to a quiet room. The fire still burned, driving back the cold that had plagued me in this kingdom so far, and I spent an enjoyable half hour looking through my gowns which had already been unpacked into an expansive wardrobe. After my dismal appearance that morning—I had unfortunately caught sight of myself in a mirror before my bath—I wanted to take extra care on my presentation for the evening banquet.

      I ran my hand along the various materials and sighed with pleasure. I didn’t love gowns or materials with quite the passion of my sister-in-law Evie—a talented ex-seamstress—but I loved the effect they could produce. I had learned that from my unnaturally beautiful sister Celeste—the master spy. Looks were simply another tool in the arsenal of a princess. And if wielded well, they could be effective indeed. As a royal, the way you dressed sent a message—and I had always loved making a strong impression.

      I grinned to myself as I remembered the fights I used to have with my mother over some of my more daring ensembles. She had never understood the burden of being the youngest. The Lanoverian princesses were famed for their beauty, but I had to work to make mine stand out among so many sisters. At least once I hit eighteen she stopped trying to interfere in my clothing choices.

      In the end, I settled on a deep-red, long-sleeved evening gown that exposed my shoulders and tapered down into a point part way down my back. Daring, but not too daring. And the rich color showed off my golden skin and dark hair and eyes. I laid it out on the bed so my maids would know what I had chosen. I could trust them to choose accessories to match.

      I smiled. I was sure to stand out among all these pasty-skinned, pale northerners. Unbidden, the warm blue of Oliver’s eyes flashed through my mind. How would he react to my appearance? We would be a striking couple standing side-by-side—his fair hair the perfect foil to my dark looks.

      But thought of the prince drove my mind into more serious topics. I still needed to find the chance to talk to him privately. I had questions that wouldn’t wait.

      I slipped into a simpler gown that I could fasten without assistance and crossed to the door. Pausing, I reminded myself that unlike in Lord Treestone’s castle, I wasn’t a prisoner here. There was no reason for me to feel guilty about going exploring.

      The corridors didn’t have the same cozy warmth as my room, but they were still warmer than they had any right to be based on the appearance of the palace. I wandered through what turned out to be something of a labyrinth, full of staircases and long, echoing corridors. The furniture I saw was all dark wood, with simple elegant lines, and the occasional touch of velvet kept the overall impression from one of icy inaccessibility. To my surprise, I found that I liked it. It took the best of this icy climate and made it beautiful and somehow welcoming.

      As I explored, I lost track a little of my original goal. After so many hours on a ship, carriage, or locked in a room, I was enjoying the sense of freedom. And the décor fascinated me. It seemed far richer and deeper than the people themselves, none of whom had given me so much as a curious look.

      A concentration of the blue velvet I had seen elsewhere made me pause, my attention drawn to an elegant alcove. It contained a large portrait of a young woman wearing a gown that appeared to match the velvet hung around her picture. Had she been the one originally responsible for the soft touch in the palace?

      The style of her dress told me she had likely lived some time ago, and the crown on her brow suggested she must have had the authority to redecorate in her day. I examined her face for a long minute. The artist had done a good job with her expression, capturing a strange mix of sweetness and determination. Was it an accurate reflection of how she had looked in life?

      But what made me even more curious than her face was the small pedestal resting in the alcove alongside the portrait. An empty glass dome stood on top of it, holding nothing but empty air. Clearly it had been designed to display something. But what? And why was it no longer there? It gave the whole alcove an unfinished look I hadn’t seen anywhere else in the palace.

      A passing footman startled me from my reverie, my mind suddenly flashing to the time. How much had passed while I lost myself in the palace? I stopped him and asked for directions. His assumption that I wished to return to my rooms to dress for the banquet confirmed my fears about the late hour, so I didn’t demur. I would have to find a chance to talk to Oliver at the meal.

      As I followed behind the well-dressed servant, I watched the other people we passed curiously, looking for any who showed signs of greater animation than the others. Only one man caught my eye.

      His nondescript clothes made it hard to guess his profession, but he had stepped back against the wall to clear our path. Some sort of servant, then. Unlike the others, however, he watched me with a gleam in his eyes I found hard to decipher. It sent a small shiver down my back even as I frowned, something tugging at my memory. It was almost as if the man were familiar. I was good with people and faces, but I couldn’t place this one. And I could think of no reason I would recognize an Eldonian palace servant. Unless he had accompanied his monarchs to the wedding?

      We reached my suite shortly after, and I tucked the thought away for later examination. Most likely it meant nothing. But my spy-sister Celeste had taught me never to ignore my instincts. And that the smallest details sometimes turn out to be the most important.
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      Back in my room, my attention was swept up into preparations for the upcoming welcome event. I had lost even more time than I realized, and my maids pounced on me as soon as I appeared. Before long, they had my hair elaborately arranged, and my gown and jewelry in place. I surveyed myself in my full-length mirror with a satisfied smile. I twisted to see the glowing skin of my upper bare back. If I wanted to make an impression—and I did—I was confident of my success. Again, a certain face dropped into my thoughts, but I pushed it away. Prince Oliver was an intriguing mystery, to be sure, but it was the Eldonian court as a whole that I wished to sweep off its feet.

      When I entered the receiving hall where the dinner guests gathered, a herald announced my arrival. All talk hushed, and everyone turned to regard me. I paused, allowing everyone to look their fill, and then swept into the room. Heading straight for the king and queen, I dropped into the curtsy I would have liked to give that morning.

      Everything went perfectly, and it should have been a triumphant moment. But the expressions around me hadn’t shifted much from their previous polite disinterest. The king and queen both smiled a distant welcome, and my gaze moved to the prince standing at his father’s side. He looked frozen, but not in the way he used to do when I first met him in Marin, and later Palinar. More like he had been immobilized by shock. And there was no mistaking the gleam of admiration in his eyes.

      I hid a satisfied smile. That was the sort of response I had been trying to achieve, and for some reason receiving it from him was enough.

      He finally seemed to shake himself free of his stupefaction, moving toward me. But they must have been waiting on my arrival because the herald stepped forward again to announce the meal. The noise of voices and movement drowned out any attempt to talk, so I had to settle for taking Prince Oliver’s arm and allowing him to lead me into the banquet hall behind his parents.

      The royal table sat on a small dais, and I had been given the place of honor beside the king. Oliver sat on my other side, but our proximity to King Leopold made any private conversation impossible. Instead, a general discussion of the various places of interest I might like to visit occupied us all. Although even that conversation often dropped into silence and required prodding from me to regain momentum.

      I expressed my admiration and amazement at their capital city, and Oliver promised to take me on a tour the next day. Apparently I could be carried about on a special chair, but I assured him I was fit enough to make the journey on my own two feet, despite the steep inclines.

      The topic of our recent abduction came up only briefly, and again King Leopold showed no great interest in our abductor.

      “You don’t intend to enact any punishment on Lord Treestone?” I asked, my curiosity growing too much for me.

      “Punishment?” The king raised both his eyebrows at me. “That hardly seems necessary when everything has turned out just fine.”

      “The poor man is immured in the far south, away from the heart of our beautiful domain,” said Queen Camille. “Surely that is punishment enough.”

      If she was making a joke, her expression didn’t show it. But I could hardly think she was serious.

      Really? For treason? For abducting your own children? I closed my mouth on all the questions I wanted to ask. Hopefully I could get some answers from Oliver later. Except my confidence in that possibility had diminished somewhat as I watched him during the meal. The spark of concern and confusion that I had seen in him during our carriage ride—and even on our arrival at the palace—seemed to have disappeared. He nodded agreeably with his parents’ words, and I could detect no sign of deeper thought in his eyes.

      Only when his gaze rested on me did I see that hint of warmth that had so animated his face for the brief period between the attack on our traveling party and our return to the capital. I hated to see him sinking back into frozen unconcern, and my frustration at this whole place was growing into a raging torrent inside me.

      And yet, despite my feelings—and certainly without my control—every time his eyes rested on me with that glint of lingering fire, I felt an answering trail of warmth shoot from my chest down into my hands. Toward the end of the meal, he leaned in, after a particularly brilliant smile from me, to whisper something into my ear, and I felt his warm breath against my skin. Without warning, a puff of heated air swept around my hands, rattling the cutlery and crockery on the table in front of me.

      I gasped and jumped, and Oliver gave me a strange look, glancing between the table and my face. I gulped and plastered the smile back in place, but his frown remained. Thankfully the king had been occupied in a quiet conversation with the queen and appeared not to have noticed.

      Whatever this new power was, I needed to get it under control. And fast. I had thought desperation—or perhaps fear, or even anger—drew it out, but I felt none of those emotions now.

      We talked of nothing of consequence for the rest of the meal, but the admiration in Oliver’s eyes had been joined by a lurking question. And though I still knew I needed to find a chance to talk to him, I now feared the questions wouldn’t all be coming from me. And I wasn’t ready to give this strange prince, who seemed to alternate between heat and ice, any answers of my own.

      When the main courses had all been cleared away, desserts were brought out, accompanied by a long line of ice sculptures. The carved shapes were easily the most intricate and beautiful I had ever seen, and the king gave me permission to leave the dais and wander among the other tables to admire them.

      Oliver accompanied me, introducing me to other diners seemingly at random. But their faces were all so bland and empty that I found myself struggling to keep the introductions straight—not a usual problem for me.

      “We hold an annual ice carving competition every winter,” he told me when I stopped to admire a particularly beautiful one. “That was carved by this year’s winner. I wish you had been here to see it.”

      I murmured polite agreement—and I would have liked to see the competition. But not at the expense of being here in the dead of winter. I shivered. The banquet hall itself was well heated, but I still found myself wishing for the bright flames of the fire in my chambers. Even in the warm palace, the cold seemed to find a way to creep icy fingers deep into my bones.

      Oliver placed a light hand on the small of my back to lead me around another table, and his thumb brushed against my bare skin. A shot of fire burned through me, pushing out the earlier ice, and I barely refrained from jerking away. He looked back at me, something stirring in his eyes, and I forced a quick smile, pointing at another sculpture and taking the chance to put some distance between us.

      But though we didn’t touch again, I could feel a coiling warmth brewing inside me for the rest of the evening. It filled me with a barely repressed excitement—a feeling bordering close on fear. My godmother had gifted me with something extraordinary, and I would learn its secrets and force it to obey me. I was determined.

      When the evening finally ended, I said my goodnights with as much attention as I could muster and had turned toward my suite when Oliver’s voice spoke behind me.

      “Do you know the way back on your own?”

      I turned to him, realizing in my distraction that I hadn’t even considered how to get there. I thought I could probably find it. Maybe. I cast him a considering look.

      “I’m not sure that I do, to be honest.” I smiled at him, looking up through my lashes. “I don’t suppose you would be willing to show me?”

      “More than willing,” he said gallantly and offered me his arm.

      I ignored it and fell into step beside him. I said nothing until we had left the others behind and found ourselves alone in yet another long corridor.

      My smile fell away as I turned to him, still careful not to so much as brush against him. I didn’t want to accidentally set him on fire or something.

      “What is going on Oliver? Lord Treestone attacked you. He abducted both your sisters, along with me—a royal guest under your protection—and your father intends to do nothing about it? Not even a show of punishment?”

      He looked at me with the faintest hint of curiosity. “Are you offended Celine? I got the strong impression you were somewhat sympathetic to the renegade lord.”

      I huffed in frustration, throwing up my hands. “No, I’m not offended! I’m frustrated. And confused. What is going on here? Because whatever it is, Lord Treestone is right—it’s certainly not natural.”

      Oliver laughed softly. “Such heat, Your Highness! You’ll exhaust yourself.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. Had I imagined the change I’d seen in him? The hesitation and curiosity when he told his story in the carriage?

      But even as we stood there, our steps having faltered at some point during our exchange, I saw a light in his eyes as they roamed over my expression. I knew that anger brought color to my cheeks and a sparkle to my eye, and apparently he had noticed. My eyes narrowed. He had never noticed or admired me in Marin or Palinar when we had occasionally crossed paths. Something had definitely changed.

      Without thought, I leaned forward and placed both my hands flat against his chest.

      “Oliver, this is madness! Wake up!” And as I said the words, I pushed with all my mental might, willing him to snap out of whatever fog seemed to hold him captive. But it wasn’t my thoughts which rushed down my arms and out of my hands into his chest—it was the warmth that had been building throughout the evening and roiling inside me.

      For a moment he lit up almost as bright as daylight, a golden glow outlining his tall form. And then it was gone, and he was staggering back. For a step I moved with him, without thinking, and then I realized my hands were still pressed all too intimately against his muscular chest, and I stepped back myself.

      We stood in silence, staring at each other, Oliver sucking in deep, gasping breaths.

      “I…What…What happened?” he managed to choke out.

      “I don’t know.” I bit my lip. “I don’t know.”

      “What did you do to me?” He watched me with wide eyes.

      I shrugged helplessly. “I really don’t know.” I took a deep breath. “But I do know something very strange has been happening in Eldon.” I watched him closely. “Do you see that?”

      He blinked and rubbed a shaking hand across his face. “Yes…Yes…” His voice faltered, and he inhaled slowly, before dropping his hand and fixing me with a look that made me stumble back another step.

      I had thought I saw warmth in his eyes during the attack on our traveling party, and again at Lord Treestone’s castle. But it was nothing to the way they lit his face now. The bright sapphire seemed like a flaming fire that transformed his pale face, and even his cheeks held more color now, too. If I had thought him coldly handsome before, it was nothing to how he looked now, his face alight with passion and strength.

      He raised a hand to the side of his head as if it hurt him. “I remember…I remember meeting you in Marin, at the Princess Tourney. And again at the wedding in Palinar.”

      He paused, and I nodded silently.

      “But…” He shook his head. “I feel as if I hadn’t really seen you. You’re…” He flushed and looked away from me.

      As he broke our eye contact, I took a deep breath and steadied myself. There could not be the faintest question now that something had been wrong with him before. This was not the same prince who I had met before. He wasn’t even the same one who had helped rescue us from the castle—although he was closer to that one.

      He shook himself and stood taller, looking back toward me again. “All those memories, from before…they’re still there, but it’s like trying to remember something from a dream. It’s all hazy, and the details seem fuzzy.” He frowned. “My memories after the attack are stronger, although they start to fade again once we returned to the palace.”

      I nodded. “You seemed different, then. More…active? To be honest, I hadn’t been expecting you to come rescue us.”

      He sucked in a sudden breath, his hands balling into fists. “No one was coming to rescue you! And if I had not…” He turned to survey the empty corridor before spinning back to face me. “That so-called lord deserves to be whipped, and if my father does not intend to act…”

      “No.” I shook my head quickly, stepping toward him although not quite far enough to bridge the gap between us. “Lord Treestone did not intend to harm us. I’m sure of that. He is worried for your kingdom—and can you really fault him for that?”

      I watched him with raised eyebrows, and he slowly relaxed. At last he sighed.

      “No, I suppose I cannot. Perhaps I should be glad that someone at least still seems to care about something. I cannot describe to you how it felt…as if nothing was worth the effort. As if nothing really mattered. At least how it felt until…” He looked over at me, and I quickly looked away. “Until you came here.”

      Silence stretched between us.

      “How did you do it, Celine? What did you do?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know.” It was the truth. Of sorts. But I wasn’t ready to share my secrets with this new prince who stood before me. His transformation seemed complete this time, and I hoped it would last. But he had changed too many times in the last few days for me to feel certain of anything.

      “You were showing me to my rooms,” I said at last, gesturing down the corridor.

      Reluctantly he nodded and resumed walking. I kept pace with him, sneaking sideways glances at this new Oliver. He seemed lost in thought, and I could hardly blame him. It must be a lot to take in.

      When we reached my door, he took my hand. I flinched but didn’t pull away, and nothing happened. No heat, no fire, no golden glow. I drew a shaky breath and focused on his face.

      “I will leave you for now, but we will talk again.”

      A threat or a promise? It felt a little like both. I forced a smile. A promise I could handle, and I had never backed down from a threat before.

      “You promised to show me the city tomorrow, remember? I’m sure there will be plenty of opportunity for talking then.”

      He looked like he wanted to say more, but eventually he merely nodded, bowing over my hand. For a moment I thought he would kiss it, but his lips didn’t quite reach my skin.

      As I closed the door behind me, I shook away a foolish feeling of disappointment. Until I learned to control this fire inside me, I was better off keeping a distance from this prince whose eyes seemed to burn as strongly as my new and unknown power.
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      The next morning I dressed in a practical dress and my most comfortable boots. I had been working on my physical fitness ever since I got swept up in my older sister’s spy network at the age of fourteen, but those mountain roads looked steep. I didn’t want to disgrace myself.

      I had slept badly. Once alone in my room, I tried to call on my new powers, but all my efforts to expel light or heat or wind from my hands ended in failure. And then my dreams had been haunted by the many different faces of the unexpected Prince Oliver. By the time I awoke, I was entirely uncertain which prince would greet me today.

      But when we met in the entrance hall at mid-morning, one glance was enough to tell me that none of his new fire had dimmed. His eyes were bright and the aura of strength which I had seen for the first time only the night before remained.

      Something in his eyes flashed at the sight of me, and he smiled, coming forward to greet me warmly.

      “I’m glad to see I didn’t frighten you off last night.” He bowed over my hand.

      I raised an eyebrow. “I’m not so easily scared, I assure you, Your Highness.”

      “Oliver, please,” he said. “I remember enough to know that’s what you were calling me before, Celine.”

      I shook my head at his bold use of my own name and conceded the point. I didn’t want to admit to him that I felt as if I were dealing with an entirely new person.

      He led me out of the palace and around behind it. The palace wall only encircled the front and sides of the building, blending almost seamlessly into the mountain itself which guarded the rear of the palace. A steep road, wider than I had been expecting, zigzagged up the mountain, starting from the very back of the palace. A number of people traveled it, some pulling small carts, others leading slightly bigger carts pulled by goats. When I gazed upward, I even saw a lady being carried on an elaborate chair mounted on two long poles. The poles rested on the shoulders of four strong men, dressed as footmen in a livery I didn’t recognize.

      Oliver followed my gaze. “It’s not too late if you would like me to fetch a chair for you.”

      I grinned. “I’m no more feeble than I am easily scared. Oliver,” I added for good measure.

      He laughed. “I suspected as much. In that case, let us be off.”

      I needed every bit of my conditioning to keep from puffing as we wound our way up the mountainside using a maze of roads and stairs carved into the rock face. I could only be glad so many months had passed since my broken ankle, and that I had lost no time in regaining my shape once it healed. Oliver certainly showed no discomfort despite the steep inclines.

      We passed every type of business from blacksmiths and grocers to tanners. Several roads were lined with shopfronts, replacing the more traditional market squares. They looked like normal buildings from the front, except they were so close to the mountain face it didn’t seem there could possibly be room inside to move, let alone store any goods. But I soon saw that it was just as Oliver had told me when we arrived. The shops stretched back into the mountain itself, looking remarkably like an ordinary building from the inside except for the solid stone walls and lack of windows.

      As we got higher, we found a number of noble residences, some of them using the same stone as the palace to decorate their facades. I supposed they could afford to position themselves higher up the mountain if they had servants to carry them up and down in chairs.

      “Isn’t all of this snowed in during the winter?” I asked, as we wound through a less affluent section of the city where the building fronts crowded close together and contained little ornamentation. Some were no more than wooden doors and shutters over what looked like cave openings.

      “This is one of the smallest mountains and is right at the foothills of our main range,” Oliver explained.

      It didn’t look like a small mountain to me, but I hoped my face didn’t show my incredulity. Mists mostly obscured the far distance, but they had parted once to show me a glimpse of higher peaks behind.

      “We get snow, of course,” he continued, “but not normally so much that it cannot be cleared from the roads. And with most of the buildings inside the mountain itself, even in the case of a heavy snowfall or avalanche, the people are out of harm’s way.”

      “But wouldn’t they be trapped inside?”

      “We have lived here for many generations now,” said Oliver. “All of the buildings connect to at least one tunnel. When the weather is truly bad, the palace can be cut off for several days, but the inhabitants of the city simply use the internal roads.”

      The idea fascinated me, but I also hated the thought of going days without seeing the sun. Something of my distaste must have shown on my face because Oliver grinned.

      “Yes, most people prefer to use the open roads if the weather possibly allows. Especially the nobles, since some of them keep horses up here, and the horses hate the tunnels.”

      “It’s an incredible place,” I said. “I never imagined anything like it.”

      Oliver looked around, pride in his gaze as he surveyed his city. “You can’t imagine my surprise as a child the first time I visited a flat city. I didn’t know what to make of it and kept asking my mother what happened when it snowed too much to go outside.”

      He laughed. “I couldn’t quite understand it when she told me that in some places it never snows at all.”

      I shivered involuntarily. “My home kingdom of Lanover is one of those. In the south it’s impossibly humid and hot all year round. We have jungles and deserts instead of snow.”

      A faraway look entered Oliver’s eyes. “I would like to see it someday.”

      “My family would welcome you for a visit anytime, I’m sure.” I smiled at him even as I tried to work out why the image of Oliver in my home unsettled me so much.

      Perhaps it was because I was already feeling unsettled, or maybe it was some other instinct, but something made me turn around and scan the road around us. I felt the invisible presence of eyes on my back.

      And, sure enough, I got a quick glimpse of a man watching me, before he turned and started up a steep stairway branching off the road. I frowned. It had only been a moment, but I was sure it had been the same man from the palace the day before. He wore identical nondescript clothing, and his eyes had held the same curiosity.

      My skin prickled. Of course, it wasn’t ridiculous to think that a palace servant might have an errand in the city. Or that, in an entire day of wandering, we might cross paths with such a person. But still…something about him irritated me. Where had I seen him before?

      “Would you like to see the tunnels?” Oliver asked, unaware of my inner perturbation.

      I pulled my attention back to him. “I would love to.”

      He led me back a little way, and into a brightly lit tavern. The owner called a cheery greeting, apparently unsurprised to see the crown prince in her establishment. Oliver waved back but didn’t stop to talk, leading me past the tables and chairs and into a back room.

      He opened a perfectly ordinary looking door, revealing a large stone passage. It was nothing like the bright stone corridors of the palace. This one was rough-hewn, the walls made of the gray stone of the mountain. No natural light reached back here, all illumination coming from a series of lanterns hung at regular intervals.

      “Everyone who works or resides in the city pays taxes to contribute toward maintaining the tunnels and the lanterns,” said Oliver when he saw my speculative gaze resting on the lights. “There’s a whole team of people whose sole job is to tend to them.”

      I nodded and shivered as I imagined what it would be like if the lanterns were allowed to go out. At least dug back into the mountain, the air had a more consistent temperature. It was cold, but not freezing, and there was no wind to pierce through your clothes and into your bones.

      Oliver strode confidently down the tunnel, and I followed, watching the people around me with interest. The passage was wide enough to allow the carts I had seen outside to pass through, although the traffic here seemed lighter. Most people must be taking advantage of the opportunity to escape outside.

      The further we walked, the more lost I became.

      “Do you have a problem with people getting lost back here?” I asked.

      The look Oliver gave me was all too knowing, and I raised my chin defiantly. I wasn’t nervous for myself.

      We walked past an opening, and he stopped to point out a series of letters and numbers etched into the wall beside it. “These are like a map of sorts. Or directions. Children learn how to interpret them as soon as they learn to read.”

      Now that he had pointed them out, I saw that they were everywhere. Every turn, every opening, every branch of the passage had a code against it. And I could see how necessary they must be. The longer we stayed down here, the more everything began to look the same, and I lost any sense of distance or even direction. I could tell that we were slowly moving downward, though, so I assumed Oliver was leading us back toward the palace.

      “Do the tunnels extend all the way into the palace?”

      Oliver quickly shook his head. “Apparently when the city was first built there was some talk of it, but it was deemed too dangerous. The royals at the time didn’t want direct access from the city to the palace.”

      I narrowed my eyes when I saw a slight twitch across his face. “Very sensible. Of course, it would also be sensible to have a bolt-hole of sorts. A small passage known only to the royal family, perhaps. Not one used for general traffic.”

      Aha. This time the twitch was slightly more pronounced. I smiled to myself, but when I caught him watching me suspiciously, it grew into something closer to a smirk. He said nothing to confirm my certainty, but he did give me a rueful smile and a slight shake of his head before turning the conversation.

      When we passed the next turning, he paused, his eyes flickering to the marked directions.

      “I could have sworn…” he muttered to himself before shrugging and turning to lead me down the marked passage.

      “Sworn what?” I asked, a feeling of foreboding sweeping over me.

      “We’re close enough to the palace now, that I thought I remembered the way. But don’t worry, the markings were clear.” He smiled reassuringly at me. “That’s why we have them. No one has to rely on their memory. It’s easy for it to play tricks on you down here.”

      We were still moving downward, so I tried to relax and trust in his words. But still the feeling of unease remained, and I noticed that this passage seemed deserted.

      And I hadn’t seen any openings to other tunnels. I stopped.

      “Are you sure? With everything going on—”

      I never finished the sentence.

      A loud rumbling sounded, and a rush of air blew past us, blowing out some of the lanterns. The distant noise of other traffic cut off, and dust billowed around us.

      Oliver took off running back in the direction we had come, and I followed close on his heels. We didn’t have to run far before we hit darkness. He didn’t stop, hurtling forward. I followed, heedless of where I was going, until I collided with his back.

      He seemed to be braced against something since he held steady, keeping us both from falling. I splayed my hands across his back—heedless of both propriety and my unpredictable powers—and worked my way over his shoulders and then down his outstretched arm.

      Until I felt what he was feeling. A solid wall of stone made up of boulders of various shapes and sizes. He hadn’t mentioned anything about cave ins during our travels, and I had seen no sign of any elsewhere.

      “I’m guessing this passage isn’t the way to the palace,” I said.
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      Oliver sighed. “No, I don’t think it is.”

      I kept a tight rein on myself, refusing to give in to panic. We would find a way out of here. Or someone would come looking for us.

      I bit my lip. Actually, on second thought, perhaps best not to rely on that possibility.

      I realized with a start that I was pressed up against Oliver, one hand on the fallen rock, but the other still grasping his shoulder. I stepped back quickly, an unaccustomed flush stealing up my cheeks. At least he couldn’t see it in the dark.

      “Do you think…” I cleared my throat and tried again. “Do you think we should go and fetch a lantern at least?”

      Oliver didn’t say anything, but he started to move, returning the way we had come from the sound of it. We trekked in silence, the darkness lightening as we approached the first lit lantern. He detached it from the wall, and we turned to walk back the same path.

      It looked exactly as we had expected. The tunnel, narrower than many we had traveled, was completely blocked by the fallen stones. It was actually a wonder we hadn’t tripped over any of the loose ones as we had run this way in the dark.

      “Well, I can’t see us digging through that,” said Oliver matter-of-factly.

      Reluctantly I had to agree with him, and a small spark of fear lodged in my gut. I pushed it down.

      “I suppose we’ll have to see what we can find in the other direction, then,” I said.

      He nodded, and once again we traipsed back along the now well-worn path in the other direction. As we walked I tried to think of options. I couldn’t see any way we could move those rocks on our own. So we had to hope this passage actually led somewhere.

      Of course, if it did, it might not be somewhere we were too eager to go. Someone had changed the markings to direct us down here, after all…

      “I’m so sorry, Celine.” Oliver’s words jerked me from my imaginings.

      “For what?” I looked at him blankly.

      “For leading us down here. I should have known better.” He grimaced. “I did know better. I should have trusted myself.”

      I shrugged. “Don’t be silly. Why would you suspect that someone had changed the tunnel markings?”

      “You’re very calm.”

      “Would you prefer me to go into hysterics? I could probably manage it if you liked.”

      He shook his head quickly. “Please—no hysterics.”

      I tapped my chin thoughtfully. “I’ve never actually tried it, but I think I could do excellent hysterics. I have just the right flair for the dramatic.” I grinned. “Or so my family have always assured me.”

      He glanced sideways at me. “I suppose if we disappear into the tunnels and never return, your family might send their army against Eldon. I can’t imagine what would happen to my kingdom if they do, given its current state.”

      “Look who’s being dramatic now.” I kept my voice light despite my sense of disquiet. I didn’t want my kingdom getting involved with this strange place. Not until I’d worked out what was going on and could be sure the strange enchantment—whatever it was—wouldn’t spread.

      We had walked for some distance before we discovered that my fears were unfounded. Well, one of my fears anyway. This hadn’t been a ploy to force us somewhere we didn’t want to be. The tunnel ended in a wall of solid rock.

      Which, of course, meant something far worse. Someone didn’t want us to escape these tunnels alive.

      “I was afraid of this,” said Oliver grimly. “There are dead end branches everywhere, although they’re all marked as such, of course. And they usually have fewer lanterns. Just enough to keep them from becoming dark pockets perfect for crime.” He crossed over to the wall to examine the lanterns there. “It looks like some of these have only been newly fixed. All part of the ploy, no doubt.”

      I sighed. “And I don’t suppose you have any idea who would want to assassinate us?”

      He shrugged helplessly. “No more idea than who is behind enchanting and destroying my kingdom.”

      “Well.” I smiled. “When you put it that way, at least we can console ourselves that we likely don’t have any new enemies. And what’s a little assassination attempt against the enchantment and destruction of an entire kingdom?”

      “I’m very reassured,” he said dryly.

      Without talking about it, we both turned to walk back to the cave in. It seemed a slightly less hopeless situation than this solid rock wall.

      Just as we reached it, Oliver tripped over one of the small rocks that had rolled forward from the cave in and dropped the lantern. With the smash of breaking glass, it went out, plunging us back into darkness.

      I jumped, and the earlier spark of fear that had taken up residence inside me flared. Only it rushed all the way out of me, jumping from my fingertips as small tongues of flame.

      I gasped, staring at my now illuminated hand for a brief second before they disappeared. Darkness and near silence returned—broken only by my panting breaths. I pressed my fingertips against my palms, but they felt cool now, and I could feel no burns.

      “Celine,” Oliver whispered. “What was that?”

      “Umm…I don’t know?”

      “Uh uh, you’re not getting out of it that easily this time. What was that?”

      I grimaced, but he couldn’t see me in the dark. “Can we at least fetch another lantern?”

      “Do we need one? Maybe you could just light the way for us.” His voice sounded hard, and I couldn’t tell if he was angry or just intrigued.

      I concentrated on my fingertips, but just like all the other times I had tried to do it consciously, nothing happened.

      I sighed. “We definitely need a lantern.”

      For a moment neither of us moved, and then I heard the crunch of Oliver’s boots against glass. “Stay here. I’ll get one and come back.”

      I listened to the sound of his retreating footsteps, and then watched for a distant glow. It appeared quickly and grew rapidly as he jogged back toward me. When he stopped in front of me, I could see that his expression was one of interest overlaid with a deep wariness.

      “All right, you’ve got your light. Now tell me what that was. Was it the same as what you did to me last night?”

      I shrugged helplessly. “No. Yes. Maybe?”

      He gave me an unimpressed look, and I couldn’t help a short laugh.

      “In all honesty, I truly don’t have much more of an idea than you. This is all very new to me.” I quickly outlined my family’s experience with Christening gifts, and my encounter with my godmother at the twins’ wedding.

      “I didn’t know what she meant at the time by the gift of fire. It was all very cryptic. I still don’t understand it exactly.”

      “It seemed pretty literal to me.” Oliver’s voice sounded a little awed, and it made me uncomfortable.

      “It’s been months since then, and this is the first flame I’ve seen,” I snapped before taking a deep breath and immediately feeling sorry for my tone. “Sorry. It’s just…I’ve never done that before. Flames out of my fingers is totally new for me.”

      “Well, what have you done? Wait. That hot wind when we were attacked! That was you?”

      Reluctantly I nodded. “That was the first time I suspected my godmother may not have been talking about some figurative light of perception, or something.”

      “Hmmm…” He set the lantern carefully on the ground so he could pace back and forth in the tunnel. “That was a strong wind. Maybe even strong enough to dislodge some of these rocks.”

      He looked and me hopefully, and I winced.

      “Maybe. Unfortunately I haven’t managed to do anything on purpose yet. It doesn’t seem to like coming to my rescue.” I glared at my hands as if they were the cause of the problem.

      Oliver paused in front of me. “So what does trigger it?”

      I shrugged. “I haven’t been able to figure that out.” I looked at his expression. “Not for want of trying!” I snapped again, and he held up his hands placatingly.

      “Maybe we can work it out together.” He gestured for me to sit, only to stop when he saw the smashed glass beneath our feet. Instead he led me over to the wall, and we sat side-by-side with our backs against it.

      I leaned my head against the cool rock, closed my eyes and tried to think.

      “It seems to be connected somehow with a sort of…warm feeling that just appears inside me.” I opened my eyes and waved vaguely toward my middle. “And sometimes that warmth just seems to shoot out of my hands. Only I don’t seem to be able to control when it comes, or when it flames outward, either.”

      Oliver’s legs were propped up in front of him, his arms resting on his knees, his hands dangling as he gazed unseeing at the far side of the tunnel. Eventually he turned his head to look at me.

      “Let’s go through it. What exactly was happening each time you got this warm feeling?”

      I frowned as I tried to remember. “Well, as I said, the first time was when we were attacked. Only it wasn’t as soon as we were attacked.”

      “It’s strange for me to remember the attack,” said Oliver. “The first part is hazy, and then suddenly it’s like the memories clear. But not as clear as my memories of this morning. The change came at the same time as the wind. When one of the men was attaching a lead rope to my horse…”

      His words trailed off as he focused on my face. I could read the question in his eyes, and I hesitated to admit what my true feelings had been in that moment.

      Except then I realized how he might interpret my hesitation, and annoyance filled me. It hadn’t been any great concern for him that had occupied my mind in that moment…

      “I was watching from the carriage,” I said.

      “I remember, I saw you just before my horse reared.”

      “I was angry with you.” I said the words in a rush. “Angry that you were so passive…so calmly accepting of their control. I wanted you to fight them, to push them away. Only you didn’t. So I thrust out my own hands—in frustration more than anything—and then…”

      “Oh…” He paused before recovering. “Perhaps anger is the key then. Were you feeling angry just before, with the flames?”

      “Well…” I tried to think it through. “I mean I’m generally angry with whoever stuck us in here, I suppose. But in that specific moment I was more startled than anything. You’d just dropped the lantern, and it made such a smash.”

      “If it was merely being startled, I would have expected that gale to strike as soon as we were attacked, though,” said Oliver, obviously having as little success puzzling it through as I had previously.

      I thought about his words. “The warmth didn’t start until after the attack, though,” I said slowly. “And that bit seems to be consistent. The warmth comes first.”

      “All right, so you were already feeling the warmth when I dropped the lantern. When did that start?”

      I tried to pinpoint it in my memory. “I think it was when we first brought the lantern and saw the cave in. It was just a small spark at that point. And I think…I think it came with a feeling of fear.” I didn’t like to admit to being afraid, but we would never get to the bottom of this if I wasn’t honest.

      “Well, surely you were afraid when we were attacked. Maybe fear is the key?”

      I had already considered that possibility. But it didn’t fit with every instance when my new powers had manifested. I kept my head bowed, my eyes on my lap to hide the faint flush when I remembered the breeze which had rocked my table setting during the banquet. It certainly hadn’t been fear motivating me then. But I wasn’t about to mention it. Oliver didn’t seem to remember that occasion, and I had no desire to analyze my feelings in that instance with any depth. Certainly not with him, anyway.

      I focused my thoughts back on the attack by Lord Treestone’s men.

      “You know…” I said slowly, “…the warmth didn’t start when I felt the first stirrings of fear. First I felt fear, and then I looked at your sisters, and I felt…well, pity.” I glanced at him sideways, but he didn’t look offended, so I went on. “There just seemed to be something so clearly wrong with them that they had no reaction to a situation like that. And I felt this unexpected surge of intense pity accompanied by a warmth.” I nodded, the memory clearing in my mind. “Only then it became more like anger that none of you seemed concerned about me, either. And then when you did nothing while they tried to lead you away, it all sort of overwhelmed me.”

      “Pity, anger, fear…Maybe it’s not about the specific emotion. Maybe it’s just about strong emotion.”

      I considered his suggestion. “It did seem like the warmth grew as my emotions became fiercer.” I thought through the other instances. I still wasn’t willing to examine the examples in the banquet hall too closely, but the warmth that had begun growing then had only fully surged out afterward, in the hallway. And that part came easily to mind.

      “I was certainly feeling frustrated and angry when I commanded you to wake up last night. I was so desperate for you to come out of whatever enchantment seemed to keep you in thrall. It was infuriating that you seemed to come out of it briefly only to fall back under again.”

      He looked at me, really looked at me.

      “Have I thanked you for that yet?” he asked, his voice soft. “That wind you sent through me on that first day dislodged it a little, but the fog came back again when we returned to the palace. I’m sure I would be back to my fully detached state again by now if you hadn’t freed me.”

      I flushed a little. “I really don’t think I can claim credit.” I held my hands up in front of me and wiggled my fingers. “I don’t seem to be in control of what they do.”

      “Maybe not, but I can’t believe it was coincidence that you touched me and commanded me to wake up, and I did. I think you might have more control than you realize. Or your emotions do, anyway.”

      He stood up suddenly and reached down to pull me up as well. “Come on, then. Let’s give it a try.”

      I stood up and joined him facing the fallen stones, but I couldn’t help glancing at him dubiously. “Try what exactly?”

      “Whether strong emotion might bring out another gale force wind.” And with no further warning, he pulled me against him, one hand around my waist, and the other around my neck, and kissed me firmly on the mouth.
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      His arms around me were strong, and his lips warm, and if I thought his thumb on my back the night before ignited a fire, it was nothing to the inferno that immediately sprang to life inside me. I wasn’t entirely sure what emotions were fueling it, but it was stronger than any I had previously felt.

      And I didn’t intend to waste it.

      Ripping myself from his grasp, I turned and thrust both hands toward the pile of rocks, imagining them as giant battering rams that could sweep the rocks away. A hot wind burst from my palms, whipping around me and nearly sending Oliver to the ground, although I remained steady, my skirts merely twining around my legs.

      The gale hit the stones with terrible force, and they exploded outward away from us. A second loud rumbling, like the one that had accompanied the initial cave in, rang around us, settling slowly into the gentle patter of stones.

      Dust filled the air, and I waved my hands in front of my face and coughed. As it settled, I drew a deep gasping breath. Rocks still lay scattered all around, but a clear path now showed, leading through to a further stretch of tunnel, and undoubtedly the main passage beyond.

      I drew a second breath before spinning around and slapping Oliver hard across the cheek. He made no move to defend himself, merely grinning down at me.

      “Sorry about that. Or, well…” He gestured at the cleared stones. “Maybe not so sorry?”

      I glared at him. “What did you think you were doing?”

      In truth I was too grateful it had worked to be really angry. But my dignity required I at least make a show of it.

      “Well, I figured you were already feeling as much fear as you could, given the circumstances. And it didn’t seem to be enough.” He leaned in slightly and lowered his voice. “And I remembered that little breeze at the banquet.”

      I bit my lip. So he had remembered that, after all. Thankfully he said nothing more about it, merely straightening, his eyes still laughing down at me.

      “I figured it was worth a try. And that it couldn’t really lose. If I had it wrong, then anger and shock might do the trick just as well.”

      He looked at me expectantly, as if waiting for me to tell him which emotion had fueled the burst of power, but I merely turned and stalked off. As I picked my way over the rocks, he scrambled to collect the lantern and follow.

      Nothing would have made me reward him with an exposition on my feelings, but the truth was that I didn’t know which emotion it had been myself. Well, other than shock. That one had certainly been there.

      When we made it to the intersection with the original tunnel, Oliver stopped to examine the markings on the one we had just exited.

      “They did a good job of changing them.”

      “Nothing about this was the work of a moment,” I said grimly. “But then we’re dealing with someone with the power to enchant an entire kingdom. I guess we shouldn’t be surprised.”

      His shoulders slumped a little. “No, I suppose not.” He looked over at me. “I say we get back to the palace before anything else disastrous happens.”

      “No arguments from me.” I eyed him. “Assuming you can remember the way, of course.”

      “I’m leading us straight to an exit tunnel,” he assured me. “We can go the rest of the way outside.”

      I tried not to let the relief show on my face. I had had more than enough of these tunnels for one day. Or one lifetime, more like.

      We only walked a short distance before Oliver stopped at a large wooden door and pulled it open. I followed him into a large store full of pottery. He nodded a polite greeting to the storekeeper but led me straight outside.

      I drew in a deep breath of fresh air and held my face up to the remaining rays of the sun. It looked like we had lost most of the day in there, and my stomach rumbled as if just noticing the passage of time.

      “Come on,” said Oliver. “Let’s get back. I don’t want to miss dinner as well.”

      In the light of day I could see that dust and dirt covered us both. And somewhere along the way I seemed to have ripped my skirt. I sighed. Another one ruined. At this rate I’d have no wardrobe left soon.

      I was becoming familiar enough with the detachment of the locals that I wasn’t in the least surprised when we wandered into the entrance hall in such a bedraggled state and received no response from anyone. Oliver, however, was still new to it all. At least from this side of it, anyway. He looked around and actually shivered a little as he watched the blank and uninterested face of a passing servant.

      “It’s almost creepy,” he said.

      “Welcome to my world.” I shook my head. “Just wait until you get the same reaction to being abducted.”

      He sucked in a breath. “Poor Emmeline and Giselle. They’re not like that normally, I swear. Well…” He chuckled, looking every inch the older brother—a look I knew all too well. “Emmeline is a little like that. Far too sensible and serious for her age. But Giselle…” He shook his head. “I wish you could properly meet her.”

      “And I shall once we work out how to defeat this thing—whatever it is.” I tried to inject more confidence into my voice than I really felt.

      Oliver met my gaze, and then his eyes fell to my hands. “You know I actually think we might have a chance. Now that we have you on our side.” His warm smile reminded me forcibly of the feel of his lips against mine, and I clamped down without thought on a flicker of warmth in my middle. To my surprise it went out instantly.

      A slow smile spread across my face. Maybe I was actually getting the hang of this thing. I remembered the power that had brushed aside a cave in. Maybe he was right. Maybe we did have a chance.
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      The next day I was eager to try out my powers again, but I had no idea how—or where—to start. And when Emmeline and Giselle turned up to my rooms to invite me to spend the day with them, I couldn’t think of a reason to refuse.

      As the day crawled by in their uninteresting company, I wished I had been quicker with an excuse. I kept thinking of what Oliver had said about them. How different this would be if they were their true selves. I tried to see hints of it in their words or actions, but the honest truth was that I could barely distinguish between them.

      Emmeline, at seventeen, was quite a bit taller than her fifteen-year-old sister. And although their fair coloring was identical, their features were different enough. And yet their manner made them almost into twins.

      They gave me a never-ending tour of the palace, the highlight of which was a delicious midday meal, served in a small but elegant dining room. I had hoped Oliver would join us—so I could have some real conversation if nothing else—but I saw no sign of him all day.

      I hoped I would be able to escape in the afternoon, but it seemed that we had seen only half the palace before lunch. I sighed and trailed after them again. At least life as a princess had given me some experience with surviving boring days full of unavoidable responsibilities. Even as the youngest of seven, I had been required to attend a myriad of official functions. And the number of them had only increased as more and more of my older siblings had married and moved out of Lanover.

      I thought a little wistfully of the years I spent running through my own palace with the two sisters directly above me—Cordelia and Celeste. We had been good friends before they both married and moved to Northhelm. I examined Emmeline and Giselle from the back. Did they have the potential to be equally good friends? Once they were freed, of course.

      The thought brought another puzzle to my mind. That first gale I had produced had shaken something loose in Oliver, even if it hadn’t completely freed him. But no one else seemed to have been affected by it. Why?

      I pondered the question, not listening to Emmeline’s drone as she conducted the tour, until I looked around and realized we were in a display room of some kind. I turned my attention back to her words in time to hear this was where the Eldonian royal family both stored and displayed their most valued treasures.

      I wandered around the room with interest, examining several crowns, and an intricate golden scepter. Two of the small pedestals held ordinary-looking objects, protected under glass domes. One was a simple slipper, and another a wooden flagon, interesting only for the simple carvings that decorated it.

      The pedestals and domes reminded me instantly of the empty one I had seen next to the portrait on my first day. Seeing the same display case here only confirmed my impression that the dome was meant to hold something.

      At my questioning look, Emmeline explained that they were ancient godmother artifacts. “Their enchantment is long gone,” she said. “But they hold great value to us still as relics of the past.”

      Was there an object missing from the pedestal in the corridor then? I was about to ask Emmeline about it, when another thought flashed through my mind, distracting me. Something Sophie had told me before her wedding. I looked around the room, scanning the walls.

      “Where is your royal mirror? I would love to see it.”

      A soft sigh sounded from Giselle, and I focused my attention on her. She met my eyes, and her own reflected sadness. The sign of an emotion—any emotion—made me cross closer to her, curious.

      “As would I,” she said. “But it was lost many years ago. When I was just a small child.”

      “Lost? How can such an object be lost?”

      Sophie had explained to me that all of these kingdoms possessed an enchanted mirror. It had been gifted to each of the monarchs by the godmothers too many years ago to count and had been passed down from generation to generation. It allowed each royal family to see and hear events happening far from them. They could either watch over their own people or use it to communicate with the royal mirrors in other kingdoms.

      I knew the Palinaran royal mirror had been limited in its functions by the curse, and I had suspected the same of the Eldonian one—or the king would have used it to find his children. But I hadn’t expected to hear he didn’t have it at all. Sophie had described it as a large, wall-mounted mirror, and it didn’t seem like the kind of thing that was prone to being lost.

      Giselle seemed confused—trying to remember what had happened, or perhaps trying to remember why she cared. I moved even closer, fascinated by the signs of struggle within her. She looked up at me, her gaze so lost and confused that I couldn’t help the surge of compassion that filled me.

      “Celine…” Her voice was soft. “I can’t…” She shook her head and tried again. “I can’t…”

      I closed the remaining distance between us and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Try Giselle! Try to remember.” I wanted so desperately to really meet her—this friend who might be.

      And though the feelings were gentler this time, they were no less strong. A surge ran up my arm and through my hand into her shoulder. She reeled, almost falling, as a bright illumination lit her from within. For a moment she looked as if she would take flight, her whole body rising from the ground, but then the light was gone, and she gasped and crumpled in on herself.

      I caught her beneath one arm, steadying her as she gazed wide-eyed at me and then around the room. Her gaze lingered on her sister, examining a painting on the far side of the room and apparently oblivious to what had just happened, before turning back to me.

      “Celine!” She stopped to take several more gasping breaths before righting herself and moving away from me. “Celine! What just happened?”

      As much as the whole thing had taken me by surprise, I was at least slightly more prepared than I had been with Oliver.

      “It’s a long story. But the short version is that you’ve been under some sort of enchantment. Maybe. We think. And that the godmothers seem to have given me some sort of power to break it. Sometimes.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out then.” Her sardonic tone took me so much by surprise that I laughed out loud.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Giselle. I have the feeling that I really haven’t met you before.”

      “Really? I seem to remember something about a Princess Tourney. It’s all strangely hazy, though.” She turned to me with wide eyes. “Did I fall down a very deep hole?”

      I grimaced. “Yes. But that is definitely a story for another day.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You said we earlier. Who else have you freed?”

      I nodded. She was sharp. “Only Oliver, I’m afraid.”

      She looked back at her sister. “Can you free Emmeline as well? You could do it right now!”

      I could tell by her tone that the devotion I had previously observed between the sisters wasn’t false—despite Oliver describing them as so different from one another.

      “I don’t know. To be honest, I don’t really have these powers completely under control.”

      Giselle frowned. “You could try at least.”

      I shrugged. “I suppose so.”

      Giselle immediately began to drag me toward her sister. “What do you need to do?”

      “Um, touch her. I think. Like how I had my hand on your shoulder.”

      “All right. Try it.” She gave me a final shove forward, and I approached Emmeline.

      The other princess turned calmly to face me. “This painting shows my great-grandparents.”

      I glanced at it quickly, then placed my hand on her arm. I tried to muster up some warmth or emotion. But the only feeling I could manage was awkwardness. Still, Giselle’s face silently pleaded with me to try harder, so I stood there a moment longer, trying to spark something to life inside me, even if only pity.

      The pity seemed to work, a little, and a soft tingle grew in my chest. I focused on it and then on my hand.

      “Wake up, Emmeline,” I said firmly.

      Nothing happened. I tried again.

      “Wake up!”

      She looked at me quizzically. “I’m already awake, Celine. Did I look like I had fallen asleep?”

      “Um…” I backed away, shrugging helplessly at Giselle.

      Thankfully Emmeline shrugged the whole thing off without need for further explanation—turning instead to continue her tour as if nothing had happened.

      Giselle watched her with wide eyes.

      “That’s what it’s like,” I whispered to her under my breath. “That’s what everyone is like under the enchantment.”

      She swallowed and shook her head, her eyes growing even wider. “You and I have a lot to talk about.”
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      I didn’t see Oliver until the next day, but obviously Giselle had found him sometime after she and I had parted. He strode up to me, his face split by a broad smile, and actually lifted me off my feet, spinning me around.

      He swung me through the air easily, his arms firm and strong. Warmth filled me, but I kept it carefully contained inside. I didn’t want any more unexpected outbursts of any kind.

      When he put me back on my feet, I couldn’t help grinning back at him. “I take it you’ve seen your sister.”

      “You did it! You freed Giselle.” He regarded me curiously. “Does that mean you’re learning to control it?”

      My smile turned rueful. “To be honest, I didn’t actually intend to free Giselle. Not ahead of time, anyway. It was a spur-of-the-moment sort of thing. And it didn’t work at all when I tried it on Emmeline.”

      His face fell. “Yes, Giselle told me about that.”

      I thought of the warmth his presence seemed to spark and the progress I had made on containing it, but I decided against mentioning those. He didn’t need to know everything about my powers.

      “I’ve been thinking,” he said. “Clearly the godmothers have given you these powers and sent you here to help us free ourselves. So we need you to learn to control them.”

      I glared at him. “I’m trying!”

      “Well, I was thinking I could help. I know a place where we could go—somewhere private and secluded, where you won’t be able to damage anything if you suddenly start a fire or a tornado or something.”

      I raised both eyebrows. “And you’re going to help me. In this private, secluded spot.” I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

      He stared at me for a second and then burst out laughing. “Not like that. I swear. Not that I would be unwilling, of course.” He grinned at me wickedly. “But it isn’t the most practical means to control it.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “I forgave you because we were literally going to die otherwise,” I said. “But if you ever try something like that again, I’ll just turn all those ‘powerful emotions’ against you instead of a pile of rocks.”

      He held up both hands. “I promise Princess Celine that I will never kiss you again.” He leaned in, dropping his voice to a whisper. “Unless you ask me to, of course.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Sometimes I think I liked you better when you were a walking ice block.”

      He just continued to grin, unrepentant, and I shook my head.

      “All right, then. Let’s give this practice thing a try. If you’re certain there’s nothing I can damage, then I guess it can’t do any harm.”

      I made him wait while I ran up and changed my dress, though. I’d already ruined two in Eldon, and I was wearing one of my favorites. When I came back down in my plainest dress—a fine wool gown with intricate embroidery—his eyes laughed at me.

      “Yes,” I said, before he could say anything. “This is my most practical dress. I am a princess, remember?”

      He grinned. “I didn’t say anything.”

      “Your eyes did,” I muttered as I stalked past him and out of the huge front doors. He had said I wouldn’t be able to damage anything which meant there was no way we were staying in the palace.

      He caught up within a few steps and directed me up into the mountain city. To my unspoken relief, he made no move to take me back into the tunnels. Instead he led me upward by the most direct route before selecting a small side road. We quickly branched off even the smaller road, taking a steep—and apparently unending—staircase.

      I was puffing slightly—and trying to hide it—by the time he led me sideways off the stair and onto something that looked more like a goat track than a road. I eyed him suspiciously, and he shrugged.

      “Secluded, remember?”

      We followed the track for some time while I tried not to think of the drop off to my left. We weren’t exactly walking along a cliff edge, but it was close enough. The path wound around a large outcropping of rock and then turned sharply. I stopped and blinked.

      Oliver spread his arms wide. “Welcome to my favorite place in the world.”

      I walked forward slowly and spun around so I could take it in. I could see why. Tucked back here, hidden by that outcropping, was a large mountain meadow. The flat space spread well back from the edge of the mountain, ringed by several tall evergreen trees. Soft grass covered the ground, and I even saw a few bright wildflowers—the first I had seen in this not-quite-spring. A burbling sound drew me toward the far side of the meadow where I found a small stream, the mountain water clear and icy cold, but not actually frozen.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said softly.

      “And perfect for what we need.”

      I eyed Oliver uncertainly. “Up until I accidentally burn it down.”

      He seemed undaunted. “This meadow has survived worse than you—I promise.”

      I looked around at the beauty uneasily and then shrugged. I wasn’t likely to find a better spot, and I did need to learn to control my powers.

      I turned back to Oliver. “So what now?”

      He rubbed the back of his neck, his eyes thoughtful. “I’ve been thinking about that. Emotions are key, but it doesn’t seem to matter which ones. So I guess it’s up to you. What emotion do you think you can most effectively conjure at will?”

      “Uhh…” I stared at him blankly.

      He narrowed his eyes at me consideringly. “Anger, maybe?”

      “Hey!” I put my hands on my hips. “Are you saying I’m an angry person?”

      He kept his face straight, but I noticed his lips twitching. “Anger is a strong emotion, that’s all.”

      I walked around in a circle, needing the activity while my mind raced. Could I make myself angry? This beautiful haven didn’t promote anger. My gaze turned upward, to where I could see the higher slopes of the mountain. Snow lay heavy there just as it did in pockets throughout the Eldonian capital. And yet it was well into spring. It should have melted by now, turning that little stream into a strong current.

      I glanced back at Oliver, his expression curious as he watched me silently. The fire in his blue eyes still burned, making his face alive and bright with color. So different from how he had been before. Whatever this enchantment was, it did the worst thing possible—stripping people’s true selves.

      I shivered at the thought and felt something stir within me. It was anger, yes, but also fear. I couldn’t imagine anything worse than losing myself.

      Burning heat erupted from my chest and surged down my arms. It took me by surprise, but I clenched my hands into fists just in time, holding it inside. Nothing happened, and elation filled me. I’d done it! I’d called it, and I’d controlled it.

      The warmth inside me turned ferocious, and for the first time I felt an uncomfortable burning sensation. I looked around frantically and spotted a large boulder on one edge of the meadow. Striding toward it, I held both fists out in front of me before unfurling my fingers. Pointing them at the stone, I flung all the heat down my arms and through my hands.

      Enormous tongues of flame burst from my fingertips. Unlike in the tunnels, they didn’t cling to me, instead flying through the air and engulfing the boulder.

      “Whoa!” Oliver’s startled exclamation barely made it through the roar of the unnatural fire. For a moment it swirled around the stone, singeing the grass beside it, and then it winked out as quickly as it had appeared.

      I stood, panting, my hands falling slowly back to my sides.

      “Well, that seemed to work. What did you do?” Oliver’s voice approached me from behind, but I shook my head and gestured for him to stay back. I needed space to think, and I didn’t want to end up hurting him by accident.

      I walked toward the boulder and touched it. I could feel searing heat, but when I pulled my fingers away they remained unburned. Interesting. But that fire inside had felt as if it would burn me when I tried to keep it in.

      I closed my eyes and conjured the same emotions, focusing this time on the fear that I might suffer the same fate as the Eldonians. The warmth inside, which had disappeared when it transferred through my fingertips, returned—faster this time and stronger.

      I gripped my hands into fists again, once more holding it inside. But this time I worked, not on containing it, but on calming it. I reminded myself that I was strong. That I could fight. That I wouldn’t let anyone strip my true self away.

      Instead of burning stronger and hotter, it began to fade, growing weaker until it was a mere warmth curling around my belly. I opened my eyes and glanced around. A tall group of trees stood some distance from me. I looked at them contemplatively.

      Could I use this gentle warmth, or did I need to burn myself to be effective? Whipping my hands up from my sides, I thrust my flat palms toward the trees. At the same moment, I willed the gentle warmth back into a raging inferno.

      It didn’t quite obey me, but it did leap into greater life, and a hot wind rushed from my hands to shake the ancient trunks. It wasn’t exactly a gale, but it had been more than a breeze.

      I turned to Oliver with a triumphant smile on my lips.

      He gazed at me blankly. “Well. That was fast.”

      “What can I say? You’re an excellent teacher.”

      He looked at me skeptically, still in shock apparently, and I spun around, the giddy smile still on my lips. I barely restrained myself from pumping the air with my fists. I did it. Now just let this enchantment come for me. It didn’t know who it was dealing with.

      “So it looks like fingertips are flames and palms are hot air?” Oliver seemed to have recovered from his shock. He squinted his eyes as he glanced around the meadow, as if considering which bit he would most willingly sacrifice. “I wonder how big you could get the flames?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Typical male. I’m more interested in how controlled I can get it.”

      “Yes, I suppose that might be more useful.” He looked a little deflated, and I barely refrained from rolling my eyes again. All three of my brothers—even the calm, sensible ones—would have been the same. If it had been up to them, the whole meadow would have been gone in some kind of flash forest fire.

      “In that case,” said Oliver. “Can you do the little flames on your fingers thing? Like you did in the tunnel? It didn’t seem to burn you…” He waited for my nod of agreement. “So, I wonder how long you could keep it up for.”

      I frowned and bit my lip. Sustained power. That wasn’t something I had managed yet. I wanted to be allowed to bask in my success for a moment longer, but curiosity soon overwhelmed me. Could I do it?

      I pushed up both sleeves. Neither the wind nor the fire seemed to harm me, but the wind had whipped my skirts around in the past, and I didn’t want to end up with a burning dress.

      Holding my hands extended in front of me, I kept them initially balled into fists. I thought back to waking Giselle in the display room. I suspected that I needed a more gentle emotion for a smaller, sustained use of my power.

      Unfortunately, gentle wasn’t really my thing.

      My mind flitted over Emmeline and the others I had met at the palace and then traveled back to the woods. I recalled Cassandra’s tight grip around my waist, and the lurking desperation at the back of her eyes. She exuded confidence, but she was still only thirteen.

      Compassion and sadness gripped me, along with a determination not to let her down. This time the sensation inside me was more like hot coals than a live flame. I directed it down my arms as I slowly unfurled my fingers, aiming them all upward in bent claws.

      A flicker of light on one finger was followed by another, and then all ten burst suddenly into flame. I stumbled back, and they instantly went out.

      “Try again,” said Oliver, his voice encouraging, but I barely heard him. My focus had returned inward.

      The coals were still there, banked, not extinguished, and I quickly brought them back to stronger heat. This time, when the flames appeared, I held steady, ready for it. The tongues flickered a little and then settled, burning brightly.

      I looked up at Oliver and found him inching closer to me, clearly fascinated.

      “It really doesn’t hurt you at all?”

      I shook my head.

      “Does it even feel hot?”

      I considered my answer. “Yes—and no. I can feel that the heat is there, but it isn’t unpleasant like it normally would be. It doesn’t burn me.”

      Before I could stop him, he reached out a hand and stuck his fingers into the flames sprouting from my closest hand. I gasped and jumped backward, the fire going out at the same moment as he exclaimed and stuck his fingers into his mouth.

      “Ouch! That burned.”

      “Of course it burned! Idiot! It’s fire.”

      “Well, it wasn’t burning you. I was curious.”

      “Of course you were,” I muttered, holding out my hands in a demand that he show me his fingers.

      Reluctantly he pulled them out of his mouth and laid them in my open palms. I examined them, conscious of the strength in his hands and the calluses that told me he spent a lot of time training with various weapons. At least they didn’t look seriously burned.

      “Do not try that again,” I told him firmly, releasing his hands abruptly when I felt a coil of now familiar warmth in my chest.

      “I won’t.” He grinned at me, unrepentant. “I’ve learned my lesson, I promise.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him but then turned away, my mind already elsewhere. The warmth I now felt burned quietly, under control—or so it seemed. How long could I keep it burning there without letting it out? And how much attention did I need to give it to keep it from extinguishing?

      Glancing speculatively back at Oliver, I picked up my skirts and fled across the grass. “Catch me if you can,” I called back over my shoulder. If this was going to be a true test, I needed to be distracted by something else while I tried to keep it burning.

      After a surprised pause, Oliver took off after me. His longer stride meant he was soon closing the distance, so I aimed for some trees, weaving in and out of their trunks. With a sudden spurt, I twisted out of his sight behind a particularly dense group of trunks and ducked off to the side, crouching behind a large boulder.

      I tried to still my breathing, pressing a hand against my chest. Yes, the warmth still burned, but faintly. It was going out. I coaxed it back to life, careful not to allow it to grow too strong.

      The effort distracted me, so that I startled and shrieked when Oliver jumped around the boulder. Briefly the coals inside burst into open flames, but I clamped down on them hard, ducking under his arm and taking off running again.

      With a playful growl he raced close behind me, and I threw myself forward, going as fast as I possibly could. It felt good to stretch my legs and run without purpose after all the worrying.

      Still, he was catching me when my foot caught on a small stone hidden in the grass, and I tipped forward. Oliver lunged after me, trying to catch me, but instead we both went down, rolling over before landing flat in the grass.

      It took a moment for me to catch my breath, and then I was laughing. My uncontrollable giggles went on and on, as my overburdened emotions finally found an outlet.

      Oliver’s deeper chuckle sounded in my ear, and then I suddenly realized that we had fallen almost on top of each other, my skirts tangled in his legs. His chuckles softened, and he pushed himself up on one elbow, looking down into my eyes. I thought he would speak, but instead he swayed down toward me, until our faces felt far too close. He paused there, his eyes asking me a question. But he didn’t speak, the moment drawing out between us so taut as to be almost painful.

      I realized he was staying true to his earlier word—the question needed to come from me, not him. But I found I had no breath—and no idea what I wanted to say. I had never seen the blue fire in his eyes burn so strongly, and suddenly the coals that had been simmering inside me all this time leaped in response. The unleashed inferno felt as if it would melt my insides like wax.

      Gasping, I rolled away from him and thrust my hands blindly out to my side. My hands were neither flat, nor pointed, and the wind that leaped from my hands and rushed across the meadow carried actual tongues of flames with it. It hit the trees on the far side with enough force to bend them sideways, the fire dancing around them, but thankfully not actually catching alight.

      I breathed a sigh of relief just as a piercing scream echoed across the open space.
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      Both Oliver and I scrambled to our feet and took off running in the direction of the sound. Dread filled my stomach. If someone had been over there, they would have received the brunt of both my wind and fire.

      A short figure stumbled out of the cover of the trees, and my relieved brain noted that she didn’t appear to have any burns. A moment later I realized I recognized her.

      Giselle.

      Oliver reached her first, gripping her by the shoulders and inspecting her for injury. When he started berating her, I breathed a sigh of relief. He wouldn’t be doing that if she was hurt.

      “What did you think you were doing?” he demanded. His voice sounded stern, but she looked entirely undaunted.

      “I was spying on you, of course. What do you think I was doing?”

      Even I raised an eyebrow, impressed at her pluck. I could see why Oliver had said he wished I could meet her. She reminded me of my younger self.

      “You could have been injured—badly!” Oliver now sounded more resigned than angry.

      Giselle ignored him completely, her attention turned to me. “You told me you had power to release people from the enchantment. Not that you could shoot fire from your hands.”

      I shrugged. “I’m still working on that part. That’s why we’re out here.”

      “Well, it looked pretty impressive. I want to see it closer up.”

      I looked over at Oliver, and he shrugged helplessly.

      “All right,” I said. “But no more hiding. I don’t want to singe your hair off.”

      “No, indeed.” She patted her pale blond locks.

      I eyed them. “Although it might be worth it, just to see if it would get a reaction from Emmeline.”

      She gasped and clutched at her hair. “You wouldn’t!”

      “Relax, sis,” said Oliver. “She’s teasing you.”

      Giselle glared at me before moving a few feet away. “Well, come on then. Let’s see these impressive powers.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      The fear from when I heard her scream remained close enough to the surface that I easily whipped my internal heat to a raging bonfire. When it began to grow uncomfortable, I swung my hands in front of me, clapping them together, and pointing all of my fingers toward a rock at the base of the trees.

      A column of fire roared from my clenched fingers, a rush of air moving with it, and slammed into the stone. The rock exploded from the pressure, spraying shards of stone in all directions. We all flinched, raising our arms to protect our faces.

      When the fire had died out and the rock fragments had all hit the ground, I slowly lowered my arms.

      “Did I mention I’m still working on it?”

      “Wow.” Giselle’s eyes glowed. “That. Was. Amazing.”

      She would have happily kept me out there doing tricks for hours, but after a glance at the sky—and another one at his sister—Oliver declared it time to return to the palace. Giselle looked disappointed but didn’t protest—so not entirely like me at her age, after all.

      Together we trekked back in near silence. What had happened in that meadow wasn’t something any of us felt like discussing where someone else might overhear us. Even if we were surrounded by people who seemed unmoved by anything.

      We had made it most of the way back when we passed a particularly deep drift of snow pushed between two building fronts. I shivered at the sight, but a moment’s reflection made me realize I didn’t actually feel cold. Instead a pleasant warmth had settled inside me, too low to be particularly noticeable until I actively thought about it.

      So my experiment with the running had been a success. I had managed to kindle an internal fire that could last through distractions. But when I remembered how the memory had ended, I frowned. It made me feel both safer and warmer—a not insignificant side-effect—to have the heat always burning. But I would have to be more careful of unexpected flare ups. I didn’t want to end up blasting a hole through the palace wall or setting someone on fire just because I was startled.
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      Days passed and became weeks. At first the inactivity suited me fine. I returned many more times to the meadow with Oliver to further refine my skills. Giselle always accompanied us, not bothering to ask permission, just appearing at some point during our walk through the city. Oliver tried to send her back the first time, but she merely shrugged and silently continued toward the meadow, drawing ahead of us.

      Eventually he had sighed, and we had accepted her presence. She often turned up whenever we were together after that, and I grew used to it. I even told myself it was a good thing that I was rarely alone with Oliver now. I didn’t want to lose control again.

      Oliver had done his best to launch an investigation into the cave in, but none of us were surprised to discover that no one remembered seeing or hearing anything suspicious. And since we were all in agreement that it would be best not to advertise my new powers, he couldn’t even be too specific with anyone about exactly what had happened. Not when we had no explanation for our escape.

      But it wasn’t worth letting word about my gift spread. With an unknown enemy wreaking havoc on the kingdom, it felt good to have one advantage they knew nothing about.

      As weeks passed, however, the three of us grew more and more concerned. Instead of warming up as we approached closer to summer, the air was growing colder and the snowfalls more frequent. Snowdrifts began to appear in the meadow, and eventually the day came when we couldn’t make it across the path to reach it at all.

      Any idea that this unseasonal change might cause concern to the locals had long since faded. The three of us drew closer together—an island in the midst of a sea of cold and passive faces. Even regular conversation seemed an effort for most of them now. And attempts to express our concern were met only with blank expressions and shrugs.

      While Oliver did his best to keep the administration of the kingdom functioning in the face of his parents’ increasing disinterest, Giselle and I had taken to roaming the palace, searching for something—anything—that might help us. I preferred lobbing fireballs to spending hours on musty old record books, but we spent part of every day in the library. We could find no account of any previous encroachment of winter to rival this one, however.

      We also poked through every bit of the palace, unwilling to overlook anything that might help us understand what was happening to Eldon. I often found myself back in the room of treasures—as I had mentally dubbed it—wishing one of the objects displayed there still held power.

      Sometimes I also found myself lingering in front of the old portrait in the corridor, wondering what object was missing from beside it. Giselle told me that display had always stood empty, so I knew it was a foolish thought. But still I found myself there.

      So when we ended up in the long portrait gallery one afternoon, I easily recognized the same woman in another painting displayed among the many past royals. Once again she wore a similar blue velvet to the material that decorated the palace, but she looked older in this portrait. Still determined but a little more careworn.

      Giselle noticed my interest and came to stand beside me.

      “It’s the same woman,” I said. “Who was she, do you know?”

      “She’s one of the previous queens.” Giselle paused. “My great-great-grandmother? Or maybe it’s just one great. I get confused about the order of them all.”

      “Why is her portrait out in the corridor? Was she special?”

      Giselle scrunched up her face, thinking. “Depends what you consider special, I suppose. She lived back before our kingdoms turned away from the High King and the old laws. Before the godmothers turned away from us in turn. She had a godmother, I believe, although she was only a servant originally. And she and the crown prince fell in love and were married. It was all terribly romantic, I suppose.” Giselle didn’t seem particularly impressed.

      “She sounds like Lily and Sophie’s mother. She was a servant—sort of—before she married the prince.”

      “Maybe it’s because she was a servant that she found the palace cold and unpleasant,” said Giselle. “At least, that’s what I remember mother telling me. She apparently redecorated the whole thing.” She gave a wry smile. “I guess when you’re responsible for decoration you get to put your portrait wherever you want.”

      “I wonder what was supposed to stand beside it.”

      Giselle shrugged. “You should ask Oliver, maybe he knows. As crown prince he spent much more time than Emmeline and me learning all about the family history and the previous kings and queens.”

      From her scrunched nose, I deduced that she didn’t envy him the role. I let the conversation drop, although my curiosity about the servant-girl-turned-queen had only increased.

      Moving down the line of portraits, I stopped in front of a particularly grand and imposing one. It portrayed a tall king, standing alone, his hand upon the hilt of his sword and his brow stern as he gazed into the distance.

      “Another one of your ancestors, I suppose. He looks…” I trailed off as I tried to think of a non-offensive description.

      “Conceited?” Giselle appeared beside me. “Don’t worry, I won’t be offended. I’ve never liked the look of him myself.”

      From his stance and expression it surprised me somewhat that he hadn’t had himself painted on a victorious battlefield or on his throne, at least. But as my eyes roamed over the background of the picture, they landed on an unusual object.

      Excitement filled me, warmth swirling around my insides which I quickly suppressed. The last thing I wanted was fire erupting in this room of all places.

      “Giselle, what’s that? Behind him?”

      Mounted on the wall behind the figure, the painter had included a large mirror. The elaborate frame appeared to be covered in gilt, and it seemed a strange thing to include in a portrait. Unless…

      Giselle sighed. “That’s the Eldonian royal mirror.”

      I nodded. “You told me it was lost. Just before I freed you. What did you mean by lost? How do you lose a mirror?” I couldn’t quite keep the excitement from my voice.

      “Well, I suppose lost is a bit of a euphemism.” She looked pained. “The truth is that it was stolen.”

      “Stolen?” Some of my eagerness drained away, replaced with confusion. “How does something like that get stolen out of a palace?”

      She just shrugged. “It was before my time. All I know is that someone managed to take it. It was gone before I ever got the chance to see it.” She sounded genuinely sad, and I remembered the echo of the emotion pushing through the fog of her enchantment when we had talked about it previously.

      I tried not to sound impatient or critical when I asked, “I assume your family has tried to recover it?”

      “Of course.” She sounded a little sharp despite my efforts. “Many times, in fact. The thief was tracked up the mountain. Only then a blizzard hit. The tracks were lost after that.” She sighed. “No one can survive up the mountains in winter. The thief froze to death long ago and the mirror is stashed in whatever hidey hole or cave he found before he died. My grandfather announced a reward for anyone who could find it, and every summer at least one expedition goes looking. But the mountains are vast, and the thief could have fled to any corner of them before he succumbed.” She sighed again. “Such a waste.”

      I groaned, the remaining elation seeping out of me. A waste indeed. Because if we could have found the lost mirror, we could have used it to find the source of the enchantment. Find it and stop it.

      “It would be a useful thing to have now,” Giselle whispered, her mind obviously in the same place as mine.

      “Maybe we could—”

      “In this weather? That would be crazy.” Giselle didn’t even let me finish the thought.

      Reluctantly I conceded the point, and we moved out of the room. But I couldn’t get the thought of the royal mirror from my mind. It was out there somewhere, and if only we had it, we could finally make some progress on defeating this curse.
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      When I raised the question of the mirror later with Oliver, he was no more hopeful than Giselle.

      “If none of the expeditions could find it in the summer, we would have no chance at all of finding it now.”

      The pain on his face made me back away from the conversation. I could see how frustrated and desperate he was becoming, and the last thing I wanted to do was remind him of all the ways we weren’t making any progress. But still, the thought of the mirror haunted me.

      Oliver wasn’t the only one becoming more desperate as the days passed. The three of us wound tighter and tighter, in direct opposition to the rest of the palace’s inhabitants. I had thought Emmeline, at least, might show some response to Giselle abandoning her to spend her time with us, but she seemed completely unaffected.

      “It’s horrible,” burst out Giselle one day from where she lay sprawled across one of the sofas in the sitting room of my suite. “It’s like a stranger is wearing Emmeline’s face.”

      Oliver, who stood by the fire, one leg propped against the grate and his arm resting along the mantel, didn’t look up, but I saw his expression tighten. I could feel his frustration at his impotence and had to restrain the instinct to go over and place a comforting hand on his arm. Despite my gift, I hadn’t managed to free anyone else. Why would he want comfort from me?

      “I’m sorry,” I said, focusing instead on Giselle. “I’ve tried.”

      And I had. As I gained more control of my powers, I had tried several more times to wake Emmeline without success.

      Giselle sighed. “It’s not your fault. Without you, Oliver and I would be just as bad.”

      I blew out a frustrated breath. “I just wish I knew why it worked then and not now.”

      Oliver did look up this time. “I’ve been thinking about that. Whatever enchantment holds them in thrall is obviously getting stronger. I think you got to us just in time.” He looked back down at the fire. “And you didn’t have as much control back then. I think it only worked instinctively. And probably only on people…”

      He trailed away, but when he glanced up, both Giselle and I were watching him curiously, so he was forced to continue.

      “I was just thinking how Giselle is much more like you in personality than Emmeline. Perhaps you sensed that somehow…some connection. Some small lingering part of her true self that called to you, and you instinctively responded.”

      It seemed as good a theory as any, but I noticed he said nothing of himself. Can you deny it, though? asked a small voice inside me. That you’ve felt a connection to this prince ever since you got a glimpse of his true self?

      I shook the thought aside. I had more important things to worry about than fanciful connections.

      “But what can we do then? If it’s too late for me to reach any of them…”

      Giselle sat up. “Don’t say that! It’s not too late.”

      Oliver glanced between us. “We can only hope it’s not. At this point, I suspect we’ll need to defeat it at the source.”

      I stood up and began to pace the room. “Yes, but what is the source? None of us have any idea, remember?”

      He ran an angry hand through his hair and shot me a look that made me instantly regret my words. Of course he remembered. I doubt he thought of much else. And it was eating him up inside. He thought that as heir he should know his own kingdom better.

      I reached the window and spun around to pace back again. They had both given up on the mirror as hopeless, but I’d been thinking about it. And it’s not like we had any other ideas.

      “What if the thief didn’t die up the mountain?”

      “The thief?” Oliver raised an eyebrow, and Giselle’s face looked no less confused. I rushed to explain myself.

      “The thief who stole the mirror. What if he evaded his pursuers and somehow came back down the mountain somewhere else? It would explain why no one could ever find it.”

      Giselle looked skeptical. “The size of the mountain and the weather would also explain it.”

      “Right. But what if it wasn’t up the mountain? What if we could find it?”

      Oliver’s mouth twisted, but he didn’t immediately protest. No doubt he was desperate enough to consider any option at this point, however crazy.

      “Perhaps…perhaps we could go on a royal tour,” I said.

      The other two stared at me, so I kept going. “My father sent my oldest brother on a royal tour of the kingdom when I was fifteen. There were rumors of trouble at the time. We visited all the different regions and, sure enough, we chased the trouble out into the open. Maybe we could announce we’re going on a tour, and go searching for the mirror. If we could find it…”

      “We could finally find out what’s going on.” Oliver sounded half-hopeful, half-despairing.

      But Giselle was already shaking her head. “It might have worked a year ago, but I can’t imagine trying to rouse anyone at the palace to be involved or even to help organize such a thing. Not now. They’re barely maintaining even our most simple routine.”

      Watching her face, I realized the depth of her fear. She worried that one day they would all stop caring enough to do anything at all. That they would just sit down and die. And I couldn’t say I blamed her for her concern.

      Oliver groaned. “Then we go ourselves. Just the three of us.” But his eyes flickered to Giselle as he said it, and I knew he would leave her home if he possibly could.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she said quickly. “I am not staying here on my own.”

      He looked at me instead, but I shook my head. “Don’t look to me for support. There’s no way I’d want to stay here on my own. And I remember what it was like to be fifteen too.”

      Giselle threw me a grateful look and Oliver a frustrated one. I just shrugged. “Well, I do. I’m not that old, you know.”

      Oliver’s gaze caught on my face. “No. No, indeed…”

      Giselle cleared her throat loudly, and he looked away quickly, his face flushed from his proximity to the fire. Silence fell between us, eventually broken by Oliver.

      “I don’t like it. It’s a desperate plan, and in all likelihood we’d be chasing a fool’s errand. But we can’t just sit here and do nothing.”

      “Well, that’s decided then,” said Giselle, although she hadn’t actually given her opinion on the plan either way. She climbed off the sofa. “I’ll start collecting supplies.”

      She disappeared from the room, and Oliver went to follow her. “I’ll pick us mounts. The hardiest I can find since it looks like we should expect conditions more like winter than late spring.”

      I stood as well, although I wasn’t sure what help I could be beyond packing my own bags. Oliver paused as he crossed in front of me, and I waited for him to suggest what I might do, but he said nothing.

      Instead he raised a hand and laid it gently against my cheek. I stilled, only the slightest tremble running through me as the ever-present warmth in my chest stirred and grew.

      “I’m being selfish.” His words were a bare whisper. “Too selfish. It’s unforgivable.”

      “What do you mean?” My voice was hardly louder than his.

      “There is no reason for you to face this danger with us. Leave now, while there’s still time.”

      “No.” I would have shaken my head except that his hand still burned against my cheek. “I was sent here remember. By the godmothers. To free you all.”

      “But perhaps it’s too late for Eldon.” The weight in his eyes made me want to cry. And his next words were so quiet I could barely catch them. “You are too alive, Celine. Too full of fire. I couldn’t bear it if you were snuffed out.”

      A bone deep shiver shook me as he voiced my own deepest fears. At my movement, he dropped his fingers as if burned. But I leaned forward and placed my hand against his chest—just where I had placed it when I released him from the enchantment.

      “No,” I said, more forcefully this time. “I’m not leaving you. And nobody is snuffing me out. Or you either. I will keep us both alight for as long as I need to.”

      A deep sigh ran through him. “It’s wrong of me to feel so relieved—and yet…I do.” He swayed toward me, and I read something in his eyes that both exhilarated and frightened me. I never ran from a challenge, and yet I could not ask what his eyes begged me to ask. Because everything was up to me. I was the keeper of the fire, and what he didn’t know was that I had to work far harder to stop it burning us both alive than I did at keeping us from freezing.

      When I didn’t move or speak, he pulled away, his eyes shadowed. “You are wise beyond your years, Celine.” He strode to the door and then paused, looking back at me. “We leave in the morning.”

      When the door closed behind him, I swayed, nearly falling before I collapsed into the chair behind me. I wrestled with myself for several long moments before I could return my raging insides to their usual quiet warmth. I longed to run and throw myself into the snow that was even now building outside the palace.

      “If we’re leaving tomorrow, I’ll have my opportunity soon enough,” I muttered to myself. “I should enjoy being dry while I have the chance.”

      My door opened, although no knock had sounded, and a small head poked inside, looking around until her gaze caught on me. She instantly disappeared, and I heard her calling down the corridor.

      “This is the one, Alexander. I’ve found her.”

      I was still blinking in surprise when Cassandra reappeared, wandering in with a friendly smile on her face. She surveyed the room. “Nice suite.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Greetings to you too.” She grinned at me, although the expression didn’t last long, and I could see the concern hiding behind it.

      A tall young man I didn’t recognize came through the door, closing it carefully behind him. Without thinking, I dropped into a defensive stance, my dagger appearing in my hand. I had no intention of being taken prisoner again—however well meaning Lord Treestone might be.

      “Impressive,” said the newcomer, a hooded smile on his face. “Princesses don’t usually have those sorts of reflexes.”

      “Maybe not in these kingdoms.” I kept my eyes on him.

      Cassandra rolled her eyes at both of us. “Have a lot of experience with princesses, do you, Alexander?”

      I expected him to be offended, but he merely grinned and shrugged. When neither of them made any move toward me, I sighed and relaxed.

      “Let me try again. What in the kingdoms are you doing here, Cassandra? And who’s he?”

      She climbed onto the sofa recently vacated by Giselle and gestured for the man to sit also. He hesitated but followed her lead, a wry expression on his face. I wondered if he’d ever taken orders from a thirteen-year-old girl before. On the other hand, he was obviously traveling with Cassandra, so…

      “This is Alexander. He insisted on accompanying me.” She scowled.

      “These are dangerous times,” he said, unmoved by her obvious displeasure. “And it’s what your uncle would have wanted me to do.”

      I raised an eyebrow at that, and Cassandra looked a little sheepish. “He caught me sneaking out. I must be losing my touch.”

      I shook my head, trying to follow. “Why were you sneaking out?”

      “I was coming to see you, of course. I didn’t expect it to be so easy, though.” She glanced across at Alexander and shivered. “We just walked straight in and have been wandering the palace ever since looking for you. Not even one person has so much as questioned us. It’s going to make things even easier than Uncle hoped.” For some reason, she didn’t look entirely pleased about that.

      Unease stirred inside me.

      “Make what exactly even easier?”

      “Our coup.”
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      I jumped. “Cassandra!”

      She shrugged. “It wasn’t my idea. I just tagged along.”

      “What do you mean tagged along?” My unease deepened.

      “Uncle is camped a day’s ride from the capital. With all the men he could gather from the southern forests.” She glanced across at Alexander. “And with a large contingent of troops from Eliam.”

      “Eliam?” I frowned. If the southern kingdom had gotten involved, then this was far worse than I’d feared. I followed her gaze to Alexander. “You’re from Eliam, I suppose?”

      He shifted uncomfortably. “King George has been in contact with Lord Treestone for some time. This blight is spreading south, and we have no reason to suppose that a border will stop it. If King Leopold lacks either the means or the will to try to contain and defeat it, then we must see someone on the throne who will at least try to act.”

      I looked over at Cassandra accusingly, but she raised both hands defensively. “Don’t look at me. Uncle doesn’t want to be king.” She looked out my window and shivered. “Who would want to live up here in the frozen north? But we can’t sit by and see everyone die. Not without at least trying to defeat it. Whatever it is.”

      She looked at me hopefully. “I don’t suppose you’ve worked out…”

      I shook my head, and she slumped. “Uncle’s still nervous about you. On account of the whole abduction thing. But I knew you would have at least been trying to find out what’s going on. So I thought I’d better slip away and see you before Uncle does anything irreversible.”

      I stood up and resumed my earlier pacing, my mind racing, but coming up with no helpful answers.

      “We’ve been trying. Believe me, we’ve been trying. But it’s just getting worse. And there hasn’t been so much as a hint of the cause.” I threw my hands up but dropped them again when I caught sight of Cassandra’s face. “What?”

      “You said we. Did you just mean you and your people?”

      “No,” I rushed over and sat on the sofa beside her. I had to at least try to stop this, for Oliver’s sake. “Oliver—Prince Oliver, the crown prince—has been freed from the curse and is working with me to try to undo it. You must tell your uncle that we are trying. In fact…in fact we have a plan. We leave tomorrow.” It was true—sort of. I just hoped she didn’t ask what our plan was.

      “Well…” She leaned back and glanced across at Alexander. “That does change things. Uncle may see things differently if he knows the crown prince is working on the problem.”

      “Please tell him. You have to convince him to stop this coup. It won’t help anything. This kingdom is already under attack—it won’t help for it to be divided as well.”

      Cassandra looked thoughtful. “I’m fairly certain with this news that I can convince him to wait while you try to work it out. But I can’t promise for how long. And I want a promise from you in return.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “What sort of promise?”

      “If you and the prince can’t find and defeat this quickly enough, or if you come back unsuccessful, you’ll help us with the coup. You’ll ensure the prince doesn’t interfere.”

      I drew in a breath. Could I make such a promise?

      “If he tries to stop us, he’s the first one who’ll get hurt.”

      “But he’s the rightful heir. If he’s trying to solve this, shouldn’t your uncle be supporting him?”

      She winced. “In an ideal world, yes. Of course. But if he’s already tried and been unsuccessful…” She bit her lip. “How drastically is he willing to act? Would he depose his own father? It’s not just my uncle, remember. The Elamese are afraid as well, and there’s always the chance—however remote—that it’s the royal family that’s the problem.” She gave me a look. “It’s happened before.”

      Now it was my turn to wince. I didn’t believe the royal family had brought this on their kingdom, but could I blame the southerners for clutching at unlikely solutions? We were doing the same thing, after all. And as for deposing his father and seizing the throne—I couldn’t imagine Oliver agreeing to such a betrayal.

      I sighed. She was right, of course. Oliver would get himself killed.

      “Done. It’s a deal.” The words were out of my mouth before I had thought them through. I grimaced. I would just have to make sure we found and destroyed whoever was behind this enchantment before it came to any coups.

      Cassandra looked pleased, but I drew my brows together as I remembered she was little older than a child. “Can you really guarantee he’ll wait? That he’ll hold to our deal? You’re not exactly here as an official emissary from the sound of it.”

      She eyed me with a hint of amusement. “You can say it. I won’t be offended. I’m only a child.”

      I shrugged apologetically, but she merely looked across at Alexander. “That’s why I let him come.”

      Alexander shook his head and chuckled. “I should have known your protests were all a ruse.” He looked over at me. “But she’s right. I’m not the commander of our troops, but King George asked me to come personally. The commander will listen to me, and Lord Treestone will listen to the commander. We can give you time. For a while, at least.”

      I nodded gratefully. For a moment I was distracted by his mention of his king. “If you know King George, do you also know Princess Blanche? Snow, I mean. Has she recovered from the Princess Tourney?”

      A guarded look crossed his face, and he sat back. “The princess is well enough, I believe.”

      His manner didn’t exactly invite further conversation, but curiosity drove me on. “I heard…I heard that King George wasn’t in the best of health…?”

      “His mind remains strong,” said Alexander, iron in his voice.

      “Oh. Certainly. I didn’t mean…” I let the thought trail away and abandoned any further attempt to question him about Eliam. I was glad, at least, to hear that the king remained alive. Snow had been terrified he would die while she was away at the Tourney, but he had obviously managed to hold on longer than expected.

      I had more questions about the intended coup, but Cassandra and Alexander seemed to feel they had already told me enough. Perhaps, even with our deal, they didn’t entirely trust me. And I couldn’t altogether blame them.
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      I paced my room for nearly an hour before I decided to go find Oliver. In the end, I realized that this wasn’t my kingdom, and it wasn’t my secret to keep. If there was a coup coming, I had to warn the prince, at least.

      I wandered the hallways for some time after I realized that I didn’t actually know where to find his rooms. Fewer and fewer servants seemed to be in the corridors these days, but I did eventually find one who I managed to rouse enough to get directions. When I reached the right door, I knocked and then walked into his sitting room.

      He emerged from his bedroom, a half-full bag in his hands and a questioning expression on his face. When he saw me, his face changed to something I couldn’t read. He looked uneasily at the door I had closed behind me.

      “You shouldn’t be in here.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I don’t really think now is the time to worry about proprieties. And weren’t you just in my room an hour ago?”

      He shifted uncomfortably. “Giselle was there, too.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Not the whole time.”

      He flushed and looked away, and I remembered why I had come and let him off the hook.

      “Never mind. I have something to tell you. Something important. And you’re not going to like it.”

      He frowned and put down his bag, gesturing for me to take a seat. “It’s hard to imagine anything else could have gone wrong at this point.”

      I grimaced, and he sucked in a breath, dropping down to sit beside me.

      “Just tell me.”

      “Lord Treestone has allied himself with Eliam and has an army camped a day’s ride from the capital. They’re planning a coup.”

      “What!?” He leaped to his feet and strode angrily around the room. “How could they think of treason at such a time!”

      “How could they not?” I asked, my voice soft. “When we’re clutching at straws ourselves. After what happened in Palinar, can you really be surprised they’re at least considering the possibility that your family is to blame?”

      “We didn’t turn against our kingdom! We didn’t bring this on Eldon!”

      “No, of course not. You must know I believe that. But the Elamese, on the other hand…I think they’re willing to try anything.”

      He stopped and looked at me with lowered brows. After a moment his eyes narrowed.

      “How do you know this? And what aren’t you telling me?”

      I bit my lip. He had learned to read me better than I had anticipated. Reluctantly I told him about Cassandra and Alexander’s visit. “So, they’ve agreed to give us some time.”

      His hard gaze didn’t leave mine. “Have they now? And at what cost?”

      He was far too sharp. I stood, bringing my height a little closer to his, and took a deep breath. “If we don’t succeed—or if it takes too long—then I’ve agreed that I’ll help them. Specifically that I’ll keep you from interfering.” Just saying the words made me feel like a traitor, although I had no actual loyalty or ties to Eldon.

      He sucked in a breath, such a wounded look in his eyes that I felt as if I’d been struck. I closed my eyes for a moment and reminded myself I was doing it for him. Even if he couldn’t see it right now.

      “I’d like to see you try!” It was his anger speaking, but it still hurt.

      I forced myself to meet his eyes and hoped he could see how sorry I was in mine. “I don’t know why they placed so much trust in me…but you…you, at least, know that I can.” I held up my hands in front of me, and he actually flinched.

      I dropped them again, coldness seeping through me for the first time in weeks. How had I gotten myself into this situation?

      “There’s still hope,” I said, trying to fill my voice with an optimism I didn’t feel. “We can find Giselle and leave tonight. We can still find a way to defeat this and prevent the coup.”

      When he met my eyes again I saw a hopelessness there that hurt more than everything else.

      “Do you really believe that, Celine? Do you?”

      I tried to think of something I could say that would be both true and encouraging. My mind drew a blank. I licked my lips and looked away.

      “See.” His harsh voice barely registered as something else caught my attention. I held up a hand to silence him, my eyes on his already drawn curtains.

      “You might as well come out, Giselle. I don’t know why you’re even bothering to hide at this point.” It felt like months had passed since that first time she spied on us. I thought we had moved past that. But there was no one else in the palace with the initiative to bother hiding in the crown prince’s suite.

      My breath caught. Unless Cassandra hadn’t really returned to her uncle after all…

      I strode forward and violently pulled the curtain back from the small window recess. I wasn’t feeling very generous toward the southern girl in that moment.

      But it wasn’t a thirteen-year-old who hid there. I froze, trying to understand what I was seeing. Oliver pushed past me and pulled the man out by his collar, dumping him in front of the fire.

      “Who are you? And what are you doing hiding in my room?” He seemed glad to have found another outlet for his anger.

      The man cowered back a bit, holding up his hands placatingly. “I didn’t mean any harm. I swear it. I was just working up the courage to speak to Your Highness when I heard the princess approaching. I panicked and hid. A mistake, I realize…but I truly meant no harm.”

      He was almost babbling now, but I wasn’t really listening to his words. It sounded like a fairly unlikely story, but was it really any more unlikely than his presence at all? No servant had behaved in anything like such a manner for a long time now.

      But none of that was what held my attention. I recognized him. Or rather, I didn’t recognize him. It was the same man I had seen twice before. Once in the palace, and once in the city before we went into the tunnels. The one who I was sure I had seen before. In the excitement of the cave in and then learning to control my powers I had forgotten all about him.

      I could see Celeste’s disappointed face chastising me in my mind. Despite all her teaching, I had let the small detail escape me. And his appearance now suggested it wasn’t such a small detail after all.

      “Where have I seen you before?” I finally blurted out, cutting him off.

      Both he and Oliver stared at me.

      “Seen…seen me, Your Highness? Perhaps in the corridors, I work—”

      “No.” I cut him off again. “I mean, yes, I did see you in the corridors. But I’ve also seen you before I came to Eldon. I’m sure of it.”

      He thought for a moment and then his brow cleared. “Marin, I suppose it must have been. You have an excellent memory for faces, Your Highness, for I’m sure we never spoke.” He gave me a half bow. “I would have remembered if we had.”

      I frowned. “So you were there at the Princess Tourney, then?”

      He nodded. “I was one of the servants in the Eldonian delegation. But my position is not significant enough to give me opportunity to talk to foreign royalty…”

      “Never mind that,” said Oliver. He paused. “What’s your name, by the way?”

      “Sterling.” He didn’t specify first or last, and Oliver didn’t bother to inquire.

      “What I really want to know is why you’re not…” He waved his arms vaguely.

      “A mindless automaton?” I supplied helpfully.

      “Yes, that,” he said without looking at me.

      I bit my lip and looked at his back. How long did he intend to stay angry with me?

      “Oh, right,” said Sterling. “Well, that’s why I decided to come to speak to you, Prince Oliver. I know it’s not my place to approach the crown prince, but I just couldn’t take it anymore. Everyone is acting…” An uncomfortable silence fell.

      “Bewitched?” I didn’t know why the two men seemed to have so much trouble spelling out the true situation.

      “I did wonder about an enchantment…” Sterling looked thoughtful, and his eyes flicked to me. Did he suspect me or my kingdom of being involved somehow in the enchantment? Was that why he had hesitated to approach us before?

      “Of course it’s an enchantment. What else could it be?” Oliver was getting impatient, but I could also hear a barely suppressed note of excitement in his voice. “What we want to know is why it isn’t affecting you.”

      I understood how he felt. This was the first hint we had found of someone inside the capital being able to resist the enchantment without my help.

      “I don’t really know.” He saw our unimpressed expressions and rushed to continue. “Not for sure, anyway. But I have a guess. I come from an extremely remote mountain village. Not many of us ever even leave the village. But I wanted to see more of the world.”

      He glanced at me. “That’s why I asked to be included in the delegation to Marin.”

      “How remote?” Oliver sounded skeptical. “The mountains are too treacherous in winter for anyone to live up there permanently.”

      Sterling nodded. “That’s what made me wonder…” He looked between us both. “You see our village has a secret. One I’ve been sworn to keep. But in the circumstances…”

      “Spit it out, man,” said Oliver.

      Sterling wrung his hands together. “You have to understand that our village isn’t like other villages. The people who live there don’t like the city. They want to live away from all the complications of that life, surrounded only by nature. We like to have our own space. It’s the way we’ve been raised. The way of our ancestors.”

      “That’s all very well,” said Oliver. “But how?”

      “Well, according to the elders, several generations ago, one of my own ancestors came to the aid of a poor orphan girl. A poor, but deserving, girl.”

      I could see where this was going. “Let me guess. This oh-so-deserving girl had a godmother?” My mind instantly flew to the blue velvet queen.

      Sterling nodded. “The royal family at the time were under some sort of enchantment, apparently, and the godmother gave her a magic object. One that kept her safe from all enchantments. She freed the prince and married him. At her wedding, she asked her godmother as a wedding gift to shift the enchantment on the object just slightly. To make it so that it would protect against snow and ice rather than enchantment. And then the girl gave this object to the ancestor of mine who had helped her. She knew what they wanted, and once they had it, they retreated into the mountains and founded our village.”

      He shrugged. “We’ve lived there ever since, safe from the mountain snow. Every now and then a newcomer will arrive, someone driven up the mountain by necessity or desire. But few leave.”

      When I gave him a disbelieving look, he shrugged. “Oh, we have a small number who venture out to trade on occasion, and sometimes someone like me wants to leave. But we don’t talk about where we’ve come from, and the traders at least always return. Otherwise we keep to ourselves. “

      My mind buzzed between thoughts, going almost too fast for me to pin any of them down. “And you grew up under the constant protection of this object. And now you think that perhaps…”

      He shrugged. “It’s only a theory, Your Highness. But this enchantment does seem to be based around snow and ice…even the people…” He stopped and shivered.

      “And perhaps some of the original magic on the object lingered,” said Oliver, his eyes alight. “Perhaps it combined with the second enchantment, the one to ward off snow and ice…”

      He looked at me, our earlier disagreement forgotten in the excitement of the moment. As one we turned back to Sterling.

      “Take us to your village,” Oliver commanded.
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      Oliver was ready to charge straight out of the palace and up the mountain, but our intended guide wasn’t quite so amenable—even in the face of a royal order. I couldn’t help but have some sympathy with his situation. It was quite obvious what we wanted—the godmother object that had protected his village for generations. The one they most likely couldn’t survive without.

      While Oliver argued with the man, I watched them. Of course I knew that there was something else on Oliver’s mind. Something we couldn’t discuss in front of Sterling. Something that only fueled his determination. And I wasn’t immune to Oliver’s excitement. This was the first real hope we had encountered. But still…

      Earlier I had forgotten about the man despite Celeste’s warning to pay attention to the details. I had let myself be distracted by the overwhelming nature of my new gift. But I didn’t want to compound the mistake by ignoring the second part of that advice. To never ignore my instincts. The only problem with that was I wasn’t entirely sure what my instincts were telling me.

      Something about this man had stood out to me from the beginning. But there was a good chance it was the absence of the enchantment that had caught my attention. That and a faint memory of seeing him in Marin. And yet still I hesitated.

      Eventually Oliver managed to convince the man that leading us to his village was both the right thing to do given the fast approaching destruction of our kingdom and his duty given an order from the crown prince. There would only be two of us coming, he had reminded Sterling to seal the deal. Two against an entire village. We would have to convince his people before we would have any chance of leaving with the object.

      But he flashed a glance toward me when he said it, and I knew he was thinking of our secret advantage. My powers. I just hoped I wouldn’t end up having to use them against an innocent village full of people. Surely the villagers would realize they couldn’t stand by and allow their entire kingdom to be destroyed.

      Once he had finally agreed, Sterling proved his immediate usefulness by beginning to list all the supplies we would need for a trip into the mountains. He was talking mostly to himself, making plans half under his breath. Some of the items I would never have thought of, and some I’d never even heard of. I didn’t have much experience with snow. Or mountains.

      He left the room soon after with promises to gather the necessary supplies and meet us in the entry hall at first light. Oliver had wanted to leave immediately, but Sterling hadn’t been willing to consider it.

      “The mountains are treacherous in the dark,” he said, and I had readily believed him.

      As soon as he was gone, Oliver retrieved his abandoned bag and began to stride around the room, examining items and muttering to himself. I didn’t move.

      “Oliver,” I said. He looked up, his mind clearly elsewhere. “Are you sure about this?”

      He frowned. “What do you mean? Surely you must see the significance of what he said! People do live up the mountain. And they get occasional newcomers—newcomers who stay.” He gave me a weighted look.

      I nodded. Between the mirror and this potential new object, it had been hard to know what was truly exciting him.

      “You told that girl we had a plan,” he continued, “and now we do. We go up to this village, we find the mirror, we convince them to let us borrow the object to free the palace from the enchantment, and then we use the mirror to find out who’s responsible for this. Find out and then stop them. It really couldn’t be more fortuitous timing.”

      “Well, exactly.”

      He stared at me in confusion.

      I bit my lip. “Do you really trust Sterling?”

      He straightened, a look of concern crossing his face. “Do you think he was lying? That he’s planning to slip away overnight?”

      “Actually, I hadn’t even thought of that.” I considered it. “No, I think he sounded genuinely committed to this trek. And really, where would he go? Back to his village? In that case, we can just follow him. I don’t think there are going to be a lot of other tracks heading up the mountain.”

      Oliver relaxed. “You’re right. And I don’t think his village wants the destruction of the kingdom. They do trade with us after all. And we only need to borrow this object…”

      He hoped. But I didn’t voice that thought aloud.

      With his mind apparently put at rest, Oliver turned back to his bag. I cleared my throat.

      “That isn’t actually what I meant.”

      He looked up again and waited for me to go on, but I could read the impatience at the back of his eyes. He was already consumed with this new hope and his need to save his kingdom.

      “I just meant that we don’t really know anything about him. Except for what he just told us himself. After we found him hiding in your room and spying on us.” I raised an eyebrow, but Oliver just shrugged.

      “He explained that.”

      I gave him a skeptical look but let that point go. “What does he do here at the palace? I don’t think he actually said…”

      Oliver shrugged. “I have no idea. Normally I’d direct you to talk to the steward, but given the current state of the steward…”

      “Well, do you at least remember him from Marin? Was he really part of that delegation?”

      Oliver squinted off into the distance. After a long moment, he grimaced at me and shrugged again. “Sorry, Celine, I can’t remember.”

      I opened my mouth, but he must have read the frustration in my eyes, because he cut me off. “It’s hard to explain, but while I can remember things that happened while I was under the enchantment, they aren’t really clear. It’s like I’m remembering through a haze or a fog. Or like it was all a particularly lucid dream. There’s just no way I could remember details like the face of a random servant.”

      I pursed my lips and began my customary pacing. “Of course whether or not he was in Marin doesn’t really have any bearing on anything. I just wish we had a way to prove at least one thing he’s told us is true. I just have a…strange feeling about him.”

      Oliver gave me a look, so I rushed to defend myself. “I don’t just recognize him from Marin—or wherever. I saw him that day we did the tour of the city. He was watching us. And I’m sure you remember what happened on that occasion.”

      Oliver frowned. “You mean you saw him just before we took that wrong turn off? He was there in the tunnels with us?”

      “Well, no,” I said reluctantly. “It was earlier—outside.”

      Oliver growled impatiently. “Do you know how many people saw us in the city? How many palace servants run errands up there? And given he’s not affected by the enchantment, it’s hardly surprising that he might have some curiosity about a visiting foreign princess. You know—enough to stop and look if he happened to cross paths with us.”

      He gave me a pointed look, and I sighed, running a hand across my face. Everything he said was true, of course. I just wished I didn’t feel so uneasy about the whole thing.

      His face softened as he watched me, and he crossed over to stand in front of me. He ran his hand up and down my arm, his gaze locked on my face.

      “I appreciate your concern, Celine, I really do. But my kingdom is dying, and I’ve just learned that if I can’t save it—and soon—it’s going to be ripped apart even further. We were about to go off on a quest hoping to find a clue that might lead us to the mirror. Talk about a hopeless endeavor! And now here we actually have a potential option. The best I’ve ever heard for what might have happened to the thief. I always thought it strange that someone smart enough to steal the mirror in the first place was foolish enough to flee up the mountain.”

      I must have still looked unconvinced because he pushed on.

      “Maybe everything won’t work out as perfectly as I outlined earlier. But at least this way we have a double chance. If this object isn’t going to be any help, we still have a chance of finding the mirror. And if the mirror isn’t in the village, then perhaps this object will serve us instead. I’ll be cautious. I don’t have to actually trust this Sterling. But I do have to take this chance. I have to.”

      I frowned. There was no denying this plan seemed to hold more hope than wandering aimlessly around the kingdom. My thoughts circled back to the blue velvet queen.

      “Do you know that portrait in the southern corridor on the second floor? The one surrounded by velvet with the empty pedestal next to it?”

      Oliver blinked a couple of times, trying to keep pace with my change of direction. “Queen Estelle, you mean?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t actually ask Giselle her name. But probably. Has it always been empty? The pedestal, I mean.”

      Oliver looked at me curiously. “Are you thinking she might have been the orphan girl from Sterling’s story? It would fit well enough.”

      “It just occurred to me that if it was her, maybe she had the empty pedestal placed there to honor the object that she had given away. The one that helped her free the royal family.”

      Oliver nodded, already turning back to his bag. “That could well be. And it would support Sterling’s story.”

      “Yes, I suppose so.” I still didn’t feel easy about it, but I could come up with no further reason to oppose the expedition. And after my earlier betrayal, I wanted to support Oliver now. I certainly couldn’t leave him to go up the mountain alone. Which meant I needed to pack my own bag.

      I crossed swiftly to the door, but paused before exiting, my hand on the door knob. “You told him there were only going to be two of us. I thought we’d already had that conversation.”

      He looked a little guilty. “That was when we were just going on a tour of the kingdom. A trip up into the high ranges in this weather will be far more dangerous.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Good luck with that one.” I pushed the door open. “Don’t expect any help from me.” I could imagine just how that would have gone down with me at age fifteen.
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      Giselle turned out to be a lot less vocal in her protests than I would have been, but it was hard to resist the look of appeal she threw at me.

      I held up both hands and backed away. “Uh uh. I am not getting involved. This one is between the two of you.”

      Giselle looked disgusted, but I held firm. I thought she might ignore me after that, in a huff, but instead she sought me out later when Oliver had gone with Sterling to look over the supplies he had gathered.

      She got straight to the point. “I don’t like this situation.”

      I sighed, not wanting to start the conversation again, but she quickly shook her head.

      “I don’t mean that. I mean this Sterling fellow. And the whole story. It’s mighty convenient. Oh, and the coup. I don’t like that part either.”

      I winced sympathetically. Oliver had tried to use the coup as an excuse for why she needed to stay behind. He wasn’t keeping her safe, he had claimed. If there was an army camped only a day away, then we needed someone who could still think to stay.

      But she saw through that argument as easily as my fifteen-year-old self would have.

      “Yes,” she had said to him. “Because I’m going to be super effective at holding off an entire army on my own. Or perhaps you think I’m going to rouse the guard to acts of heroism? When I can’t even get my own sister—who also happens to be my best friend—to have a conversation with me anymore.”

      She was right, of course. And I could understand why the knowledge of the impending coup would only make her more uncomfortable about being abandoned here. Which is why I didn’t try to repeat Oliver’s arguments in his absence.

      “Well, if we fail and the army comes, just stay out of the way,” I said, instead. “Or better yet, find Cassandra and Alexander. I’m sure they’ll protect you once they realize you aren’t under the enchantment and you don’t intend to put up a fight.”

      “Thank you, Celine, all my worries are now eased.”

      I sighed. “You know as well as I do that there are no good options from here. I don’t trust Sterling either. But Oliver is determined to go ahead with this. And to be honest, I can’t blame him. What else are we supposed to do?”

      “You could convince him this is a bad idea,” said Giselle, her eyes fixed earnestly on me. “I know you could.”

      “You overestimate me.” I shifted uncomfortably. I wasn’t going to ask why she thought I would have more influence over her brother than she did. “I already tried.”

      Giselle sighed and slumped back. “Not hard enough, clearly,” she muttered.

      I narrowed my eyes but decided to let the comment go. We were all on edge. Silence enveloped us until she suddenly looked up, her eyes fierce.

      “Then you need to protect him. Promise me you’ll keep him safe! You’re our secret weapon if this Sterling does turn out to be untrustworthy.”

      “Of course, I will, Giselle. You know I will.”

      She nodded once, firmly, and seemed satisfied with that.

      The remaining hours of the day were consumed with packing and various preparations. Every time I saw Giselle she had Emmeline beside her, so we didn’t speak again of our expedition. But her eyes seemed to burn into mine, reminding me of my promise. Even the presence of her sister seemed calculated to remind me of what was at stake.

      But I didn’t need her reminders. Even as I worked, I constantly turned my attention inward, even if only for a few seconds. The simmering warmth inside reassured me every time. Once, when I found myself alone in a corridor, I even briefly ignited my fingertips, my gaze captivated by the merrily burning flames. I held it for a full count of one hundred before clasping my hands into fists to extinguish them.

      I wasn’t helpless. Whatever was coming for us, we had a power it couldn’t even imagine. Whatever happened, I would get us out of it. I was sure of it. Because I had always been determined. But now I was also powerful.
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      I knew I needed a good sleep—so naturally I tossed and turned restlessly all night. And still the dawn came all too soon. We gathered silently in the entrance hall, and I could see the relief on Oliver’s face when Sterling appeared as promised.

      I had half expected Giselle to be absent in a silent protest, but she was there to wave us off, Emmeline accompanying her. Emmeline seemed even more subdued than usual, not showing the least interest in our obvious departure. Oliver looked guilty, his eyes constantly flicking between his sisters, but neither he nor Giselle actually spoke about her abandonment.

      Sterling had allocated out the supplies, and it was obvious I had received the lightest pack. I made no complaint, however. I might have been working on my fitness, but I didn’t feel entirely equipped for a dangerous hike up a steep and icy mountain range.

      None of the other inhabitants of the palace so much as cast us a second glance, and the people in the city were no more interested. Snow now lingered on all the streets and stairways of the mountain, and I actually felt a pang of relief knowing the Elamese army was so close.

      At least if something happened to us, Giselle wouldn’t end up trapped by snow and left to starve to death.

      I shook off the morbid thoughts as we reached the northern-most edge of the city. A trail led upward, but Sterling had warned that it would take us only a small part of the way. His people had tracked a passable route, but they didn’t travel it often enough for a true trail to have developed.

      I hitched my pack higher and looked down at my clothes in distaste. I had been forced to raid the wardrobe of an unprotesting Emmeline because I didn’t have anything even close to suitable for this journey. Giselle hadn’t finished growing, so she was too short for me to borrow anything of hers. But, unfortunately, Emmeline was taller than me, despite being younger, and her clothes didn’t fit nearly as well as I would have liked. If I’d had more time, I would have had my maids readjust them, but the time available hadn’t allowed for it.

      And that was if I could have roused them to the effort. I had watched with growing alarm as my own people took on the same disinterested air as the locals. They weren’t as far gone—yet—but it seemed my gift had saved more than just Oliver and Giselle. I shivered at the thought of losing myself to the enchantment, but Oliver looked back at me with concern, so I forced a smile.

      My thoughts returned to my outfit. It was quite a cunning ensemble, really, and I would have loved to have one that actually fit, sewn especially for me. Particularly if it was designed by my genius sister-in-law Evie. An inner, skin-tight layer provided extra warmth, and every item was water-proof. The fur-lined boots reached almost to my knees, and the long jacket had been designed to look like a dress, although it cut off just above my knees. Still, between the jacket and the boots, only a short stretch of pants was visible.

      A clever compromise between modesty and practicality, since not even the most elegant noble-bred lady could be expected to trek up mountains and through snow in a proper gown. The fur that lined it showed around the hood and along the bottom of the jacket and felt impossibly soft against my cheeks.

      Sterling talked as we walked—apparently suffering from no lack of breath—telling me all about the difficulties in finding game so high in the mountains, particularly in the winter. He explained how no part of the animal was wasted and described something of the process of turning animal hides into clothing such as what I wore.

      It sounded like a highly unpleasant process to me, but he claimed that his village possessed several experts and that the clothing they created was one of the most prized items their traders brought to the city. I had to admit to some interest in meeting these people and even felt a pang of regret that our visit would of necessity be so short. Perhaps one day, when the kingdom had been restored, I could visit the village again. I could even come with the party returning their object to them, perhaps.

      By the time it reached late afternoon, I had sourly abandoned any such plans. If there was one thing I did not intend to do, it was climb up this mountain ever again. My legs ached, and the cold air burned its way down to my lungs with every gulping breath. And yet every time I stopped to look back, it seemed we had come almost no distance at all.

      And in case the trail wasn’t already difficult enough, we soon encountered snow too deep to be easily waded through. At that point I discovered the use of the strange contraptions someone had attached to the outside of my pack.

      A hardwood frame shaped into an oval that tapered at the back supported a latticework of rawhide lacings. Oliver explained it was called a snowshoe and had me sit on a nearby boulder while he showed me how to attach them to my boots.

      “Ideally, I would have preferred you to have a chance to practice in them first,” he said as he finished his demonstration. “But…”

      He shrugged and stood back up, and I wondered why my feet could feel the absence of his hands, despite the many layers between us. I had hoped for at least a smile from him, but it seemed despite his gratitude at my accompanying him, he hadn’t entirely forgotten the betrayal of my deal with Cassandra. I could almost read the conflicting emotions in his eyes every time they rested on me.

      I soon found I had to adopt an unnatural stride to make the shoes work, and several times I ended up on my backside in the snow before I got the hang of it. Oliver demonstrated the best method, a stride which allowed the inner edges of the two snowshoes to slide over one another. But it was only through trial and error that I worked out how to correctly roll my feet to make it work.

      And even after I thought I had the trick of it, a tight turn between two towering walls of rock sent me straight back onto the snow again. In the end Oliver had to come back for me and help me to execute a strange maneuver which required me to bend my legs at an awkward angle so that one had completely turned while the other still remained straight. He called it a kick turn, explaining it in such a cheerful manner that I muttered dire threats about who exactly I would soon be kicking.

      He just laughed, probably because he knew that any actual attempt on my part to kick anyone was more likely to lead to my downfall than theirs. When I made it around what turned out to be a series of difficult turns, I crowed with such triumph that he laughed again.

      Sterling, however, merely frowned at me and told me to keep my voice down. “There are predators even up here,” he said. “Not to mention the risk of an avalanche.”

      That effectively rendered me entirely mute for the next hour. And by the time we stopped to make camp for the night, I was far too exhausted to talk. My calves burned more intensely than the magical banked fire in my chest, and I made only feeble attempts to help with the set up before I was thankfully told to sit down and rest.

      Sterling had led us to a small, empty cave, protected enough by a rocky overhang to be free of snow. I could only hope his route included such snug shelters for every night of our journey. I didn’t much fancy camping out among the snowdrifts.

      I detached the cumbersome snowshoes—proud to manage it on my own—and massaged my feet while Sterling piled a collection of small branches ready for a campfire. I had noticed him collecting them as we walked, securing them to the top of his pack with a strap clearly designed for such a use.

      When he went out to fill a small pot with snow, ready for melting into water, I pulled off my gloves and called cheerily after him that I would light the fire while he was gone. He didn’t respond, but as soon as he was out of sight, I poured all of my exhaustion and irritation into the warm spot inside me. It blazed up more strongly than I had intended, and the trickle of flame I had meant to send at the branches more closely resembled a fire ball.

      I spluttered and scrambled backward, cutting off the stream of fire and gratefully watching it subside into a spark that soon became a merrily burning fire. The guilty voice in my head seemed to speak aloud, echoing through the cave.

      “You really should be more careful, you know. You’ll give yourself away if you keep doing things like that. Or burn one of our packs, or something.”

      Apparently the slight figure who had entered the cave took my look of surprise as disapproval because she added, “Oh, relax. Sterling recruited Oliver and they’re off gathering more wood. He can’t hear me.”

      A slow smile spread across my face, and I actually chortled.

      “Oliver is not going to be pleased to see you here.”

      Giselle shrugged. “And I wasn’t pleased he tried to leave me behind. Your point?”

      “Oh, nothing at all,” I hastened to assure her.

      “You say that now,” she muttered, “but I don’t remember you coming to my defense back at the palace.”

      “If it had been up to a vote, you would have had my support.” I had disapproved of excluding the younger girl, after all. I just hadn’t been willing to stick myself into someone else’s family only to advocate for a dangerous course.

      “So you say now,” she muttered, as she busied herself removing her pack and snowshoes. I noticed, somewhat disconsolately, that her pack was bigger than mine, and that she looked all-too-comfortable with the hated snowshoes. It had probably been easy for her to follow us when we had been confined to my slow pace.

      By the time the two men returned, we had retrieved the pot of snow Sterling had left outside the cave when he went looking for wood. It wasn’t boiling yet, but it had melted into liquid, and we had laid out the ingredients ready for the stew we intended to make.

      Funnily enough, it wasn’t gratitude that filled Oliver’s expression when he came into the cave and got a good look at us.

      “GISELLE!!” He choked on his next words, apparently too angry to even speak properly. Sterling merely raised his eyebrows before busying himself as far out of the way as he could get.

      “Oh, sit down and relax, Oliver,” said Giselle. “What exactly did you expect?”

      Oliver turned his incensed gaze to me.

      “Don’t look at me! I didn’t know anything about this. But neither did I like leaving her behind, so you won’t hear me lamenting.”

      He glared at us both and stomped off to the back of the cave.

      “Don’t worry,” said Giselle, dropping a small packet of dried herbs into the water. “He’ll get over it quickly.”

      And, sure enough, by the time he had divested himself of his snow shoes and come back to join us, he seemed reasonably calm.

      “I suppose there’s no point trying to send you back.”

      “None at all,” said Giselle, still calmly adding ingredients to the pot.

      He sighed. “Well, I tried, I suppose.” He looked into the fire for a moment and then his suspicious gaze flicked to Sterling and then me.

      I just smiled innocently. He clearly suspected I had used unnatural means to light it, but he should have known I wasn’t stupid enough to do it in front of Sterling.

      He sighed again. “You two girls are going to be the death of me.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” I said briskly, stripping the bark from a likely looking stick I could use to stir the stew. “From where I’m sitting, we’re far more likely to end up saving you.”

      “Forgive me,” he said, his smile returning. “I should know better than to underestimate either of you by now.” But I noticed his gaze lingered on me, and I wondered if it meant he had forgiven me.

      Secretly I was hoping that having Giselle along meant I wouldn’t always be trailing behind, but the next day proved these hopes to be unfounded. I grumbled to myself as the morning wore on. I didn’t like being the slowest and weakest, and I had to keep reminding myself that they were relying on my strength in other areas.

      By late morning, I didn’t have breath or concentration to grumble, even to myself. The trail—such as it was—climbed steeply upward, alternating with occasional sudden drops as we encountered small valleys. The other three easily adjusted their gait for the steeper slope, angling their shoes outward or sidestepping to give them more traction. But I had only just gotten used to walking the other way, and I didn’t appreciate being back at a beginner level again.

      Eventually it became steep enough that Sterling, who still led the way, began to thrust the tips of his snowshoes into the snow with each step, creating a sort of temporary stairway for those of us behind to utilize. As long as I didn’t look behind me, I found climbing up these stairs easier. And I had to admit that at every stage my path had been made significantly easier by having the trail broken ahead of me. The effort of going first began to wear even on Sterling, and by afternoon he was alternating positions with Oliver, and even occasionally Giselle.

      When we hit our first descent, I stopped at the top and watched Sterling make his way down. Oliver followed not far behind him, but Giselle stopped beside me, and only her presence enabled me to hold back tears. The two seemed to half-step, half-slide, their exaggerated steps allowing them to basically run down the hill. I wasn’t ready to admit it to her, but I wasn’t at all sure that I could emulate yet another stride. Not without ending up rolling down the hill as a giant snowball.

      Giselle seemed to sense my despair, however.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “They’re just breaking the trail for us.” When I looked over at her, she was actually grinning. “This is the fun part.”

      Sitting down on the very crest of the hill, she gave me one more smile before pushing off. Following the trail packed down by Sterling and Oliver’s snowshoes, she slid all the way down on her rear-end. Watching her, I found myself mirroring her smile. Now that I was fairly certain I could do.

      When I reached the bottom, Oliver held out a hand to help me to my feet, and the clasp of his hand combined with the joy of the break from the unexpected slog. I had to clamp down on a sudden rush of warmth inside me.

      Before it could gain momentum, however, Sterling appeared suddenly at our side, his face grim. I hadn’t even realized he had disappeared during our descent.

      His eyes kept darting around us, and his voice had dropped low.

      “I went scouting a short way ahead. There’s a section along here with lots of rocky overhangs. In the past there have even been rockfalls that blocked the way, so I thought it best to have a look.”

      Oliver frowned. “Is it blocked now?”

      Sterling shook his head quickly. “No, but I found something I don’t like the look of at all.” He paused.

      “Well, come on,” I said at last, rubbing my arms, despite the warmth burning inside me. “Spit it out!”

      “There’s a snow leopard den up ahead. And there’s nothing a snow leopard loves so much as ambushing its prey from above. Using just the sort of terrain we have coming up.”
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      I gasped, but Oliver and Giselle both merely frowned.

      “Snow leopards aren’t exactly known for attacking humans, Sterling.” Giselle sounded impatient.

      Sterling continued to look grim. “Normally, I’d agree with you, Your Highness. But this isn’t exactly normal circumstances, now is it?” He gestured around us. “Have you ever seen snow like this in late spring before? At cub time? It’s not just us humans affected by this encroaching winter. And it’s been three hard years before this.”

      He hesitated, and I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Seeing this one den isn’t even what worries me most. I saw another one much too recently. And that one had four cubs not yet old enough to walk.”

      “Another one? This close?” Now Oliver sounded worried as well.

      Sterling nodded. “I think the den I just saw belongs to a male, and it looks fairly new. I’d say his territory is usually higher up. He’s likely come down as far as he dares to make a new one. He knows that by coming down here he’s encroaching on other leopards’ territories. That female’s for one, and quite possibly another male’s. And if he’s been driven to this—who knows what else he may be driven to?”

      Giselle bit her lip, and I saw her eyes dart around us in the same pattern as Sterling’s gaze kept taking. “What do you suggest?” she asked.

      Sterling rubbed his jaw. “It’s late afternoon already, and we won’t make it all the way through the next section before nightfall. It’s dusk and dawn they’re usually out hunting, so I say we find a spot to camp now and tackle the next section in the middle of the day.”

      Oliver frowned, and I knew what he was thinking. More time lost when we were already on an impossible deadline. But his gaze turned to his sister before lingering on me, and when he spoke, his mind seemed to be somewhere else entirely.

      “I don’t know. You said you just saw this den. I assume the male wasn’t actually there.”

      “Aye.” Sterling sounded thoughtful.

      “Well,” Oliver continued, “if their other patterns have changed, who’s to say their hunting hours haven’t extended also? It seems he’s already out hunting now, in fact. And I haven’t seen any convenient caves any time recently where we might camp. I don’t like the idea of lingering here for so long or of setting ourselves up in the open.”

      “You want to hunt him ourselves then, Your Highness?” I couldn’t tell from his tone whether Sterling approved or not.

      Oliver sighed. “Want to? No. I hate the idea, to be honest. But I hate the idea of ending up food myself even more.” Again his eyes flicked to Giselle and then me.

      Part of me wanted to tell him we could look after ourselves, but the other part of me was in complete agreement. I had no desire to suddenly find a desperate and hungry snow leopard leaping onto my head. Especially not while I was stuck in these awkward shoes and trying to hide my abilities from one of our party.

      “Well, then, I guess we’re going hunting.” Sterling sounded unenthusiastic but willing, at least. And he began to prepare in a way that suggested he had some idea what he was doing, divesting himself of anything that would get in his way.

      “We’ll leave our packs with you,” said Oliver, striding over to leave them in a sheltered spot between some trees and against a cliff wall.

      Giselle opened her mouth, but a stern look from Oliver made her close it again with a resigned look. I wasn’t so easily quelled.

      “What are we supposed to be? Bait? I’m not sitting around waiting to be picked off by a desperate predator.”

      Oliver was shaking his head before I’d got close to finishing. “We’re not exactly their preferred prey, so I can’t see him attacking you in the open snow. Especially not when we’re hunting him. I know it’s not ideal, but you’d be nothing but dead weight if you came along. At best.”

      He gave me a meaningful look, and I glared back at him.

      A laugh appeared in the back of his eyes. “I’m not impugning your skills, Celine. You’ve turned out to have a great many hidden talents. And if you tell me that tracking and hunting animals in the snow is one of them, then I’ll welcome you along with gratitude. If, on the other hand, you have no experience in that area…”

      He waited, watching me with a cocked eyebrow.

      “Fine,” I said, sitting down in what would be called a huff in anyone less exalted than a princess. “I will sit here and await rescue by the brave and handsome prince.” I batted my eyelashes at him as angrily as I could.

      “Did you hear that, Giselle?” Oliver grinned. “She thinks I’m brave and handsome.”

      “Oh, do get on with it,” said Giselle, rolling her eyes and plonking herself beside me.

      “Ready, princeling?” asked Sterling. It was the least respectful toward Oliver that I’d ever heard him, but I supposed that hunting dangerous animals re-ordered the hierarchy somewhat. There was no denying that out here in the mountains, Sterling was the master.

      As soon as they disappeared, I suggested that we start a fire.

      “Feeling cold?” Giselle gave me an ironic look.

      “Obviously not.” I shivered at just the idea of how cold I would be feeling without my internal fire to keep me warm. “But if this takes a while, you’ll freeze just sitting here. And I daresay the hunters would appreciate something warm to eat when they get back.”

      “And it might keep any wild animals away?”

      I couldn’t tell if she was teasing me or offering the suggestion seriously.

      “Well, I know Oliver said we should be safe, but it couldn’t hurt, right?”

      Leaving our own packs next to Sterling’s and Oliver’s, we began to gather sticks and kindling. I didn’t want to use what Sterling had been gathering for our evening campfire.

      It quickly became obvious why he gathered it throughout the day. Finding enough for even a small, short-lived blaze in the immediate vicinity turned out to be difficult. Without noticing, I moved further and further from Giselle and our packs.

      Eventually I had gathered nearly enough to make at least a small fire which should be enough to keep Giselle from freezing if nothing else. So I circled back around, hoping she had been equally fortunate. Thankfully it was easy to follow my tracks back in the direction I had come, so I hurried more quickly, my focus on my snowshoes. Moving on the snow with any kind of speed involved a great deal of concentration. Especially when I had my arms full of sticks.

      Perhaps that’s why I didn’t notice anything earlier. A sudden prickling of dread was as much responsible for my sudden pause as the slight sound. Regardless of the reason, I spun around and dropped into a crouch a mere second before a blur of gray leaped at me from a nearby boulder.

      Thanks to my quick movement, the creature missed, landing some way further on before spinning to face me. The large cat planted its four feet and hissed. I had imagined a snow leopard as pure white, but in reality, it looked more gray than white, with black spots covering its face and body.

      I dropped the wood in my arms and straightened. Somewhat to my surprise, I felt no fear. Giselle’s earlier words had reminded me that while I might not be any good for hunting or tracking, I was also far from defenseless. I was heading into the unknown to take down a kingdom-killing enchantment. I could handle one hungry cat.

      I didn’t even have to think about stoking the fire inside, it roared up to meet me. Thrusting out my hands, palms toward the sky, I ignited a fire ball on each one. For a moment we both stood motionless, facing off. The leopard growled, but its feet shifted, almost uncertainly, and I half expected it to turn and run from the flames.

      But I couldn’t let it go. It might attack Giselle next, and she didn’t have the defenses I did.

      As I drew back one arm, however, ready to lob the ball of fire toward the cat, a shout split the air.

      “Celine, no! Stop!”

      I hesitated, turning toward Giselle’s voice in time to see her come stumbling out of the trees. She launched herself toward me, gripping my closest arm with both hands and forcing it down.

      My control slipped, and the flame shifted shape, running up my arm toward her. I gasped and extinguished it. The leopard hissed again in response, and I remembered its presence.

      “Giselle! What are you doing?”

      “You can’t do that,” she said. “What would we do with the body? How would we explain to Sterling that the leopard exploded in flames? We are trying to keep your abilities a secret, aren’t we?”

      I gave her a blank look, and she lowered her brows.

      “Wait—you don’t actually trust him, do you? You haven’t told him?”

      “No, of course not. But…” I looked back at the leopard who seemed to be undecided as to whether it should run now that I had company or attack now that the fire had disappeared.

      It shifted its weight forward, a low growl returning, and I swallowed. The fear that had been missing earlier rushed in, almost extinguishing the lingering warmth inside. My eyes flicked from the leopard’s bared teeth to the long claws that cut into the snow. I had no sword, no spear, no long weapon of any kind to fend it off.

      “Celine!” Giselle cried again, this time in more of a scream than a shout.

      The cat had finally made a decision—apparently deeming her the better target. As it leaped toward her, fire sprouted from my fingers without my making a conscious decision to call it. But I hesitated, Giselle’s earlier warning ringing in my ears.

      Giselle snatched up the longest and sturdiest of the branches I had dropped, whipping it in front of her and bracing it with both hands. The animal smashed into it, thrown off enough to miss its target, although the tip wasn’t sharp enough to pierce skin.

      It fell hard against the snow, rising only shakily back to its feet. This time it didn’t even consider another attack, turning tail and disappearing swiftly into the trees. I followed it with my eyes, my flaming hands still held in front of me.

      “Are you sure we shouldn’t…”

      Giselle had collapsed into the snow, panting. “I don’t think she’ll be attacking us again in a hurry, do you? Or any humans for that matter.”

      I nodded, the fire winking out. My mind, which seemed to have frozen during the attack, began to work again. “She? So that wasn’t the one Oliver is tracking?”

      “No, it can’t have been. She must be the one from the den Sterling saw earlier. The one with the cubs. She did appear to be heading back downhill. I know we weren’t expecting her to be out hunting as well, especially out this far, but if other leopards are encroaching on her territory, she’s probably getting worried for her cubs. Especially with this weather.”

      I began to gather the fallen sticks, carefully avoiding looking at Giselle. Shame smothered me, making it hard to breathe. With my powers I had felt strong, but without them I had been utterly useless. What would Oliver say if he knew I had left his young sister to defend herself without even trying to help?

      I picked up the last branch except for the one Giselle still gripped. Would she tell him? He was already unhappy with me for my deal with Cassandra—but this time his disgust would be warranted. He couldn’t think any more harshly of me than I already thought of myself.

      Slowly we returned to the abandoned packs. Giselle walked in silence, and I couldn’t blame her. At least she wasn’t expressing her disgust aloud.

      When we reached the packs, I once again dropped the sticks. I knew I should prepare the fire, but my mind still circled around the encounter with the leopard, a slight shake making my hands rebel against the commands I attempted to give them.

      Again Giselle acted without speaking, carefully placing the sticks ready for a fire. When she had finished, she looked up at me expectantly. I stared back at her stupidly for a moment before giving a sudden start and thrusting a spurt of fire at her arrangement.

      I had overcompensated, though, and the flames rushed through the sticks, not holding long enough to ignite them. I took a deep breath and tried again, maintaining a more controlled stream this time. When I was sure the sticks had caught, I let my hands drop and sat down.

      I knew I couldn’t put off my apology to Giselle any longer. But when she threw herself into the snow beside me, her expression made me stop short. Her eyes glowed, her face alive with excitement.

      And when she looked up and met my gaze, a grin broke across her face.

      “That was amazing!” She smiled into our little fire and then back up at me. “Celine—we fought a snow leopard!”

      I smiled back, although the expression felt painful on my face. “We? I’m pretty sure it was all you.”

      She sat up straighter, seeming to take my words as a compliment to her rather than an indictment of me.

      “It was pretty amazing,” she murmured again. “Although I think all that fire threw it off. I’ve never actually seen one up close like that before.” She chortled suddenly. “Just wait until Oliver hears!”

      I winced, looking down quickly so she wouldn’t notice. It seemed foolish to apologize now when she clearly hadn’t noticed anything odd. It might even be insulting, since it would imply I hadn’t thought her able to handle the situation without me.

      Slowly I regained some calm, although the shame still stung whenever my mind wandered back to the attack. To keep ourselves busy, we prepared some hot tea, and when Oliver and Sterling finally returned, they looked grateful for it.

      My eyes searched Oliver for any signs of injury, but I could see nothing. He looked tired and sad, but I could also read their success in his eyes.

      “He was lurking waiting for prey just where we thought he would be,” he said quietly. “Above the next part of our path.”

      “The way is now clear,” said Sterling, and neither of them offered any further details.

      Giselle nodded, clearly attempting to look nonchalant. “I don’t think we should be having any trouble from the other one, either.”

      Oliver frowned at her and then quickly looked to me, his eyes asking for clarification.

      I swallowed and forced myself to talk normally. “It seems the mother was also out hunting today. She managed to find us, but we gave her enough of a scare that I don’t think she’ll be coming back any time soon. She took off downhill.”

      “What?!” Oliver stood, looked around a little foolishly, and then sat back down.

      “You two scared it off?” Sterling’s voice held something—although I couldn’t tell if it was skepticism or begrudging respect.

      Oliver’s eyes immediately flew to my hands, and I knew what he was thinking. I shook my head slightly, rushing into an explanation.

      “We’d been gathering sticks for the fire, and Giselle wielded one like an expert spearman. The leopard nearly skewered herself on it, and she quickly lost interest after that.”

      “Two leopards.” Oliver shook his head. “What are the chances?”

      “What are the chances of any of this?” I gestured wide to indicate the mountain, the snow, and our mismatched little party.

      He grimaced, his face acknowledging the truth of my words. But with Sterling present, none of us felt like dissecting the situation any further. Instead we quickly packed up and began the next section. Sterling had assured us that a snug little cave could be found halfway along the rocky section, and at least we would be getting a short break from the snow shoes.

      Oliver smiled almost warmly at me as we set off, and it took all of my self-control to smile back. He clearly thought there was more to the story—and he was right. It just wasn’t what he was thinking. I hadn’t saved Giselle, she had saved me. Twice.

      And I had just stood there. Useless without my powers.
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      The memory of how it had felt to stand helpless before the leopard haunted me. But the mountains also grew steeper and more treacherous, and I had little time to think of other things than keeping my feet and following the path the others broke for me.

      Giselle had obviously not filled Oliver in on the true situation with the leopard because he continued to view me more warmly than he had since the deal with Cassandra. And Giselle herself seemed to have forgiven me for not supporting her attendance on the trip. Apparently she viewed us as comrades-in-arms after the run in with the leopard.

      But their approval could not rebuild my shaken confidence. I was utterly determined not to prove myself the weak link again. And so I concentrated with utmost focus on my hiking, my technique improving enough that I no longer always trailed far behind the rest.

      Undoubtedly we had all noticed the snow growing deeper and the temperature dropping, but no one spoke of it. I could see them all reacting to the cold in various subtle ways, though, and could only be silently grateful for the heat that kept me perpetually warm from the inside out.

      I still worried, however, and that third night it took me longer to fall asleep than usual. The steady breaths sounding from around the fire made me think I was the only one lying awake—until Oliver’s whisper sounded from the darkness.

      “Do you think they’re still holding off? Lord Treestone and the Elamese. They know we’ll need some time, right?”

      I started and bit my lip. It had been constantly at the back of my mind—a pressure that never eased as I tried to move faster up the mountain—but I had no desire to talk to Oliver about the potential coup.

      My silence didn’t deter him, however.

      “Would you really stand against me? If it came to a coup?”

      I sighed. “Not against you, never against you. At least, that’s not how I think of it.”

      “What other way is there to think of it?” He sounded bitter.

      So the leopard hadn’t been enough to win me forgiveness, after all.

      “With things as they currently stand,” I said, “without our interference, there shouldn’t be any bloodshed. A bloodless coup. And possibly only a temporary one. If it comes to one at all.”

      “And my parents?”

      I grimaced, although he couldn’t see me in the dark. I didn’t want to admit out loud that I didn’t know what the coup had planned for them. But surely Lord Treestone and the Elamese didn’t mean to execute them? Not until they had actual evidence of what was going on, at least.

      The silence lengthened while I hoped a little desperately I was right. I had gone over and over it in my mind, and I still didn’t see what else I could have done. We were all trying to save Eldon in our own way.

      “They didn’t say exactly how long they would wait, but I’ve been thinking about that. I think they were protected from the enchantment before because they were so far south. But my own people have been slowly freezing up, just like your people. It’s hard to say how long it will take, but if they wait long enough, they may lose the motivation for a coup.”

      Oliver’s indrawn breath sounded loud in the darkness, and then he gave a quiet bark of humorless laughter.

      “I have no idea what to think of that. Should I be hoping that more of my people succumb to this curse in order to save my family? Soon we might not have a kingdom left to rule at all.”

      I shrugged and then remembered I needed to speak aloud. “I don’t know.”

      Silence fell again, before Oliver’s sudden whisper made me startle for a second time.

      “No bloodshed. That’s why you agreed, isn’t it? To protect me. You think I’m going to get myself killed if I oppose them.”

      “Of course. What other reason could I have?”

      He sighed, the sound heavy in the darkness. “How did we end up here?”

      I tried to think of an answer and then decided it must be a rhetorical question.

      “I’m so sorry, Oliver. About everything.”

      He shifted slightly, the sound barely audible above the sleeping breaths of the other two.

      “You’re not the one planning a coup, Celine. And you didn’t create this curse. You’re just trying to keep us all alive. I might not like it, but I can understand it.”

      Did that mean he’d forgiven me? He didn’t say any more, and after another stretch of silence, his breaths joined those of the others. I would just have to wait and hope so.
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        * * *

      

      As we headed out the next morning, even I could feel the temperature dropping. I tried to remember if it had warmed at least slightly after the previous sunrises. It didn’t help my confidence that Sterling kept glancing at the sky in concern.

      “What’s wrong?” I finally demanded, looking from Sterling to Oliver and then finally Giselle. “Am I missing something?”

      “This weather…” The unease was clear in Oliver’s voice.

      “It’s not looking good,” Sterling agreed. “Maybe we should find somewhere to hole up for a day or two.”

      I was already shaking my head as Oliver spoke.

      “And risk getting snowed in? We don’t have enough wood for that. We wouldn’t be able to keep a fire burning.”

      He seemed to be carefully not looking in my direction, and I wasn’t sure whether he was driven by the desire to keep my abilities secret or just the determination not to be held up when we were already so close. I was fairly certain I could keep us all warm if it came to it, but I wholeheartedly agreed with either motivation. I had no desire to spend any more time than necessary stuck uselessly on this mountain.

      “Aye,” Sterling rubbed his chin. “You have the right of it there.” He sighed. “I suppose we’ll press on then and try to outrun it. I just wasn’t expecting anything this bad. Things are deteriorating faster than I realized.”

      “Outrun what?” I asked.

      “The coming storm.” He frowned. “Let’s just hope it’s not a blizzard.”

      “We just have to get close enough to your village, though, right?” Giselle watched him with sharp eyes. “We must be getting close now, and once we’re in the circle of the enchanted object, we should be safe from something like a blizzard.”

      Sterling nodded, his gaze still on the sky. “Aye, that’s right, Your Highness. We might be able to reach the village today even. Depending.”

      I met Giselle’s eyes, and she shrugged slightly. Oliver continued to show a determined face—pressing forward without consideration of failure—but Giselle and I were both significantly more skeptical of our so-far helpful guide. Except there was nothing we could do at this point if he was lying to us.

      I could only hope he had no more desire to be caught out in a blizzard than we did.
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        * * *

      

      The sky had soon become a solid wall of gray, hiding the sun from view. I itched to light up my hands—just so I could clearly see the path ahead of me—but I carefully refrained, keeping a tight hold on my inner fire.

      But as the temperature plummeted, I found myself fueling that inner warmth more and more just to stay warm. It had become an exercise in self-control as I pushed the heat down my arms to warm my fingers, holding it just short of bursting out into the open.

      The effort held so much of my attention, that I had stopped watching the weather. So it took me by surprise when the first snowflakes fell. They were soon joined by others, however, and ignoring the heavy flurry became impossible.

      Now that I had returned my attention to the others, I could see that they looked almost deathly cold. The tiny sections of exposed skin on their faces shone red, and Giselle’s body periodically shook with deep shivers. Oliver kept throwing her concerned looks, but in truth he didn’t look much warmer himself.

      When we stopped for a brief rest, I approached Giselle, slipping off my glove once her body blocked me from Sterling’s sight. Biting my lip in concentration, I slipped my fingers up her closest sleeve until I reached her skin just above her wrist.

      “Oh,” she gasped, her eyes flying to mine. She lowered her voice. “You’re so warm!”

      “And you’re freezing,” I whispered back, equally quiet.

      Oliver positioned himself between us and Sterling, glancing my way, his eyes holding equal parts concern and hope. After my efforts all morning, I was confident I could do this. But I understood his concern. And shared it. I would have to walk a very fine line.

      Slowly—painfully slowly—I pushed heat up through my arms and out my palm. I felt a gentle warmth radiate out against Giselle’s skin as a soft puff of hot air pushed its way up her sleeve, briefly ballooning out her jacket before it found its way out the other openings.

      “Ohhh…” She closed her eyes for a brief moment, a grateful smile on her face. “It’s so warm!”

      I grinned triumphantly across at Oliver who smiled gratefully back.

      “Your control is getting better,” Giselle whispered, and I shrugged.

      “I’ve had a lot of practice this trip. I’m fairly certain I would have frozen to death already without…” I gestured toward my middle wordlessly.

      “I wish my godmother had given me—” Giselle cut off her words at my warning look. For all we were talking quietly, the less said the better.

      I waited a minute before carefully sending another rush of hot air up her sleeve. Then another minute and another burst of heat. Slipping my hand out, I moved to stand casually next to Oliver. Sterling continued to show no interest in us, his eyes focused on the ominous sky, the flurries of snow, and the path ahead of us. I didn’t like his frown.

      Holding out my hand, I hovered just above Oliver’s sleeve, my eyes asking him a silent question. I hadn’t hesitated with Giselle, but this felt different, despite my only offering to touch his arm.

      He bit his lip, and then a shiver shook him, and he nodded slightly, extending his own hand toward me. Not looking up into his face, I slowly slid my bare fingers up between his glove and sleeve. As soon as my fingertips brushed against exposed skin, the controlled fire inside me roared, and I took a deep breath, pausing while I roughly pushed it down, reasserting my control. I would have to be even more careful this time.

      I glanced up into Oliver’s eyes, expecting to see confusion at my pause, but his eyes held something else entirely. The coldness that had lingered between us since my agreement with Cassandra had indeed fallen away. Lost perhaps somewhere in the darkness of the night before.

      I looked away quickly, already struggling to control the raging inside. Forcing myself to concentrate, I pushed my hand up until my full fingers rested against his forearm.

      Slowly, inch by inch, I released some of the heat within me, letting it creep up my arm and then out. I loosened my internal hold even more, and a rush of warm air—stronger than the one I had used on Giselle—rushed up his sleeve.

      He sighed, his eyes briefly closing as I felt his body relax. I hadn’t realized how tense he had been. I watched his now relaxed face with concern. For just the moment, he had let himself go, and it emphasized how tightly he had been in control before. Just how cold was it, really? I had no way to know how much my ability masked the effects of the weather. If we continued to press on, would we make it to the village?

      Just as I thought it, the flurry of snow became more of a solid wall, as if the clouds had suddenly opened wide and dumped all their remaining stores on us at once. Except it kept going and going. I stood between Oliver and Giselle, and I could see them both through the swirling white—just. Sterling was lost to me already.

      Until he suddenly appeared from nowhere, so coated in white I almost didn’t recognize him. Jumping slightly, I whipped my hand out of Oliver’s sleeve and stuffed it back into my glove. If he had noticed our odd stance, he didn’t mention it.

      “We need to find shelter,” he shouted. Even so, the wind tugged his words away so fast I could barely make them out. “Right now. This is a blizzard, all right.”

      He produced a rope from somewhere and threaded it through a small loop on each of our packs that I hadn’t even noticed before. To keep us from losing each other. Clever.

      But my admiration fell away as we began to move. Our pace was so slow I wanted to scream, and yet I had no idea how Sterling in the front managed to find a way forward at all. Several times I saw him jerk suddenly as a tree appeared directly in front of him, too obscured by the white to be seen earlier.

      I had been roped between Oliver and Giselle, and my attention was soon focused solely on them. I felt as if we moved too slowly to bear, and yet they walked as if they could barely keep up. Giselle stumbled once and clambered back to her feet so slowly, she nearly got jerked back into the snow by the rope connecting us together.

      When she stumbled again and didn’t get up, I tugged on the rope attaching me to Oliver. He looked back, a blankness in his eyes that scared me. But at the sight of Giselle he seemed to regain some life, turning to call loudly to Sterling.

      I couldn’t hear his words, but I had already turned my attention back to the younger princess. She seemed to have abandoned any pretense of getting up and simply lay there in the snow. I dropped to my knees beside her, shaking her frantically.

      “Giselle! Giselle!”

      She groaned and mumbled something I couldn’t hear, feebly trying to push me off.

      Ripping off my glove, I stuck my hand back up her sleeve, the cold of her skin shocking me enough that I nearly lost balance myself. She had gotten noticeably colder since our stop.

      I wanted to pour all of my heat into her, but I managed to retain enough sense to force myself to move slowly again. This time when the warmth enveloped her, it seemed to only make her shiver harder.

      I looked over my shoulder for Oliver, who had approached us and stood just behind me. I didn’t have to be able to see myself to know my face would show nothing but fear.

      “She’s too cold. We can’t go on like this,” I screamed up at him, battling the wind to be heard.

      Sterling appeared next to him. He looked down at Giselle with hooded eyes. When I transferred my gaze to his, he shrugged helplessly.

      “I can’t find anything in this. We could be right next to a cave, and I wouldn’t be able to tell…”

      I looked around wildly, but he was right. Solid white surrounded us in every direction.

      Oliver looked helplessly between me and Giselle. I could see the conflict within him, and I shook myself. This was ridiculous. What was the point in keeping my secret if the others were going to die for it?

      I surged to my feet. “Oliver, help Giselle up. Sterling—” I turned to him. “Didn’t you nearly run into two trees just back there?”

      He leaned closer, and I had to repeat myself.

      “Aye.”

      I frowned. The tree before that had been off to the left slightly as well. If there was a clump of trees there, it might provide some meager protection at least.

      I ripped off my second glove and used my still warm fingers to unlace us from the rope. Sterling looked like he wanted to protest, but at sight of the determination on my face, he subsided. I reattached us all in a new order. Me at the front, followed by Oliver, then Giselle, then Sterling.

      Between the two men, they had managed to prop Giselle back to her feet. She swayed slightly but remained standing, and her eyes seemed to have regained some sense. I breathed a sigh of relief.

      Her body had made enough of a dent in the snow that the fresh falls hadn’t quite erased the mark of it. Using the slight dip for reference, I moved backward and to what had been our left. A tree appeared from nowhere, and I barely stopped before colliding with it.

      I took a deep breath, reminding myself this was what I had hoped to find. I pushed forward until I had passed four trees before stopping and gesturing for the others to huddle close.

      We formed a tight little circle, slipping off our packs and allowing them to fall to the snow behind us. Once we were all sitting, I gestured for Sterling to pass me the small number of sticks he still had tied to his pack. I had seen him save some from the night before as well as gather a few more before the blizzard hit. He tried to yell at me that there was no use of thinking of a fire, but I shook my head angrily and gestured more firmly.

      Shrugging, he turned and fumbled with the strap before managing to get them free. I wasn’t sure I needed them, but they would provide a center for the fire I intended to create, and I figured they certainly couldn’t hurt. Piling them haphazardly in the tiny space between us all, I paused for a brief second and met Oliver’s eyes.

      He looked regretful but resigned.

      Pushing my bare hands forward, I sent a controlled burst of fire from my fingertips into the wood.

      With a yelp, Sterling almost toppled backward, his pack stopping him from going over completely as he threw himself away from the fire in shock. I ignored him and kept the flames going until the wood finally dried and then reluctantly began to burn.

      I stopped for a second to take a breath as the others all swayed toward the warmth. The thick snowflakes kept falling fast, however, and our little fire wouldn’t last long on its own. Thrusting my flat palms into the air, I sent out a gust of hot air. It dissipated quickly, but one glance at Giselle was enough to stoke my internal temperature to raging hot.

      Scrunching my face, I sent a strong wind streaming from my hands. I pushed them out in a circle as the wind continued to come, shaping it until it rushed around us in a tight circle. The warm cocoon that now enveloped us repelled the flakes that still fell, giving the little fire a chance to burn steadily.

      Three deep sighs sounded, and three bodies slumped against their packs as their muscles slowly relaxed. I, on the other hand, remained upright, every muscle in my body tight and controlled. I had never tried to keep my power going for so long or with so much precise control.

      Keeping one hand upward, warm wind still pouring from me, I pointed the other downward, fresh fire leaping from my fingertips to feed our small blaze. It burned brighter and hotter than the sticks would ever have allowed.

      I glanced briefly at the others again, concerned for their recovery, but the shock in Sterling’s face and the awe in Oliver’s made me look quickly away. I couldn’t afford any lapses in concentration. Not when all of their lives depended on me.

      The minutes stretched on, and I could no longer even guess at how much time had passed. The wind continued to howl around us, shrouding the rest of the world in endless white. For all I knew we were all that was left of Eldon. Of all the kingdoms. Perhaps the ice and snow had already won.

      But no. I pushed back the thought, my flames briefly flaring up until I pulled them back under control. Not while I still had breath and strength. I would fight with every bit of fire within me.

      But as the endless day stretched on—long since passed into night for all I knew—I could feel my strength failing. And yet the storm raged on, its own strength unabated. I might have started to feel truly afraid, but I had no energy left even for that.

      A bigger fight was now being waged inside me. I struggled against my exhaustion, the black abyss of unconsciousness reaching for me with eager hands. I pushed it back, pouring even more of myself into my wind and fire, the rest of the world fading away.

      Oliver’s voice broke through to me, my name on his lips and his hands on my shoulders. But he pulled back immediately with a wordless exclamation. How hotly was I burning?

      I tried to speak, to warn him away from me, but no words would come. And the tiny break in my concentration proved too much. My wind died, and the fire with it, the loss of the bright flames plunging my world into darkness.

      Black roared up to meet me, and I fell unresisting toward it. Just as it engulfed me, I felt my body fall into strong arms. And this time they didn’t flinch. My heat was gone. I had nothing left.
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      The first thing I noticed was the cold. It had dug into my bones, and my body shook constantly, despite the warm layers of fur covering me. The cold had been a distant memory not so long ago, but already I struggled to remember how it had ever felt to be warm.

      The second sensation was movement. I was fairly certain I was lying down, and yet I seemed to be moving, somehow. Almost as if someone were dragging me along the ground.

      Slowly I forced my eyes open. The darkness had gone, but still I couldn’t see, everything remained blank—only blindingly bright instead of dark. After a long moment, features began to take shape out of the endless white. We were on the mountain still, and I could see rocks and trees, all covered in heapings of snow.

      “What…” My voice came out croaky and weak, so I cleared my throat and tried again. “What’s happening?”

      “Celine!”

      “She’s awake!”

      The movement stopped with a jerk, and I pushed myself up into a sitting position. My head whirled, and I closed my eyes, drawing a deep breath.

      “Slowly,” said Oliver’s soft voice in my ear, his grip warm and firm beneath my elbow. Without thinking I leaned in toward his heat.

      “So…cold,” I moaned, reopening my eyes in time to catch him share a concerned look with Giselle. I looked around. They had somehow constructed a sled of sorts using a blanket and some branches, and it looked like they had been pulling me up the mountain.

      “How…how long have I been…” I let the sentence drop away as I remembered the blizzard and my endless, timeless struggle to keep the fire burning.

      “Did we…did I…?” I looked around again, still trying to get my bearings. Obviously the storm had passed. Unlike the last time I had been awake, the blue sky cast an almost painful light down to reflect against the endless white.

      In the snow, at least, the blizzard had left its mark. It covered everything in deep, suffocating layers. I could actually hear some of the trees groaning under the weight.

      “Celine,” Oliver’s voice had dropped so low I could barely hear it. “Your fire. Is it…?”

      I gasped, raw fear burning down the back of my throat. I remembered now. I had used it all. Every last drop. And now I was freezing.

      I ripped off a glove and held out my hand. I had become so practiced at this that calling the flames required hardly a thought. But nothing came. My exposed skin stung against the cold air. The hand shook so much I could barely push it back into the glove.

      I looked up at Oliver, and he must have read the panic in my eyes.

      “You were exhausted,” he said. “Utterly exhausted. What you did…” He shook his head, the wonder in his eyes filling me with a momentary warmth. “It’s no wonder you burned yourself out. You just need to rekindle it.”

      I closed my eyes, grasping at his words. Could he be right? I turned my attention inward. My chest felt cold and dead, so different from the living warmth I had become accustomed to.

      I pushed away the rising fear. I had felt warmth just a moment ago, hadn’t I? Where had it come from? Could I get it back?

      My eyes flew open as I remembered exactly where it had come from. I hadn’t noticed in my earlier panic, but Oliver still crouched beside me, his face close to mine. My eyes fluttered down to his lips. All I would have to do would be to tip myself forward slightly and my own would be pressed against his.

      The memory of his embrace in the tunnel filled my mind, and a flush raced across my cheeks. My insides burst into life in perfect time, the fire racing through my body and burning away the chill. I turned away from Oliver, focused now on keeping the heat under control.

      “I think it’s back,” said Giselle’s matter-of-fact voice. “Look at her cheeks.”

      “Yes.” I smiled up at her, too happy to be embarrassed. “It’s back.”

      “Well, that’s good.”

      I snorted at her understated words. Without my powers we were just three people against a mountain range, a possibly treacherous guide, an entire village, and a killer enchantment.

      Sterling cleared his throat from somewhere further up the mountain. I turned to squint up at him.

      “Good to see you’re awake. I don’t suppose you’ll be able to walk now?”

      I winced. I couldn’t blame him—no doubt he’d been assisting in pulling me uphill.

      “How long have I been…?” I gestured at the sleigh and my reclined position.

      “A few hours.” Oliver glanced up at the sky, as if to check the time by the sun. “You passed out as soon as the blizzard finished, but we couldn’t stay in place after it started to get light. We had no cover and not enough wood to burn. Better to keep moving than stay still and undo everything you did for us.” He smiled, but I could only imagine how much work it must have been to pull me along. And no wonder I was so cold. They had at least been moving to keep themselves a little warm.

      “Are we close?” I looked up at Sterling, and he turned to squint further upward.

      “Aye. I think so. This fresh layer of snow makes things look a little different, and it’s hard going, but we should reach it before nightfall.” He looked down at me. “Especially if you can walk for yourself.”

      I nodded and gripped Oliver’s hand, levering myself to my feet. “I can walk.”

      I swayed, and Oliver steadied me.

      “I can walk,” I repeated in answer to his skeptical look. “I can.”

      He insisted on attaching my snowshoes for me, and I let him, gratefully. My head was clearing, but I could still feel weakness in my limbs, and I didn’t really want to crouch down if I could avoid it.

      But I found that every minute that passed with the heat back inside me, a little of my strength returned. Within an hour, the others weren’t even having to slow for me anymore. Several times I caught Sterling giving me a look I couldn’t read. Was he wondering at my quick recovery? Or just generally wondering about my powers?

      The others must have talked about it among themselves at some point. Surely. But he hadn’t mentioned it to me, and I had no desire to discuss it with him. As we traveled, I did worry about what his knowledge meant, however. We still didn’t really know what we were going to face, and we had just lost the element of surprise.

      Eventually I threw off the thought. We had been completely out of options. Better to lose one weapon in our armory than to die. And just because he knew about my powers didn’t mean he would have any way to counter them. My usual confidence had returned along with the flames that filled me. We had survived the leopards and the blizzard. We would survive what was coming too.

      Our overall progress had slowed significantly with the extra dumping of snow, and the afternoon sun was stretching long, before Sterling stopped and pointed toward an enormous boulder with a satisfied smile.

      “Ahhh…?” I squinted at it, trying to work out what he wanted to call our attention to.

      But Oliver broke into a broad grin and a sliding half-run. He stopped at the rock face briefly and then part of him disappeared.

      “Oh.” I moved forward, and the change of angle revealed a narrow passage through the rock. No wonder no one had ever found it. You could walk straight past and miss it.

      Oliver bent down and removed his snowshoes. His eyes sparkled triumphantly back at Giselle and me.

      “There’s only the thinnest layer of snow on the ground in here,” he called. “We won’t need our snowshoes.”

      I immediately plonked down into the snow and pulled mine off as fast as I could go. Reluctantly I attached them to my pack. We still had to make it back down the mountains again.

      Giselle shook her head at me, sliding past toward Oliver with her usual awkward snowshoe gait. As soon as I stood again and attempted to follow her, I realized the cause of her amusement. At the first step, I sank deep into the snow.

      I yelped as I toppled, my leg entirely swallowed by the deep powder. I tried to pull myself out, but only seemed to sink further in. I looked helplessly across at Oliver, whose eyes suggested he was trying not to laugh at me, but it was Sterling who stopped beside me.

      With a grunt, he reached down and gripped me under my arms, hauling me out of the snow.

      “Follow my track,” he said, as he took off along the same route the other two had taken.

      Sighing, I scooted after him the same way I had slid down the slopes. It required a lot more effort on the flat, but thankfully I only had a short distance to cover.

      When I finally stepped off the snow and into the rock passage, I gave a warning look to Oliver and Giselle.

      “Not a word.”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” Oliver assured me, although his eyes were still laughing.

      “You’ll learn eventually,” said Giselle, sailing past me.

      I glared at her back. No wonder my older siblings had found me irritating.

      I continued to grumble internally as I brought up the rear of our little single-file procession. I didn’t mean it, of course, I was just so relieved to be free of the incessant snow. It made me never want to see another bit of it again, let alone become an expert like the locals.

      The rock ended suddenly, and I stumbled into Oliver’s back where he had stopped abruptly in the entrance. He murmured an apology and moved out of the way without looking back at me.

      As soon as I stepped free, I realized what had captivated them. Spread before us was an enclosed mountain valley. Occasional thin patches of white on the ground were overwhelmed with the green of grass. I even saw some splashes of pink and purple. Here spring seemed to have actually come—at least somewhat.

      The sun shone down on a larger collection of houses than I had anticipated, and beyond them I could even see what looked like some small fields. Figures, large and small, moved between the houses, intent on the everyday tasks that occupied villagers.

      I shook my head. So this part of Sterling’s tale at least had been true. When Oliver looked back at me, I could see he was thinking the same thing. And the earlier triumph in his expression had only solidified. I smiled back at him, unable to help being swept up in his hope. But a moment later, I shot Giselle a more concerned look. I could see from her eyes that she was impressed by the village, but when she saw my expression, she cast a worried look at Oliver’s back.

      I knew he wasn’t fueled by anything so ignoble as a desire to say I told you so. He was merely filled with relief and hope for his kingdom. And I wanted to share his joy, especially since it was obvious a weight had already lifted from him.

      But I couldn’t help being more wary. We still had to work out exactly how this enchantment protection worked, and if it could help us. And then we had to convince these villagers to give it up.

      And when I looked over this perfect village, I saw hope—yes—but I also felt a sinking sensation. The blizzard lingered fresh in my mind, and I couldn’t imagine how we would ever prevail on them to give up their protection. And what if we did, and we saved the kingdom, but another blizzard hit in the meantime, and they all died? Could we convince them to return down the mountain with us, at least temporarily?

      I looked over the village again and sighed. And even if we could, how slowly would a whole village full of people move? Would we return with salvation for Eldon, only to find Eliam had already completed its coup?

      I knew why Oliver wasn’t thinking of any of these things. He couldn’t allow himself even a moment of weakness in his determination. As heir he carried a weight that I had never known. As seventh-born, it would take a tragedy beyond reckoning to ever make me responsible for my kingdom.

      “Welcome to Valley View,” said Sterling, striding forward toward the closest of the houses. Oliver followed, his steps long and confident after so many days of carefully picking our way through the snow.

      With a sigh Giselle also stepped forward onto the grass, and I followed a beat behind. Except while she kept walking, I faltered and nearly fell. The gap between us widened as I stood frozen, dumbstruck and horrified. As soon as I had touched the floor of this odd valley, my insides had gone cold.

      “Come on.” Giselle turned back to stare at me in confusion. A quick look at my face had her backtracking to grip my arm.

      “What is it?” Her eyes rapidly flitted around the valley and even looked behind us, as if she feared I had spotted some threat the rest of them had overlooked.

      “My…my fire,” I gasped.

      She looked confused. “I thought you said it had come back?”

      “It had. And then I stepped in here. And it was gone. Instantly.”

      “Well, re-light it,” she said. “Like you did before.”

      I shook my head. “I’ve been trying.”

      We stood motionless, staring at each other, a slow and horrifying realization dawning on us both.

      “Their godmother object,” she breathed at last. “The one that keeps away the snow and ice…”

      “Well, at least we know it still works against enchantments as well,” I said, but no hint of pleasure sounded in my grim voice.

      I had feared our loss of the element of surprise. But apparently I should have been afraid of something far worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      We had managed to spur ourselves into motion by the time Oliver noticed we had fallen behind. His eyes questioned us, particularly once he saw our expressions, but I just shrugged. We would have to tell him later, when we found a chance to shake off Sterling. Now that the mountain man knew about my powers, I didn’t want to admit to him they might be gone.

      The people we passed nodded greetings at Sterling and cast curious glances at us, but none of them smiled or came over to talk. Sterling seemed unbothered by their reception and led us through the village to a small log house.

      The air in the valley was noticeably warmer than it had been out on the mountain, but I still found myself shivering by the time he had a fire going in the empty fireplace. The whole house had an empty, unused feel that told me it was his even before he confirmed it.

      “You can all stay with me for now,” he said, gesturing to the floor in front of the fire. “Sorry I don’t have beds to offer you.”

      Oliver shrugged and neither Giselle nor I offered any protest. It would be more comfortable than the floor of a cave which had been our accommodation since we started up the mountain.

      “Well, I’ll leave you to settle in while I go to rummage up some food,” said Sterling, one hand already on the door.

      “Wait.” Oliver stepped forward, brow furrowed. “Are we just supposed to stay here? We need to meet with the village elders and inspect the godmother object.”

      Sterling raised both eyebrows, and I narrowed my eyes as I watched him, the thought of my achingly cold middle temporarily receding. It was subtle, but something about his manner had changed. I thought back. Or maybe it had been gradually changing as we moved closer to this village.

      “Hold your horses, there. It’s almost evening. Too late for calling the elders together today. We’ll eat and sleep, and then see what tomorrow will bring.” He shut the door behind him.

      Oliver remained in place, staring at the wooden barrier. At last he sighed and turned back to us. “I should be happy to see this place so exactly like he described. And tomorrow will come soon enough. But I keep thinking of that army camped outside the palace.”

      “It might be a good thing if we have a bit more time to think through our approach to the elders,” I said, my mind already having circled back to my own loss.

      “What do you mean?” Oliver crossed over to join us where we sat in front of the fire.

      I glanced at Giselle and then back at him. “Would you like the good news, or…”

      “What?” he asked, more forcefully this time. “What is it?”

      I swallowed, the words harder to say than I would have liked. “The moment we walked into this valley…”

      He leaned forward, his concerned gaze focused on me, silently urging me on.

      “The moment I stepped on the grass, my fire disappeared.” I placed a hand against my chest. “It’s just…just gone.”

      Oliver rocked back, shock in his eyes. “But what…how…?”

      I didn’t reply, watching the slow realization fill his eyes.

      “So, that’s the good news part,” I said, my voice weaker than I would have liked. “It seems like maybe this object of theirs really does work to repel magic.”

      “But without your powers…” I could see the thoughts racing furiously across his face, although he seemed to be struggling to enunciate them.

      “Yes, as I said. We might want to really perfect our approach to the elders. Because if we can’t convince them to give up the object willingly…”

      “Then everyone I love will die, and my kingdom will be destroyed.”

      He shot up and began to pace the floor. I watched him uneasily. When he put it like that…

      My feeling of helplessness grew. I had thought I could save this kingdom—that I’d been sent here to do it, even. But now I was useless. Just like when the leopard attacked Giselle.

      “What did you think of the people?” asked Giselle. She didn’t appear to have been following our conversation at all, lost in thought about something else.

      “What people?” Oliver didn’t stop his pacing. He was making me restless. Pacing was usually my thing.

      “The people of Valley View, of course. I assume you were both watching them as closely as I was.”

      Oliver’s steps slowed, and I frowned as I felt a fresh stirring of shame. I hadn’t been watching the people. I’d been too wrapped up in horror over the loss of my powers. It had felt as if I stumbled through the village naked, and I’d had little thought for anything else.

      Or had I? The more I thought of it, the more the people sprang to life in my mind’s eye. Apparently some less conscious part of me had been examining them and storing the observations away for later. The thought filled me with a surprising buoyancy. I had only had these powers for a short time, really. Had I been useless before then?

      A small smile flitted across my face. Various of my siblings had certainly thought so at different points. But I had never felt that way. So why would losing my powers now make me so? I straightened, determined to still be helpful.

      “They looked far more animated than the people back in the capital,” I said.

      Oliver nodded slowly, his focus still on some distant unseen point.

      “But not exactly normal, either?” Giselle made the statement into a question.

      “No…” Oliver rubbed a hand along his jaw. “They weren’t too friendly, were they? But then maybe that is normal for this village. They’re very isolated, so they might have developed strange ways.”

      “Maybe.” I scrunched up my face, unconvinced. “But surely their isolation would make them more interested and curious about newcomers. And about Sterling’s return, too.”

      Oliver glanced at the door. “Maybe I should have insisted on going with him. I wonder what they’re discussing right now.”

      I took no pleasure from the unease that had replaced his hopeful enthusiasm, but I couldn’t regret it, either. Somehow I suspected we would all need a dose of healthy caution if we were going to make it through this.

      “Well, there’s nothing you can do about it now,” said Giselle, seemingly the calmest of us. “And I can’t imagine they’d take kindly to you poking around alone.” She wrinkled her nose. “They looked sort of unpleasant.”

      I nodded thoughtfully. “Or rather as if we were unpleasant.” I raised an eyebrow as I surveyed myself. “Not that I can imagine why. It isn’t like we’ve just hiked our way through a mountain range without a bath for…how many days was it, in the end?”

      Giselle snorted, and Oliver managed a smile. When he opened his mouth, I held up a hand to stop him.

      “Please, no. I’m far too exhausted to cope with any false compliments right now.”

      “Oh, good,” he said. “Since I was merely going to agree that you could use a bath.”

      I picked up the rough cushion from my chair and threw it at his head too fast for him to duck. It hit him full in the face before he caught it and lobbed it back in my direction. I ducked, and he looked around for something else to throw.

      Giselle stopped us with a gagging sound. “Oh, please. That’s enough, lovebirds. Now that someone’s mentioned the word ‘bath’, I’m not going to be able to rest until I’ve had one.” She stood up and looked at us expectantly.

      For some reason Oliver had flushed and looked away at her scolding rebuke, so I answered.

      “Are you expecting me to pull a bath out of my pack? Because I’m pretty sure it was heavy enough that there might be one packed in there somewhere…”

      Giselle rolled her eyes. “The villagers must do something for baths. And I for one don’t want to face any elders without having had one. Some things are more important than food.”

      I jumped to my feet in complete agreement. I wanted nothing so much as I wanted to peel off these ill-fitting clothes and sink into some delicious hot water. I would never get used to being cold again after these delightful weeks with my own private heat source.

      Oliver looked less convinced. “Wasn’t it you who were just saying they’re not likely to take too kindly to our poking around?”

      Giselle shrugged. “So we won’t poke around. We’ll just ask someone about a bath.”

      Since she pulled the door open and marched out, me close behind her, he had little choice but to follow. We hailed the first people we saw, a young couple, and from the expressions of distaste on their faces as they surveyed us, we needed those baths even more than we realized.

      To our great joy, it turned out that Valley View came equipped with its own public bathhouse thanks to the presence of a small set of hot springs on the edge of the town. We hurried over to them, Sterling forgotten in our excitement. Oliver warned us to be careful and keep our eyes open before leaving us for the men’s bath.

      “I don’t know about you,” I said to Giselle, as I sank into the water, “but I have no intention whatsoever of keeping my eyes open.” I let them flutter closed as I heaved a deep sigh.

      The water gently circulated in the largish pool, carrying away my grime and replacing it with fresh water. Either nature or an industrious villager had shaped several stone ledges at the perfect height for sitting, and I gratefully let my head tip back against the rim of the pool.

      “I have no idea how hot springs can exist in a place like this, but it’s the best thing I ever heard of.”

      Giselle’s indrawn breath made me hold up a lazy hand. “No, please don’t tell me. Some things really are better with the mystique preserved.”

      I could almost hear her eye roll, but I didn’t care in the least. I was utterly, blessedly warm, and soon I would even be clean. For this one perfect moment I refused to think about anything else.

      Once I had soaked enough to regain a little energy, I dipped my head back into the water and vigorously washed my hair using one of the bars of soap provided on a small shelf beside the pool. I watched the suds floating away and wondered how long I could get away with soaking in here when voices made me sit up straight and look over at Giselle.

      We probably shouldn’t be surprised that at the end of the day some of the locals might want to make use of the bathhouse. And this might be a good opportunity to try to get friendly with some of them.

      A group of girls entered, with two older matrons following close behind. They all stopped short at the sight of us, before one of the older ladies prodded the others to keep moving and get on with it.

      “The water will be clean again soon enough, I suppose,” she said, glancing disapprovingly down into the pool.

      I gaped at her and then down into the water. We had been here long enough that our dirt had long since washed away, and the clear water of the pool contained only us.

      The girls entered one by one, giving us looks of such disgust that I concluded our earlier state of unwash had not been the source of the couple’s distaste. It seemed this village did not like outsiders.

      But as I quickly finished my bath, eager to be gone now that we were no longer alone, my confusion grew. These people didn’t seem the least lethargic or disconnected. But I had never met such an unpleasant bunch, so eager to see only faults. The way they poked and prodded at each other with their words, pointing out various perceived negatives in each other’s appearance, made my teeth ache. I desperately wanted to tell them to stop, but I didn’t think it would do our cause any good to get involved.

      Still, by the time we had dried and dressed in clean layers, my jaw felt like it had set in position, so tightly was I clenching it. And the older women had been no better. The only words out of their mouths had been complaints. For their day, their work, the girls, each other…

      As we walked back toward Sterling’s house, I frowned into the sunset. “When you said earlier that these people didn’t seem normal, I don’t suppose you meant they seemed excessively unpleasant?”

      Giselle frowned. “They definitely don’t seem normal, do they?”

      “What was it Sterling said back at the palace?” I muttered to myself. “That his village isn’t like other villages.” I was starting to wonder if there was something actually wrong with these people. If that’s why they had fled up here. But I had no idea what could turn people like this.

      I took a sudden detour, Giselle trailing behind me, to take us close enough to overhear a conversation between several men who stood outside what looked like some sort of small tavern. They each clasped a flagon and appeared to be relaxing after a day’s work. And yet just a slow walk past was enough to hear that nothing but complaints issued from their mouths as well.

      Giselle and I exchanged glances but refrained from commenting until we were safely back inside Sterling’s log walls. Oliver had beaten us back, as had Sterling, who looked less than pleased with our unsanctioned outing. Or maybe the villagers were just rubbing off on him.

      “Nice bath?” Oliver grinned at us which made me think he must have completed his wash undisturbed.

      “The bath itself was delightful.” I eyed Sterling. “But I can see why you were anxious to leave.”

      Our guide raised an eyebrow. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Oh, don’t you?” But I muttered the words quietly enough not to provoke a confrontation. I was still on edge with the loss of my powers, but turning our only potential ally in this place against us didn’t seem like a helpful way to let out my frustration.

      Sterling had apparently returned with a hot meal because bowls had already been laid out for us on his small table. We descended on them with nearly as much enthusiasm as the bath, and silence briefly reigned. Only when he had wiped his bowl clean with a large piece of fluffy bread, did Sterling speak again.

      “I mentioned something of your situation to a couple of the elders, and they agreed that you can have an audience tomorrow. But they also said that the village will never agree to release the object that keeps them all safe.” He glanced up at us, his face hard to read. “Just so you know not to get your hopes up.”
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      Of course Sterling refused to say any more about who he had spoken to or exactly what they had said. Meaning none of us slept well. We couldn’t even properly talk strategy since Sterling didn’t leave again.

      By the time we found ourselves standing in the morning sunlight in a grassy clearing at the center of the village, I knew Oliver’s nerves were stretched tight. But you wouldn’t have guessed it from looking at him. He stood tall, his shoulders back and his bearing every inch the confident prince.

      Unfortunately, the group of village elders looked less than impressed. Their expressions reminded me all too forcefully of the girls in the baths the night before. At least they listened silently while Oliver outlined the magical attack on Eldon and our hope that their godmother object could save the kingdom. At the mention of the object, several of them exchanged quick glances, but no one interrupted.

      He pleaded with them to let him borrow the object to save the kingdom and promised to return it as soon as possible. I noticed no softening in their faces. Even when he carefully pointed out the consequences to their own village if the rest of the kingdom should fall, they remained impassive.

      Any hope I had still clung to faded away as I examined them. I had expected a hardy—and possibly hard—folk to inhabit such a remote location. At worst I had feared that they might have already succumbed as the rest of the kingdom had done. But I had not expected this. Could the entire village really be full of people who saw no good in anything and had no interest in others at all? Who could bear to live in such a way? And surely it could not be natural. But if it wasn’t, what exactly was sickening their minds? It certainly wasn’t whatever was destroying the rest of the kingdom.

      “It is not we who bear responsibility for your kingdom, prince,” said the oldest of them when Oliver at last finished pleading his case.

      Oliver didn’t flinch, although I could see the statement cut him.

      “We can offer you no assistance,” agreed another of the elders.

      “But your object…” said Giselle, stepping forward.

      The woman shook her head, her expression cold.

      “So you mean you won’t offer assistance,” muttered Giselle, glancing hopelessly at her brother.

      “I refuse to believe that you speak for your whole village when you profess so little care for the lives and livelihood of so many,” said Oliver, his back still straight and his eyes burning. “I request permission to remain in the village, and to speak with both you and your people again. I believe that with time and consideration, you will see the value of my cause.”

      Several of the elders narrowed their eyes as if disgusted, but the oldest spoke again. “You may stay for as long as you wish. You will not change our minds, but we have no interest in driving you from here.”

      Oliver’s shoulders slumped the slightest bit, and I could read the subtle signs of relief in his bearing. He had obviously feared we would be unceremoniously kicked back down the mountain the moment this meeting concluded. And he obviously wanted to give us an opportunity to find the object on our own.

      “We also request permission to search your village,” he said, confirming my thoughts.

      I hadn’t expected such a brazen approach, but his next words explained it.

      “We have reason to believe there may be a stolen royal object here in your village, and we would like to search for it.”

      One of the elders raised his eyebrows. “A stolen royal object? What sort of object?”

      “A mirror.”

      Sterling shifted beside us, and I wondered if he was merely surprised or if he was offended at the suggestion. The elders all exchanged looks, before the speaker shrugged.

      “We know nothing of a stolen mirror. But feel free to ask our people about it. Perhaps one of them has heard something. We won’t give you permission to invade their homes, however. If you wish to search any homes, you must receive permission from the owner.

      I barely suppressed an eye roll at that. If the thief lived here, he was hardly likely to agree to a search of his home. But Oliver managed to thank them in a voice that almost sounded sincere.

      Giselle, who had been watching with a blank face, turned to leave, but the elder spoke again, his words stopping her.

      “But know this, princeling.”

      Oliver’s eyes whipped up to meet his, but the older man didn’t back down. In fact he leaned forward.

      “Valley View does not fall under the sovereignty of your family. Here you are not a prince or princesses, you are merely guests like any other. Guests who are expected to abide by our laws.”

      Oliver stiffened, and Giselle sucked in an audible breath. Did the man mean to speak treason, or was this village truly so isolated that they no longer saw themselves as part of their own kingdom?

      I recognized the fire in Oliver’s eyes and could only imagine how one of my brothers would react to such a challenge. I laid a hand on his arm, gripping hard enough to pull his attention from the elders. He glanced down at me, and I glared up at him.

      “Planning on getting caught breaking laws, are you?” I whispered at him.

      He frowned at me, saying nothing, but I could read the answer in his eyes. Of course not.

      “Then let it go. Unless you want to find yourself sent straight back down to the capital. We have no power here to back up your authority, remember?” I let my eyes stray down to where my hand still rested on his arm.

      I felt the release of tension before I heard his sigh. When he turned back to the elders, his stance held the same regal bearing, but his eyes no longer burned.

      “We have no desire to break laws—either yours or anyone else’s. We will conduct ourselves with honor while we remain your guests.”

      Yes, because we have no other choice, I thought guiltily, remembering that we had certainly contemplated forcing the villagers to assist us. Back when we thought we would have the power to do so.

      The elder accepted Oliver’s words with a curt nod of his head, before turning to talk quietly with his colleagues. Clearly we were dismissed. I grabbed both Oliver and Giselle and dragged them away before either of them decided to take exception to their reception and treatment.

      When we found a quiet spot between houses, I dropped both of their arms and put my hands on my hips. “Well, that went well. What do we do next?”

      Giselle frowned, shooting an angry look back in the direction of the now hidden elders. “What, have they ceded from Eldon and just never bothered to inform us? What do they think they’re playing at?”

      I gestured around our small circle. “Take a look at us, Giselle. We don’t exactly have the might of a crown to back us up, now, do we?”

      “Still, that’s treason,” said Oliver, his voice tight. “And this is exactly why we rule. Not for our own gain.” He gave a rough laugh with no trace of humor. “I certainly took no pleasure from our hike up here. Did either of you?” He didn’t wait for us to reply. “We rule to ensure that the entire kingdom is cared for and preserved. So no one small group can choose to sit back and watch the rest burn.” He turned and punched the wooden wall beside him.

      I sighed. “I don’t think burning is anyone’s problem at this point.” I couldn’t quite keep the bitterness from my voice.

      Oliver looked over at me, a frown crossing his face, and I turned away. I didn’t need his disappointment adding to the weight of my own.

      “Still, their treason does add weight to the idea that they might be harboring the thief,” he said.

      “I don’t know,” I said reluctantly. “To me they looked genuinely surprised by your question.”

      Neither of the other two said anything, and I wondered if they were thinking of the same thing I was. The thought I had tried to push away the whole way up the mountain. What if our trip yielded neither the protective object nor the mirror?

      But as I stared at the ground, I felt a sliver of steel creep up my spine. I would not sit around and be useless because I no longer had powers. I would prove my worth.

      I straightened and looked Oliver in the eye. “They gave us permission to stay and to speak to the villagers. So that’s what we should do. Just because the elders don’t know anything, doesn’t mean no one else does. And who knows, your ruse might even turn out to be right. Maybe we can find some villagers who don’t agree with the elders.”

      A reluctant smile crossed Oliver’s face. “I almost believe it’s possible when you say it like that.”

      I grinned back at him. “I’m good at saying things with feeling. I have a lifetime of experience making myself heard over six older siblings. But I do believe that if there is anything to learn from these villagers, you’ll be able to search it out.”

      “I fear you have too much faith in me,” said Oliver, so quietly I almost didn’t hear his words.

      Giselle grimaced sadly. “Normally I’d agree with Celine. Oliver knows our people well. But there’s something different about these people. And I didn’t notice anyone putting much weight in our so-called authority.” She sighed. “But I also don’t know what else we can do but try.”

      “Exactly,” I said, trying to put some bracing enthusiasm into my voice. “That’s the spirit.”

      She rolled her eyes at me but didn’t actually protest.

      “And what will you be doing while we’re convincing people to spill the truth?” asked Oliver.

      I looked around, my eyes narrowed. “I’m going to see if I can get a glimpse of this enchanted object of theirs. And maybe find out exactly how it works—if anyone even knows. It would be a pity to hang around here and put all this effort in only to discover it’s not going to help us after all. And if I happen upon the mirror in the meantime…” I shrugged. “They did give us permission to search outside of the homes.”

      I could see that Oliver would have preferred to join me searching for the object, but the same weight of duty which had driven him up the mountain drove him now. As crown prince it was up to him to tackle his people. To see if there was any way they would let him save his kingdom—their kingdom, even if they didn’t want to admit it.

      We split up, and I soon found myself wandering aimlessly around. For all my confident words, I didn’t actually have the least idea where to start searching for the object. I didn’t even know what sort of object it was. For all I knew, it could be something as small and mundane as a necklace.

      As I walked, I began to get a sense of the village. It all centered around the open, grassy space where we had met with the elders, the houses fanning out in circles from there. The outside ring seemed to hold bigger buildings, like the tavern we had passed the night before. Another seemed to be a school—at least that’s what it looked like when I peeked in the window and saw it filled with children and desks.

      The baths stood alone, their position dictated by the hot springs, and the back of the valley held the fields I had seen when we first arrived. Large barns formed a barrier between the rest of the village and the fields, an odd layout that suggested something of a communal nature to the work and property of Valley View.

      When I had snooped around the entire area, no one smiling at me, but no one challenging me either, I stopped to think. Godmother objects—especially ones with not only deep historical significance, but also current magical ability—didn’t tend to be kept at the back of a drawer or stuffed into a tray of jewelry. So regardless of the object’s size, it was likely kept somewhere in a place of honor.

      My eyes briefly skimmed the trees that surrounded the valley before I shook my head. No. Surely the nature of its magic necessitated it being kept in the village itself. I know I wouldn’t take a chance on placing it anywhere else if I were a local.

      I surveyed the village again. The elders had met us out in the open, suggesting they had nothing like a town hall. But that didn’t mean they didn’t have a ceremonial building of some kind. Perhaps even a small one built with the express purpose of protecting the object.

      My eyes scanned the buildings of the outer ring, skimming over the school, the tavern, and several others of obvious purpose such as the blacksmith’s shed. Finally my eyes rested on one that looked smaller than the others. Smaller even than the houses.

      My view of it was partially obscured as it stood some distance across the village, but I vaguely remembered passing it before. Nothing about it had stood out to me, but now that I thought about it, I couldn’t remember seeing much in the way of windows. I had written it off as a storage shed of some type, but it stood on the opposite side of the village to the barns.

      Whether my purposeful gait attracted attention or whether it was my close examination of that particular building, this time a man I didn’t recognize approached me. He stood for a while just watching me as I circled the small structure. I had been wrong earlier. It didn’t have any windows at all. I finally stopped thoughtfully in front of the wooden door.

      Now that I looked at it closely, I could see intricate carvings on the door itself and around the lintel. Casting a bold look at the watching man, I strode up the three shallow steps and tried to push open the door. It didn’t budge.

      I looked back at the man again. “I don’t suppose you have a key on you?”

      The man finally stirred, narrowing his eyes, his face twisting in distaste.

      “That building is forbidden.”

      I looked at him measuringly. “To me? Or to everyone?”

      “To everyone. That building is forbidden.”

      “I heard you the first time,” I muttered, traipsing back down the stairs. As I made my slow way back to Sterling’s house, I could feel his eyes burning into my back. Only when I shut the door behind me did I feel his eyes leave me.

      The house was empty. I sat inside by the constantly burning fire while I considered what to do about what I had found. No immediate ideas occurred to me.

      When Oliver and Giselle finally joined me, I could see by their faces that their efforts had been discouraging.

      I winced sympathetically. “Don’t tell me. The villagers are all as unpleasant as the few we’ve had the great joy to meet?”

      Oliver slumped into a chair without speaking, his eyes on the fire. There was definitely something wrong with these people. I just couldn’t work out what.

      Giselle looked from him to me and then shook her head sadly. “It was only our first day,” she said, but I didn’t hear any hope in her voice. She looked over at me. “As far as we could judge everyone seemed genuinely bemused by our questions about the mirror. And they had even less desire to talk about their object, whatever it might be.”

      I had no answer for that, so silence fell. After a long moment, Oliver seemed to wrench himself from his gloomy thoughts, focusing on me. “What about you? I don’t suppose you have anything more promising to report?”

      “Well,” I said. “I’m pretty sure I found the object.”
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      Oliver and Giselle’s excitement quickly tempered when they heard the full story. Neither of them argued about the likelihood of the object being inside the building, but knowing it was in there didn’t do us much good if we couldn’t even peer at it through a window.

      I promised that I would focus my efforts for the afternoon on the people rather than the village itself. We agreed to leave any direct questioning about the object for the moment. Instead the Eldonians would focus on asking about the mirror, and I would try to extract information about the forbidden building.

      “Where’s Sterling?” I asked, as soon as we had agreed on a plan, however half-heartedly. My rumbling stomach had pushed our missing guide into my mind. “Have either of you seen him today?”

      “Not since first thing this morning when we addressed the elders,” said Oliver.

      “There are some food stores over here,” said Giselle from a small cupboard on the other side of the room. “I guess he’s left us to make our own meal.”

      I frowned. Preparing my own meal didn’t worry me, but something about his disappearance didn’t sit well. When Oliver looked at me questioningly, I smiled and shrugged off the thought. Sterling had been absent from his village for who knew how long. Was it really surprising he had things he would rather be doing than babysitting us?

      The afternoon did not go well. I had decided to take the approach of quickly abandoning any conversation that seemed less than fruitful. That way I could speak to more people and hopefully find one, somewhere, who was inclined to be a little less unfriendly. But by the time I returned to Sterling’s house, I felt sure I must have spoken to everyone in the village without finding such a person. For all my hours of effort, I had learned nothing.

      Unless you counted that the small windowless building was forbidden. Which I didn’t. That I already knew.

      One look at Oliver’s face told me they had fared no better. The darkness in his eyes scared me. I didn’t know what else we could try if this village failed us. And I didn’t know how Oliver would take defeat.

      Giselle must have seen the same thing in him. Maybe she even saw something similar in my own face. Whatever it was, she kicked us both out of the house. Sterling had still not reappeared, and she said she would prepare some food but not with us hovering around.

      “Go for a walk through the valley,” she commanded. “You look like you need it, and I certainly don’t need you here.”

      For a second Oliver looked like he would resist, but then he caught me watching him and shrugged. Why not? his eyes seemed to say. It doesn’t matter what I do, after all.

      It broke my heart.

      Silently we pulled our jackets and boots back on and ventured outside once again. Only this time we ignored the village itself, striding quickly to its outskirts. I wanted to go back through the thin passage of stone, back to the snow—something I never thought I would say—so that I could feel flame on my skin again. But Oliver led me the other way, deeper into the valley.

      We passed the barns in silence, skirting the fields beyond. Young growth appeared in the plowed earth, and the sight was at once comforting and jarring. Life goes on, it said. But at the same time I knew that only here in this valley had spring taken hold. Winter had gripped the rest of Eldon with icy fingers and refused to relinquish its grip. And the aching pain in my healed ankle—absent in all these weeks with my own personal heat source—reminded me of it with every step.

      I didn’t even realize I’d sighed until Oliver reached over and took my hand. He had never done such a thing before, and I stared at our entwined fingers for a moment, wondering if I should pull away. But I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I had thought he was falling apart, and yet a strength seemed to flow into me from his firm clasp.

      We walked past the fields and into a small grove of trees tucked up against the surrounding cliffs. Only once we had passed out of sight of the village did he sigh, his body releasing tension I hadn’t even realized it held.

      He dropped my hand and I flexed it, hidden within the folds of my jacket-skirt. I had always prided myself on my strength, so why did I feel strangely empty now, and cold, without his warm fingers in mine? I forced my hand to still. I would not be weak. I would not be helpless. I didn’t need my power, and I didn’t need anyone else. I would find a way to save us.

      Oliver turned suddenly to meet my eyes, and my thoughts fell away. Fear gripped me. Because I could read too easily the same determination in his eyes. Without thinking, I closed the space between us, grabbing the front of his jacket in both of my cold hands.

      “What?” I asked. “What are you planning?”

      My words seemed to take him by surprise, and he hesitated for a moment. Finally he reached up to place his hands over mine. I didn’t let go of the jacket.

      “We’re not making any headway here. There’s no sign of the mirror, and we can’t even get them to give us any information on their object. Let alone the object itself. It’s obviously a powerful object since it’s nullified your powers, but that means we can’t force them to help us. I’ve been so sure I needed to bring this object back to the palace, but then I realized I was wrong.”

      I stared up at him, trying not to allow myself to hope that he’d actually thought of another way. But it wasn’t hope I saw looking back at me in his eyes. It was despair. I trembled, and his hands dropped from mine, circling around me instead in an embrace I barely noticed.

      “What do you mean?”

      “There’s no reason it needs to be me that brings the artifact back to the palace. You and Giselle could do it just as well I’m sure.”

      My mouth wanted to protest, but his eyes silenced me. What is he planning?

      “I can understand why the villagers wouldn’t want to risk their object. And they’ve made it clear they feel no loyalty or allegiance to me or the crown. So I need to show them they can trust us. That we will return it. I’ve been wracking my brain trying to work out how to do so, when I realized the answer is simple. I’ll offer myself in exchange. I will remain here—as a hostage of sorts, I suppose—until you return with the object.”

      He forced a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. I knew the prospect of staying back and leaving us to defeat this enchantment on our own must be killing him.

      “You will come back for me, won’t you, Celine?”

      His attempt at lightening the mood didn’t work. I shook my head quickly, and his expression dropped.

      “No,” I said, more strength in my voice than I expected. “I won’t come back for you.”

      His eyes searched mine, and I wondered what he saw there.

      “I won’t come back for you because I’m not leaving you in the first place. Without that object—and without me—you won’t survive here. None of you will. We saw that on the mountain. We have to convince them all to come down with us.”

      “But they never will, Celine,” he said, fear in his voice. “It’s only been a day but already I can see that. These people will never follow where I lead. They will never give me the object or come with me down the mountain.”

      I remembered the elder’s words about sovereignty. Did Oliver think this refusal from the villagers was an act of defiance against him? Was that what had given rise to this mad plan? Did he mean to sacrifice himself?

      I shook him. “You cannot stay here. I will not leave you to die here alone.”

      Oliver’s breath caught, and a different look crossed his face. One that made me pause and forget for a moment all about enchantments and godmother items and the killing power of a blizzard.

      “I wish it could be true,” he said, his words a whisper. “I wish it could be that you will never leave me.”

      This time it was my own trembling that made my hands shake his jacket. “I will not leave you.”

      One hand slipped up from my waist, somehow free of its glove, to trace the lines of my face. “I wish it were true,” he said again. “But even without all this, you are a creature of fire and heat, Celine. You were before ever your godmother got involved. Why do you think she gave you such a gift? You could never be happy here, in a kingdom of snow, trapped in a palace like ice. How could I ask such a thing of you?”

      I couldn’t breathe, but somehow I found the breath to speak. “You wouldn’t have to ask.”

      Even as I said the words, I wondered if they were true. Would I stay here for him? Would I condemn myself to a lifetime in this frozen kingdom? But the answer was already burning through my veins. Here in this valley where my gift had been stripped from me, I still felt heat rushing through every part of me. It jumped from his hand to my face, and it seemed to center around my heart.

      Love. The word whispered in my mind, echoing through me until it grew into an all-consuming shout. I never dreamed when I sailed from Palinar that such a thing could be possible. But I hadn’t met Oliver then. Not truly. I could never have loved the icicle that the enchantment had made him.

      But the real Oliver—the one I had seen since our eyes met on that first day when Lord Treestone’s men attacked—that Oliver burned just as brightly as me. He might be prince over the ice and snow, but for all his words about my fire, one just as strong burned in him.

      It drove him, while still only partially freed from the cloying fog of enchantment, to track us through the forest and scale a castle alone, little more than a shadow. And it drove him now to fight, and to sacrifice himself, to save his people and his kingdom. A kingdom he knew inside out. I had seen it in my weeks in Eldon. Oliver was no prince who hid himself away in his palace, above the people he was called to serve. He was certainly confident in the icy marble halls—a figure of assurance and authority—but he was also at home in the southern woods, in the tunnels of the capitals where he could read the tunnel markings like any local civilian, and on the ice-filled mountains themselves where he could snowshoe like an expert and track a snow leopard without pause.

      The shout reverberating inside me spilled out of my eyes, and I saw his own light up in response. His hand dropped from my face, returning to my waist and pulling me hard against him. His eyes blazed back into mine, but still he hesitated.

      “Are you asking?” His voice sounded ragged, and it took me a moment to recall our long-ago conversation.

      I nodded, unable to speak, and then our lips met, mine angled up to meet his as he pressed his face down to mine.

      His kiss reached all the way down to my toes, filled with too many emotions to separate. Our love and longing swirled with our desperation and fear and despair. I knew, without a doubt, that if we had stood anywhere but this valley we would both have gone up in flames by now. None of my attempts at training would have been a match for emotions like this.

      If only our biggest problem was his icy kingdom and my aversion to the cold. But we both knew it was not. And our desperation fueled a kiss that tasted too much of goodbye.

      I clung to him still because I was afraid if I let go I would fall. I had promised myself I would be strong, but some things I could not withstand.

      When Oliver at last pulled away, he rested his forehead against mine, both of our breaths ragged. It hurt to look at him, so I closed my eyes.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he breathed against me. “Sometimes you seem too bright to be real.”

      I laughed shakily, unsure how to reply. I was beautiful enough, it was true—although not like my sister, Celeste. All the women of my family were. But my beauty had done no good against the snow leopard. And it did us no good now, when we stood so close to something that could save us. For all my efforts to be more—for all my brief taste of true power—I had been reduced once again to a beautiful princess. He said he saw brightness in me, but in truth my fire had failed us.

      I tasted fear in my mouth when I remembered what he planned to do. How he planned to sacrifice himself because I had failed to protect us as we planned.

      Shaking my head, I pulled back, out of the warm circle of his arms. He looked at me, his brow furrowed and eyes confused as if waking from a dream.

      “What is it?” he asked, his gaze never leaving my face. Once again I wondered what he could read there.

      “I said that I would not leave you, Oliver, but what of you? Will you truly leave me?”

      Pain twisted his face. “I must.”

      “No!” I slashed angrily at the air with my hand. “This is not the way. This will not save us. Your kingdom needs you fighting, not waiting uselessly!”

      I saw my words hit him like a physical blow, but I wouldn’t take them back. I could feel every nerve humming. I had to make him understand. This village was poison, for all it looked so idyllic. I could sense it—had sensed it since we stepped through the rock. I didn’t know where the poison came from, but nothing good would come of lingering here.

      “I wish there were another way,” he said, “but I cannot see one.”

      I took two stumbling steps backward, his haunted eyes piercing me. Had I been cold when we started this walk? Every part of me burned now. And yet still no flames leaped to my command. I closed my eyes, drawing deep breaths, trying to think of something that might convince him.

      But when I opened them again, he was gone. I sank down onto the forest floor. For all I apparently burned so brightly, I had not been enough. I could not save us from whatever poisoned Valley View. I could not take the object by force. And I could not keep Oliver from walking away. What use was my fire now?
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      I don’t know how long I remained curled there, but eventually the cold seeped through into every part of me, driving out any lingering warmth from our embrace. Even in this protected valley it wasn’t warm enough to stay outside and still for so long without a fire.

      But the cold wasn’t the only thing that had taken root inside me. I didn’t need fire, I could save us all without it. I had promised myself I could, and I would not back down now.

      I suspected the elders wouldn’t even accept Oliver’s proposal, but I didn’t want to take the risk. I could save him before he even approached them.

      I just needed the object. And I knew where to find it.

      As I strode back toward the village, new energy flowing through me, I made my plans. Dark was already falling, but I would wait for full black. Then I would force my way through that door and take the object that could save an entire kingdom. These people would thank me one day, when they had been forced away from this noxious place.

      Once I had it, we would run for it, straight back down the mountain. The villagers would undoubtedly pursue us—they would have to. But by then it would be too late. I would send Oliver and Giselle ahead with the object, and I would stay behind, just out of range. I would protect us with an inferno impossible to penetrate no matter how well these people knew their mountain. And somehow, with me as the buffer between us, all of us would make it down the mountain. Once we were back in the palace with the object, we would have the royal guard to protect us from the incensed villagers and their treasonous ideas.

      I was fired up, ready to act now, but I made myself wait. Full dark still hadn’t fallen. And a loud grumble from my belly reminded me I hadn’t eaten yet, so I reluctantly returned to the house. Calmly sitting down to eat felt too much like being locked back up in Lord Treestone’s castle, but I needed every advantage I could get. Food would only strengthen me.

      When I appeared, Oliver quickly looked away, his eyes guarded, his fists tightening briefly. I carefully focused on Giselle instead who looked curiously between us. Eventually she shook her head and turned back to the food.

      “I’m not going to ask,” she muttered as she served it into bowls.

      I appreciated her forbearance.

      Although I forced myself to sit and eat, Oliver didn’t seem to have the same capacity. Whether it was his coming sacrifice, or our encounter in the trees, something tormented him enough that he could sit still only for a minute. After thrusting himself back from the table and striding to the fire for the third time, he was met with a glare from Giselle.

      “Sorry,” he said, sounding guilty. “I’ll go.” And before either of us could protest, he had disappeared out the door.

      “What did you do to him?” she asked, her voice halfway between exasperated and amused.

      A flush rose up my neck, and I couldn’t answer her in kind.

      “Well!” she said after a moment of silence.

      I pushed my bowl away and leaned across the table. “I don’t know when he’ll be back, which means you have to get ready for all of us.”

      “What?” Giselle seemed confused by the sudden change of topic, her blue eyes uneasy at the light in mine.

      “We’re getting out of here—tonight. So you need to be dressed and packed for a hasty exit.” I gave her a significant look, and she frowned.

      “What exactly are the two of you planning?”

      “I’m going to save us before your brother does something stupid. And I’m not waiting any longer.” I stood to my feet and pulled on my jacket. “So just be ready.”

      Giselle stood and joined me, although she made no move to pack our bags or dress herself.

      “Why do I get the distinct impression that you’re the one about to do something stupid?” She eyed me warily. “What are you planning to do, Celine?”

      “I’m stealing the object. And then we’re going to make a run for it.”

      Her eyes grew wide. “What?!? We’ve never even seen the object. Are you mad?”

      I laughed, but the slightly wild sound didn’t seem to reassure her. “Perhaps.”

      She continued to glare at me, but her disapproval did nothing to erode my determination. “We know where the object is, that’s enough.”

      “Yes, it’s in a forbidden hut. Remember? And you don’t have your powers anymore.”

      I frowned at the mention of my fire. “I don’t need powers, Giselle. I survived without them for eighteen years. Even in the midst of an attempted coup and a rebellion.”

      She didn’t look convinced.

      “And, anyway, once we’ve got it, you can take it ahead. To free my powers.”

      Giselle narrowed her eyes. “If we make it that far.” She gripped my arm. “This is crazy, Celine. At least wait until Oliver gets back. Let us all talk this over. What if you get in there and there’s more than one object inside? How will you know which one it is? And what if they catch you? You remember what the elder said about obeying their laws. Do we even know the penalty for disobeying them? Oliver and I won’t be able to protect you.”

      I brushed her concerns aside along with her hand. “I’ll know. And I won’t get caught. You’ll see. Just be ready to run.”

      Before she could stop me, I thrust open the door and pushed out into the night. Excitement filled me, tingling in every part of my body. She would see. And so would Oliver. So would anyone who had ever doubted me. I was Celine of Lanover, and I didn’t need a godmother’s gift to keep the people I loved safe.

      I soon slowed my stride, however, remembering the need to stay out of sight. Thankfully my goal stood nowhere near the tavern or the baths, the two buildings that seemed to attract nighttime traffic. I slipped from shadow to shadow, staying away from lighted windows or the occasional villager making their way home. I should have waited longer, but I couldn’t risk Oliver returning and trying to restrain me.

      When I reached the building, I realized I also should have checked Sterling’s house for tools of some sort. I tried the door, just in case, but of course it remained locked. So now I stood in the dark with empty hands, staring at a locked door.

      My eyes traveled to my useless hands and then down to my feet. After a moment of consideration, I shrugged. It seemed I only had one choice.

      Planting one foot firmly, I pulled the other up, glad to be wearing pants instead of skirts, and smashed my heel against the door, just below the latch. It didn’t move, but I thought I heard a faint splintering.

      A grin stretched across my face as I drove my foot again and again against the same spot. For a moment I forgot everything else as I vented all my anger and frustration on the wooden panels. Finally, with a louder splinter and a crash, the latch gave way, and the door swung inward.

      I stood for a moment, panting, satisfaction surging through me. But slowly it faded, a flaring pain in my ankle replacing the surge of energy. I shouldn’t have used my previously injured leg. And now an unwelcome unease accompanied the physical pain.

      How much noise had that made? I glanced around, but no one emerged from the shadows to tackle me. I looked again at the broken door. There would be no hiding this. If I couldn’t identify the object, or if it wasn’t even here…

      But I shook off the thought. Such doubts would do no good now. And why else would there be a windowless hut, forbidden to all? It would be here.

      I stepped inside. My first thought was that I should have brought a lantern. Without windows, the hut remained in almost complete blackness. Something I should have foreseen.

      But you didn’t stop to think, did you? said a voice in my mind that I squashed just as I had the earlier thoughts. I was here now.

      I pushed the door as wide as it would go, letting in the faint gleam of moonlight. A small table stood close enough to catch some illumination, and I could just make out the outline of a candle. My groping fingers found the nearby tinder box and after much fumbling, I managed to light it. I was far from expert in the task, and I was still complaining to myself when I turned to survey the room.

      Ice instantly washed over me. The inside of the hut was as simple as the outside, with the exception of the carved door I had just partially destroyed. But it was no display room. In fact, the inside looked exactly like the storage shed I had first imagined it to be.

      Several wheelbarrows, one missing a wheel, leaned haphazardly against one another in one corner. And at least half of the single room was taken up with various pieces of broken furniture all piled on top of each other.

      Godmothers were known for enchanting ordinary objects, but I had never known one to enchant a broken chair. And no one would store an essential magical object in such a place. Several of the mismatched piles looked like they might collapse at any point, crushing anything that happened to be beneath them.

      An unpleasant tingling rushed down from my scalp to my toes and back up again. If it wasn’t kept here, where was it? And what had I done? This had all been for naught.

      A drop of hot wax dripped onto my hand, and I yelped and jumped backward, only just managing to keep my grip on the candle. My gaze flew from the small flame to the wide-open door. I tried to remember what this building faced onto. Was it angled so that anyone would see the light, so out of place in this particular spot?

      I needed to get out of here before someone discovered what I had done. I blew out the candle and let it fall to the floor. Running, I burst from the door, almost tripping down the few stairs in my haste.

      As my eyes sought out a path in the unfamiliar darkness, they fell on the shape I most feared. A human shape. Not on the village side of the hut, but on the other side. Someone lurked on the very edges of the village, barely visible in the gloom of the night.

      My feet took off running before my brain could catch up. I fled back toward Sterling’s house, not bothering to keep to the shadows because the sound I most dreaded had fallen on my ears. A shout from the shrouded figure. And then the pounding of multiple feet.

      I should have run out of the valley entirely, but I was pointed the wrong way, my pursuers cutting me off from the narrow passage and escape. Without thought I continued on my current path. Only as I neared Sterling’s house, my breath now coming in sharp pants, did it occur to me that I couldn’t lead them here. I had to keep running. Find somewhere to hide until I could circle back and be free of this wretched place. Once I hit the snow line, none of them would be able to hurt me. Or so I hoped.

      But even as I made the desperate plan, I neared the house, almost brushing against its wall, and the door flung open, blocking my forward momentum. Oliver leaned out, gazing beyond me, clearly looking for the source of the commotion. But it took less than a second for him to see me, my face no doubt blanched with fear.

      It seemed to take even less time for him to take in the whole scene, understanding rushing across his face and fear filling his eyes. I tried to duck around the door to keep fleeing, but he grabbed my arm, pulling me inside and slamming the door behind us.

      He still wore his boots and jacket, so he had either just returned or had been on his way out to find me. If only he had found me in time, a miserable voice inside whispered. If only he had stopped me.

      But the fear in his eyes held no room for recriminations. Instead he scrabbled at the clasps of my jacket, pulling them apart while I stood there stupidly, trying to understand what was going on. As soon as they were undone, he ripped the garment from me, throwing it into a heap in front of the fire.

      It hit the floor just as the door handle turned, and he thrust me back toward a chair, his hands rough and his eyes on the doorway. As I hit the seat hard, understanding rushed through me. I leaped back to my feet, but the damage had already been done.

      Several men had pushed their way into the room, and the sight that confronted them was two girls sitting by the fire and one man, dressed for the outdoors, standing panting by the door.

      “No!” I cried, even as three of them moved forward to grab Oliver’s arms. He didn’t resist, whether for our sake or simply because he was outnumbered, I didn’t know. But I could see several more men milling outside, talking in angry voices. We had no chance against them if it came to a fight. Not without my fire.

      Someone else stepped inside just behind the men, and my brain finally caught up with me. The figure I had seen watching the hut was a familiar one. The same who now entered the house—Sterling.

      His eyes traveled from Oliver, held securely between the villagers, and me. Relief rushed through me. He had been there. He had seen me. The truth would now be exposed.

      But his eyes skated back over me, landing once again on Oliver. And the expression on his face was one of satisfaction.

      “My apologies for bringing a lawbreaker into your community,” he said to Oliver’s captors.

      I rushed forward, my mind scrambling to make sense of it all, and wrapped my hands around one of Oliver’s arms. The man on that side pushed me back, and Oliver turned on him, his eyes furious and his stance strong despite the restraining hands.

      “Don’t touch her!”

      “She’ll be safe enough,” said the elder who had warned us only that morning. “It’s not she who has broken our laws.” His eyes held no mercy.

      I opened my mouth to correct him, if Sterling would not, but Giselle kicked me so hard in the shin that I nearly fell, already off balance. I wobbled against the younger girl, and only two of the men even spared a glance for the overwrought women as they hauled Oliver away.

      I got a final glimpse of him, looking back at us, and the relief in his eyes made me crumple to the floor for the second time that day. He had not hesitated to sacrifice himself for me. And I—I had destroyed everything.

      After several deep, shuddering breaths, I scrambled back to my feet.

      “We…we should go after them.”

      Giselle, her face white, and her hand shaking, glanced from me to the door. “Do you know where they’ll take him? Did you see a prison in your explorations?” She bit her lip and wrung her hands. “We might make things worse.”

      I looked around, trying to make my mind work rather than circling endlessly back to Oliver’s final expression.

      “Why did you stop me? You should have let me tell them the truth!”

      “And have you both hauled off? We have a better chance of freeing him this way. Especially if they send him out of the valley.”

      I wanted to storm off into the night. To demand to know where Oliver had been taken. To demand to see him. But I hesitated. What if Giselle was right? What if I made it worse? I didn’t know their customs or laws, I had been too busy in my useless quest for information on the object to ask. And we were only in this predicament because I had already rushed foolishly into something today…

      “It was Sterling,” I whispered.

      “What?” Giselle looked at me in confusion, clearly having the same difficulty in ordering her thoughts that I was having.

      “He was out there in the night, watching the hut. I think he was waiting for one of us to try…” I took a deep breath. “I think the whole thing was a set up.”

      “Did you…did you find it? Was it there?”

      I bit my lip. “It was just a storage shed. Like it looked from the outside. But one that had been locked and forbidden. Why would anyone forbid access to a storage shed? Unless they wanted to lure someone into breaking the law.”

      Giselle swallowed. “You mean Sterling wanted you to break the law?”

      I shook my head. “Not me. You saw what just happened. Sterling knew I was the one to break into that shed, but he said nothing. It was Oliver he wanted. He must have thought he was the most likely to do something rash.” Tears filled my eyes. “He underestimated me. And then he got lucky that Oliver is too noble for his own good.”

      Giselle gaped at me. “But what does Sterling want with Oliver?”

      The two of us stared at each other wordlessly. Because neither of us had an answer to that question.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      We didn’t sleep. Instead we took turns pacing and glancing anxiously at the door, until we both ended up huddled together on the floor in front of the fire.

      We had agreed that at dawn we would venture out and find the elders. Demand to know where Oliver was being kept and what his punishment was to be. But the hours dragged endlessly, and with every one that passed, the heavy weight of my stupidity and arrogance grew. This was all my fault.

      Dawn brought no lessening of my guilt. But at least we could finally act. Silently we picked ourselves up and left the house.

      Even though they refused to acknowledge his authority, I could only hope the villagers would hesitate to deal too harshly with the crown prince of the kingdom in which they sheltered. Except, of course, that these people had already shown they didn’t think like other people. I bit my lip.

      As we left the house, I saw our full packs lined up next to the door. The sight drove a fresh shot of pain through me. For all her disapproval, Giselle had obeyed my orders. She had been ready to flee with the object.

      As the sun rose higher, we made our way to the central square. I don’t know if I had expected to find the full council of elders in attendance, but I didn’t expect to find it empty, with no sign that anything at all had happened.

      Blinking, I took in the entire village. Nothing I could see looked out of place. People moved about their daily business, as they had done the morning before. None even looked at us with any special curiosity.

      When a woman passed close by, I reached out and grabbed her arm, forcing her to stop. She looked at my fingers with distaste, but I didn’t let go.

      “Where’s Prince Oliver? Where are they holding him?”

      This time she looked at me in surprise, and the emotion seemed genuine. “Didn’t you hear? He broke our laws.”

      “Yes, I know,” I said, barely restraining my impatience. “But where are they holding him?”

      Her brows lowered, and she looked between me and Giselle. “Holding him? What do you mean?”

      I held back the urge to shake her with difficulty. “Prison, jail, the stocks…whatever it is you use for those who break the law.”

      “Oh, we don’t hold them,” she said.

      Her words surprised me enough that my grip slackened, and she managed to pull herself free. I turned frightened eyes on Giselle as the woman marched off, her gait indignant.

      “They can’t have…surely they can’t have…already…” I couldn’t seem to get the words to come. Giselle looked equally stricken.

      When the elder from the day before appeared, as if from nowhere, I rounded on him so fiercely I was actually baring my teeth. He looked unintimidated, his gaze hooded and impossible to read.

      “Where is he?” I demanded. “Where is Oliver?”

      “He broke our laws,” the man said, calmly.

      “Yes, we know,” snapped Giselle, her patience clearly wearing as thin as mine. “But where is he?”

      He looked between us. “He is gone.”

      I fell back a step, my heart stuttering. Surely he couldn’t mean…

      “You dared kill the crown prince of Eldon for breaking down a door?” asked Giselle, and I had never heard that tone in her voice before.

      He shook his head once, and I managed to breathe again.

      “No, of course not. We do not kill. But neither do we keep lawbreakers among us. Those who transgress must leave immediately.”

      I tried to comprehend his words. If Oliver had merely been banished, I felt certain he would have found a way to sneak back in by now to find and reassure us.

      “I don’t understand. Where has he been taken?”

      The man’s eyes strayed to Giselle, although I was the one who had spoken. “We told you that we do not fall under your sovereignty. But you never asked who it is that we serve.”

      A horrible, creeping cold swept over me. “Who do you serve?”

      His eyes bored into mine. “She calls herself the Snow Queen.”
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      I screamed and threw a chair so hard against the wall that one of the legs broke off, bouncing across the floor. Giselle flinched, but she didn’t scold me.

      “That traitor! That lying piece of manipulative scum. I’ll—” But I broke off, unable to think of a suitable punishment, and settled for throwing a plate against the wall instead. When it shattered, something in me shattered with it, and I sank onto one of the remaining chairs.

      Sterling’s treachery ran even deeper than we had feared.

      “I always knew there was something off about him.”

      “Yes, but we couldn’t possibly have guessed this,” said Giselle. I could see the horror in her eyes, but she held it in much better than me.

      “So you’ve really never heard of this Snow Queen?” I shook my head. The whole thing seemed too incredible to believe. “I seem to remember someone mentioning her but only as a nursery story.”

      “Well…” Giselle hesitated, and I pounced on it.

      “So you have heard of her!”

      “Not in any real way. Not as a real person. But you’re right.” She chewed on her lip. “I have vague memories of hearing the servants talk about her as a threat to keep children in line. You know. Behave or the Snow Queen will freeze your heart. Eat your vegetables or the Snow Queen will freeze you where you stand.” She shrugged. “I always thought they meant it as a sort of humanizing of winter itself.”

      I stood back up and paced across the small floor.

      She shrugged apologetically. “I certainly never heard anyone say, Hey, you know that woman who lives high in the mountains with the power to control snow and ice? The one with a whole village to serve her? You know—the Snow Queen.”

      I slumped back down, as unable to keep pacing as I was to keep sitting. I tried to take stock of what we had learned.

      Valley View served not the King of Eldon but this so-called Snow Queen. They provided her with food and supplies and kept her existence a secret from the world. And Sterling was not a villager, but a long-time servant of this queen. He carried her commands between her distant Palace of Ice and the village. And any lawbreakers were sent back with him, to serve the Snow Queen in whatever way she saw fit. None of them ever returned to the village.

      “What do you think she does with them?” asked Giselle, as if reading my thoughts.

      I threw up my hands. “I have no idea. Turn them into giant sculptures of ice to decorate her throne room?”

      Giselle paled even further, and I felt instantly guilty.

      “No, of course she doesn’t,” I said quickly. “Ignore me. I’m sure she has them doing the usual servant things. Preparing her food, cleaning her rooms, tending her fires.” I considered. “Well, maybe not that last one. Not if she lives in a palace of ice.”

      Giselle’s eyes widened. “Surely it’s not really made of ice. Surely it’s just a name…”

      I shrugged. “I wouldn’t put anything past her at this point. Would you?”

      Giselle’s thoughts seemed to have wandered down a different track. “So do you think this magical object we’ve been chasing even exists?”

      I rubbed at my temples, briefly covering my face as I considered her question and my own foolishness.

      “Yes,” I said at last. “Something is protecting this village from the weather. And something is blocking my powers. But I don’t suppose it all happened the way Sterling described it. We’ve been able to tell since we arrived that there’s something wrong with this place. With these people. But it doesn’t seem to have anything to do with ice. No one seems frozen…”

      I swallowed. “I didn’t think it was the same thing as what’s infecting the rest of the kingdom. But clearly it’s all coming from this so-called queen. Which means while the object may work against enchantment, it clearly doesn’t work against this strange ability she must have to destroy people’s hearts and minds. Which means it would never have worked to free the palace anyway. And if I had listened to my instincts warning me about Sterling, maybe I wouldn’t have been so quick to do something so stupid…”

      Giselle looked away, apparently not willing to absolve me, and I couldn’t blame her. Because it hadn’t been trust in Sterling that had led me astray. It had been my own pride and over-confidence. I had let myself rely too much on my new powers. And then, when they were stripped away, I had been so determined to prove my strength—to prove how useful I could be all on my own without powers or even help—I had behaved not with strength but with recklessness. And someone else had suffered the consequences. I deserved far worse than Giselle’s condemnation.

      “So why bring us here at all?” Giselle sounded bitter. “If you’re right, and it’s Oliver he wanted—or rather she wanted, I suppose—why not take us straight to her? We wouldn’t have known he was leading us away from the village.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that. I can’t know for certain, of course, but I think that was probably his original plan. Only the weather was worse than he expected. We were in a bad way after that blizzard, and he must have decided we needed to rest and resupply.”

      Giselle looked at me grimly. “And the blizzard did something else, remember. It exposed your powers. Maybe he thought his queen wouldn’t be so pleased if he showed up at her ice palace with a girl who can lob fireballs in tow. He must have had to improvise. Try to come up with a plan to separate us from Oliver.”

      I groaned. “And we played straight into his hands.”

      Giselle glared at me.

      “Well, I did, at any rate” I corrected quickly. “Me, and Oliver’s stupid nobility.” I thought it over, remembering the way Sterling had disappeared when we first arrived. “What did that elder say? That we hadn’t asked? I think Sterling commanded them to lock that hut and forbid all access to it. On the Snow Queen’s orders, of course. He probably told them not to give us any information on the object, and not to tell us anything about anything unless we specifically asked. Easy enough instructions for everyone to follow, but safe, too, since none of us would ever have thought to ask about a Snow Queen.”

      I groaned. “We were too busy asking about the mirror which was likely never here at all.”

      How strange that I had been so right to mistrust Sterling even though it now seemed as if he couldn’t be responsible for the thing that had made me doubt him in the first place. Because if his queen wanted Oliver alive, it didn’t make sense for him to have caused the cave in.

      Silence fell between us as we both pondered the most important question. If it was Oliver the Snow Queen had been after all along, then what did she want with him? I had a sinking suspicion it must have something to do with his being the heir to the throne. Perhaps she had grown tired of ruling a distant mountain and a single village. And if she offered him a marriage alliance in exchange for lifting the curse on Eldon, would he agree?

      Would he have any choice?

      “What do we do now?” asked Giselle, and for once I remembered that she was only fifteen and years younger than me.

      I hadn’t actually considered it, but I found I knew the answer all the same.

      “We go after him, of course. We get him back, and we melt this ice palace to the ground.”

      Giselle met my eyes and actually smiled, her expression ferocious. “Well, what are we waiting for then?”
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      The elder had been able to tell us only that the Snow Queen’s Ice Palace lay to the north. Or, in other words, up. We didn’t bother questioning anyone else. If no one taken there ever returned, it seemed fruitless to hope any of the villagers would know the way. And I couldn’t imagine they’d tell us even if they did.

      At least they didn’t try to stop us leaving.

      It took longer than I would have liked for us to prepare, but Giselle had insisted that we both sleep and eat, at least a little, before starting out. Reluctantly I had to admit that she was right. We wouldn’t get far on a sleepless night and empty bellies. And we’d sleep better here in the house—despite the destruction I’d wreaked on it—than we would out in the snow.

      And then, of course, there was the matter of our packs. With only the two of us, we had to abandon many of the supplies we’d used on the way up to Valley View. I had never been so conscious of the fact that Sterling and Oliver had carried the heavier packs. So even more time passed while we unpacked and laid everything out, carefully choosing which things we most needed.

      Despite our early start to the day, it was well into the afternoon when we finally set off. My feet seemed to bound forward, eager to be on our way, but I had enough experience now to know that wouldn’t last. Not for long, anyway. The mountain and the snow would soon sap my energy and weaken my muscles.

      But it wasn’t only the desire to be off after Oliver that drove my steps forward. I couldn’t wait to be free of this valley. Since none of us had seen any other way out during our time here, Giselle and I had agreed to backtrack to the narrow rock entrance and go from there. I just hoped we could find some sign of Sterling and Oliver’s passage to guide us after that. Because if we couldn’t…

      But all my doubts fell away as we stepped clear of the rock passage and out into the deep snow, the frozen landscape still piled high from the recent blizzard. Giselle immediately sat down to strap on her snowshoes, but I just stood there.

      I closed my eyes, already full of more emotions than I knew how to handle. The inferno that burst into bloom inside my chest raced eagerly down my arms and sprang from my fingertips in dancing flames. I swirled my fingers, forming the fire on each hand into a ball, and hurled both of them at distant trees.

      They hit with a bang and sizzle, shaking clumps of snow from the branches. I laughed, and Giselle applauded.

      “We needed some good news,” she said, still fastening the clasps of her shoes.

      Grinning back at her, I thrust out my palms and sent a rush of hot air racing away from me. The trees in front of us bent and creaked, more snow falling to the ground.

      “Whoa there,” said Giselle, climbing back to her feet. “Let’s not bring the forest down around us.”

      I nodded, my momentary elation subsiding as I remembered our situation. I quickly sat and attached my own snowshoes, my thoughts turning dark.

      “He’ll be ready for me, you know,” I said. When Giselle looked at me blankly, I added, “Sterling.”

      Understanding crossed her face.

      “I knew we didn’t want him to find out about my powers.” I wobbled a little as I stood, my legs taking a moment to remember how to walk properly in the strange contraptions.

      “Well, I for one am glad you didn’t let us die,” said Giselle, but I could see the worry in her eyes.

      I gestured at the valley behind us. “It doesn’t seem promising that this Snow Queen can apparently dampen my powers.”

      Giselle winced, but her eyes were thoughtful. “The enchantment on that valley is obviously of very long-standing. And this Snow Queen clearly is no follower of the High King. She isn’t a godmother. She must be fueling her magic with objects she has somehow acquired, twisting them to her purposes. As you said, there must be an object hidden in the valley somewhere. One that works against enchantments, but not against her control over people. So, one that wouldn’t have helped us,” she added before sighing.

      “So far I’m not feeling encouraged.” I made a face at her.

      She rolled her eyes back at me. “My point is that just because this object deadened your powers, doesn’t mean any of the ones at her palace will. I can’t see why she would want to nullify enchantment there. Her palace would probably melt around her ears.”

      I grinned, cheered by her logic. Fire danced across my fingertips. “I think I might be able to help with the melting thing.”

      Giselle smiled back at me. “I’m counting on it.”

      To my utter gratitude, we easily found tracks leading further up the mountain. I didn’t know what method Sterling had used to compel Oliver’s obedience, but it looked—as far as my limited knowledge could tell—to have only been the two of them. The track they had left behind them didn’t look packed enough to have been used by any others.

      And the existence of the broken trail raised my spirits for the first time since I had burst into the storage hut. It was even better than I had hoped since it both showed the way and eased our own journey. For the first time I began to think we might actually have a better than decent chance to make it to this distant palace.

      “As long as it doesn’t snow,” I muttered, too low for Giselle to hear.

      By the time darkness fell, forcing us to stop, I felt more relieved than I cared to admit. I had thought I was starting to grow accustomed to the exertion on our earlier journey, but apparently even two idle days had caused all my muscles to rebel.

      We succeeded in finding a cave to shelter in, at least. It was shallower than I would have liked, but a great deal better than nothing. And at least I didn’t have to worry that a snow leopard might have made her den in the distant reaches of the cave.

      I hadn’t even thought of gathering wood as we traveled, so we had only a meager fire that wouldn’t last the night. A much smaller problem than it otherwise would have been without my powers. We ended up curling up to sleep back-to-back so that my internal fire could keep us both warm. And from the way we overslept, it worked all too well.

      Once we saw how far the sun had already risen, we raced to pack up and get back on the trail, neither of us speaking much. I looked out of the cave with trepidation, but no fresh snow had fallen. I heaved a sigh of relief as we resumed our journey. I had no idea how far ahead they were. They had left in the middle of the night, so perhaps they weren’t even stopping for darkness. Some fresh enchantment drove them on, perhaps. Either way, I didn’t have any hope of catching them before they reached this Snow Queen. But that didn’t mean I wanted to waste any time either. Who knew how quickly she would want to seal an alliance?
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      For reasons that didn’t contain any logic, I had expected the scenery to change past the village, but it continued to look much as it had further downslope. The snow was thicker, courtesy of the blizzard, and some of the paths were a little steeper, but otherwise the trees looked the same—tall firs interspersed with the occasional bare trunk of something else—and the mountains still rose around us.

      We saw no sign of any snow leopards, and I suspected they had all fled lower, like the one Oliver had been forced to hunt down. We did find a couple of deep valleys with drops so steep we couldn’t even slide down as we had previously. Instead we had to pick our way down what felt like rock faces, using our boots instead of our snowshoes.

      We took our time on these, although the burning inside me always increased at our extra slow pace. But I let off the pressure by throwing the occasional fire ball at the opposite slope rather than hurrying. We couldn’t afford for either of us to fall. Neither Giselle nor I would be able to drag the other either onward or back to safety. Not on our own.

      The second night we couldn’t find a cave, so had to make do with a small depression in a cliff face. We had gathered some wood as we walked that day, but I suspected we would have been in trouble without my powers.

      The next night we found a deeper cave, perfect for our purposes. A fact I assured myself of by exploring its full length with blazing fire springing from each hand. We were the only occupants. We slept much better than the previous night but woke to a sight that filled me with dread.

      Snow. Gently falling from the sky, flakes so soft and light they danced on the light breeze before hitting the ground. But hit the ground they did.

      Giselle and I exchanged a loaded look, but neither of us spoke. Instead we packed and attached our snowshoes with fumbling haste. The path was still visible—for now. But I had no idea what we would do when it disappeared.

      The morning passed in a blur, a race against the falling flakes, with all my attention focused on the disappearing trail ahead of us. To make it worse, our progress slowed as the packed path gradually filled with fresh powder. My eyes barely left it, afraid that if I moved them away, I wouldn’t be able to find it again when I looked back down.

      At some point my neck began to spasm, but I barely noticed. My eyes ached from the strain of staring at the bright white of the snow, but still I tried not to blink. The lines were so faint now, our progress so labored and slow.

      I blinked, my eyes watering, and when they reopened, I saw only a flat expanse before us. I swiveled my head desperately, pushing ahead. There. I saw a packed down line, the path appearing faintly before me again. I breathed a sigh of relief and tried to pick up the pace. I knew Giselle followed close behind, but I had no attention to spare for her.

      Several minutes later, I blinked and lost the path again. This time I couldn’t find it. I stopped, my eyes still glued to the ground, my heart beating faster.

      “Can you see it?” I asked. “Can you see the path?”

      Giselle shuffled up beside me, close enough to touch my arm. Gripping it, she squeezed, making me look up at last from the snow.

      “I don’t think it matters anymore.” Her voice was a breathless whisper.

      I followed her gaze and gasped.

      Ahead of us and slightly to one side, a tall structure rose from the distant slope. Steep towers and impossible curves and long arching bridges.

      I drew in a shaking breath. “I could have sworn your brother said your palace was one of a kind.”

      Giselle slowly shook her head. “He’d never seen this one.” She whistled softly. “And I think this one might actually be made of ice after all.”

      “Welcome to the Palace of Ice,” I said softly. “Domain of the Snow Queen.”
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      The palace had looked shockingly close, but as with the mountains themselves when we first started this journey, it didn’t seem to get any closer for a long time. It didn’t help that our pace had slowed even further now that we had to break our own trail. We took turns at the task, swapping regularly and taking much more frequent breaks.

      I occupied myself by keeping my internal fire running at full heat, carefully balanced just below breakout level. I kept expecting it to wink out when we approached too close to the palace, and my fear easily fueled the constant burn.

      But finally, finally the palace did begin to creep closer, and no icy fingers reached out to steal my fire. At some point the snow had stopped as well, the latest fall only deep enough to cover Sterling and Oliver’s trail. I no longer begrudged a single aching, tired muscle from the pace at which we’d pushed ourselves the last few days. We’d made it just in time.

      The now clear blue sky began to slowly change, tinging with pink and orange before deepening into indigo. I frowned at the palace which now loomed over us, close but not close enough. We wouldn’t make it today, after all.

      Giselle seemed as reluctant as I was to stop, but neither of us wished to face the Snow Queen in the middle of the night, either. So when Giselle noticed a small cave off to one side of our current track, we reluctantly changed course. I had been far too distracted to gather wood, so we picked up what we could now. As we worked, I felt the silent presence of the Ice Palace casting its sinister shadow over everything. I found myself facing away from its fantastical shape as often as I could, but it took me some time to realize what was bothering me.

      “There are no animals,” I said.

      Giselle looked up from breaking off a small branch and peered around with a frown.

      “It’s so silent.” I swept my own gaze around the area but saw nothing to refute my statement. “When was the last time you heard a bird, even?”

      Giselle’s brow crinkled in thought, but she couldn’t come up with an answer.

      “I’m sure I haven’t heard one since we saw the palace,” I said. “I couldn’t work out what was bothering me so much at first.”

      I noticed a slight tremble to Giselle’s hand as she reached for a couple of twigs that had broken off her branch and fallen to the snow. I bit my lip. I shouldn’t have said anything. The whole situation was unnerving enough.

      So when Giselle later gave a wordless cry from the mouth of the cave where she had gone to fill a pot with snow, I jumped up immediately from the small fire which I had been tending. As I hurried to join her, various terrifying possibilities raced through my mind. But when I staggered to a stop in the cave entrance, my mouth fell open. I hadn’t expected this.

      “That’s…”

      “Beautiful,” she breathed, not taking her eyes from the sky. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “I don’t remember seeing it last night…” I couldn’t blame her for her wonder.

      “We were in a deeper cave,” she reminded me. “And I don’t remember coming out after dark. But perhaps this only happens here. Part of the enchantment of this place.”

      Enchantment seemed the right word for it. I had never seen or even imagined such a thing in any of the kingdoms I had visited. Spectacular ribbons of violet and turquoise and emerald streaked through the dark night sky, throwing reflections of color down onto the white snow. As we watched, the ribbons pulsed and danced across the heavens.

      “You don’t think they could hurt us, do you?” asked Giselle, after we had stood there for endless minutes in entranced silence.

      I shook myself slightly and looked at her. But irresistibly, my eyes were drawn back to the incredible phenomenon.

      “Surely not?” I whispered.

      “It’s hard to believe something so beautiful could come from someone as evil as the Snow Queen.”

      “Perhaps it doesn’t,” I said. “Or even if it is the result of one of her enchantments, not everything about them is bad. Think of the one that protects Valley View from the storms and snow. Her magic is a corruption of the objects of the godmothers, so it must have had some good purpose originally.”

      Giselle nodded, her eyes still riveted on the sky. “I can’t imagine how I’m going to sleep now.”

      It was a long time before we dragged ourselves away to cook some food, and then we brought it back to eat at the mouth of the cave. Eventually we lay down to sleep there, back-to-back, leaving our little fire to die out on its own and relying on my heat to keep us from freezing.

      Neither of us thought we would actually be able to sleep, not with the outline of the Snow Queen’s palace black against the unending beauty of the sky. But eventually our long day of exertion overcame us, inexorably drawing us down into sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I woke with a start, Giselle mumbling and twitching in her sleep beside me. A cold, clear day greeted me, the sky returned to its normal shade of blue. The stillness made the absence of other sounds stand out. Nothing flew through the sky or rustled in the trees. And not a sound emerged from the palace which, unlike the day before, now seemed closer than I remembered.

      If I didn’t know better, I would believe us all alone up here, confronted with an empty building of ice. But we weren’t alone, and we’d do well not to forget it.

      The reassuring warmth of my inner fire still burned, unaffected by the proximity of the Palace of Ice. It reassured me, somewhat, but I still remembered how easily it had been taken away. And how foolishly I had then behaved. I had worried that the powers had changed me, but in my efforts to prove I was the same person I was before them, I had overcompensated and rushed into action without proper thought.

      The truth was that they had changed me. As had the rest of my experiences in Eldon. And I had to work out how to take all the new parts of me and make myself into a stronger whole. Because, with or without my powers, there was no going back to who I was before.

      And now my fire had returned—and I was glad for it—but I couldn’t make the same mistakes. My new power was merely a tool. It didn’t define me, and it wasn’t what made me strong. My mind, and my determination, and the hours I had spent building my skills were just as valuable. As long as I remembered to use them.

      Quickly I prepared some food and cleaned up our little camp, my mind lingering on the many unknowns about to confront us. When Giselle appeared, sleepily rubbing her eyes and claiming some breakfast, I was staring down at our packs.

      “I think we should leave them here,” I said.

      “Good morning to you, too,” she murmured. She took a bite. “Leave what?”

      “Our packs.”

      When she looked surprised, I raised my brows. “Do you want to face unknown dangers from a bizarre palace built of ice and a woman claiming to be some sort of queen of winter with a giant, heavy pack on your back?”

      Giselle blinked at me, obviously still struggling to think so early in the morning. “I can’t say that I do, now that I come to think of it.”

      I nodded once. “Exactly. If we leave them at the back of the cave, they should be safe enough.” I bit my lip. “I hope.”

      It would be a deadly trip back down the mountain after we rescued Oliver if something happened to our packs while we were gone. Especially since he hadn’t taken his when he left Valley View, so we would have to share Giselle and my meager supplies between the three of us.

      But that was a problem for later. We had to actually rescue Oliver first. And while I would love to think it was just a matter of marching into the palace, burning the place down, and marching back out with Oliver in tow, I didn’t really expect it to be so easy. Who knew how long we would be gone?

      Giselle’s stiff posture as she broke a trail ahead of me told me she felt as unsure as I did. But neither of us said anything. Since neither of us had any intention of abandoning Oliver or Eldon, there was nothing to be done but press forward.

      I just wished my mind didn’t insist on dwelling on all the awful things Oliver might have endured since being brought here. What would this Snow Queen do to him if he refused her wishes? My heart sped up a bit. And what if he agreed?

      Shivers shook me only to alternate with bursts of heat so intense I could barely control them whenever I remembered Oliver’s arms around me and his lips against mine. Surely he would not agree to marry this woman who was tearing his kingdom apart. Assuming marriage was, indeed, her goal. Surely he would not.

      The closer we got, the more incredible the ice palace became. The blue-green color reminded me of the marble used in the royal palace of Eldon, but it was different, too. Translucent in a way the marble couldn’t match.

      A long sloping staircase emerged from the snow and led up to huge double doors. I didn’t exactly want to barrel through the front entrance, but I could see no other openings at ground level, and our progress with the snowshoes was so slow that I hated the idea of trying to circle the structure looking for another way in.

      When Giselle fell back to let me take the lead for a while, she noticed my eyes fastened on the still-distant doors.

      “We might as well,” she said. “Somehow I don’t think we’re going to slip into this queen’s domain without her noticing, whichever entry we use.”

      I winced. “I suppose you’re right.” I glared at the ornate entrance, adding in a mutter, “Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      I was still taking my turn at the front when Giselle’s sudden indrawn breath made me pause. I scanned our surroundings looking for a threat. I sighed when I spotted a dense flurry of snow approaching like a moving wall. Great. Just what we needed.

      But when I began to push forward again, Giselle stayed frozen in place. I looked back at her and then back toward the incoming snow, examining it more closely.

      “Wait, is that…” I looked up at the blue sky, still as clear as when I had opened my eyes this morning.

      “It’s not coming out of the sky,” breathed Giselle, her fear clear in every word.

      “Well, magical or natural, we’re too close to the palace to get caught in a blizzard now,” I said grimly, pushing forward again. I glanced back over my shoulder. “Giselle! Come on!”

      The younger girl shook herself from her daze and hurried across the snow to join me.

      “There’s something about it,” she called, as she half-slid, half-ran. “I don’t think we want to get caught in it.”

      I didn’t stop again to ask what she meant because I felt all too certain she was right. But despite our increased pace and the nearness of the palace, the distant flakes rushed far too quickly to meet us. I tried to push my legs faster, but I could already see we weren’t going to make it.

      The strange flurry approached us, moving horizontally to the ground and broad enough to stretch up above my head. The dense heart of it was still a little distance away, but the first flakes, dancing in front, had nearly reached us.

      They came at us from the side, a strange whistle of wind driving them along, and one flew past just in front of me. I tried to keep moving, although my body wanted to freeze in shock. It had been huge, and the flake had glittered strangely as it passed.

      A scream from behind made me whirl around, nearly falling as my snowshoes tangled. Giselle was still moving forward, but a small stream of red ran down her cheek from a long, narrow gash along one of her cheekbones. While I watched, trying to understand what had happened, a sharp pain raced along the arm which faced toward the encroaching snow.

      I stared as the flake whose icy tip had cut clean through my layers to pierce my skin continued on its way, gusting up and then down in the strange breeze.

      “Don’t stop,” screamed Giselle, waving me onward. “They’re not snowflakes—they’re iceflakes. And their edges are razor sharp.”

      I had never heard of such a thing and, judging from her face, neither had she. I scrambled to face myself forward again, ignoring the sting in my arm and the warm trickle I felt making its way down my sleeve. The cut hadn’t been deep, thanks to all my protective layers, and I had no time to tend it now.

      As I hurried forward, slipping and sliding awkwardly in my haste, more iceflakes flew past. They appeared like perfectly formed—but huge—snowflakes. Except now that I looked more closely, I could see the hard lines and glitter of ice instead of the soft white of snow. I had never seen such a thing before and, given the heavier weight of ice, the wind that blew them shouldn’t have been strong enough to lift them in such a manner.

      Giselle gasped and moaned, and I gestured for her to come up beside me. “Get ahead,” I yelled at her, continuing to gesture wildly as she pushed past me, panting and gasping.

      As soon as she entered my line of sight, flame rushed to fill my hands. I sent it streaming between us and the oncoming wave of iceflakes. The hiss of steam overpowered the wind as the flakes melted. But even as I sent out another burst, a flake danced up and over it, driven by the unnatural breeze, to swing down toward my nose.

      I jerked my head from its path and snapped my hands into fists. I had reacted without thinking again. Fire wasn’t what was needed here.

      Still pressing forward, my snowshoes sliding desperately across the snow, I thrust out my palms. A hot wind rushed from them, and I gestured around us. Like I had done in the blizzard, I created a whirlwind of air around us, with us in the still center. My wind overpowered the breeze that drove the flakes, and they spun away from us, some melting in the sudden warmth.

      It was working. Except we were still rushing madly toward the palace doors, and keeping a circle of air around two moving people was far more difficult than keeping it around four immobile people. I battled to stop it from sweeping us away, along with the flakes. And we both now looked as if we were involved in some sort of mad dance, ducking and weaving to keep away from the flakes that made it through my imperfect shield.

      The last stretch before the ice stairs seemed to extend forever, the densest part of the flurry having now hit with flakes coming at us from every direction. When Giselle reached the first step, she flung herself at it, only to slip and fall back into the snow. Snowshoes weren’t made for climbing ice stairs.

      I threw myself down beside her, gripping her arm to keep her from rising.

      “Take them off,” I shouted above the roar of my wind and the fury of the flurry. My hands remained out, my wind tightening around us. It was infinitely easier to control now that we were sitting still.

      For a moment I forgot Giselle in my concentration, until I felt a tugging at my feet. Looking down, I saw that she had stripped off her own shoes, and now struggled to free my boots. I thrust my legs out in front of me to make her job easier, and she smiled at me with tight lips. She had a rip at her shoulder and on both legs, and red still dripped sluggishly down her face.

      As soon as she had finished, she tugged me up to standing, my wind coming with us. But as she stepped up onto the first step, she nearly slid back again. I risked a glance downward and saw that the first few steps, the ones within reach of my hot wind, had started to melt, water dripping off them as they lost their shape.

      “Jump over them,” I shouted, steadying Giselle from behind. I tried to lift my wind slightly as she leaped forward. Keeping it off the stairs but still low enough to protect us was a delicate balance I didn’t think I could achieve while running up stairs.

      Eventually I gave up the effort and let my power rip at the stairs. We would just have to move faster than the wind could melt them.

      “Go! Run!” I screamed at Giselle, who hesitated above me, looking back down to track my progress. She turned and dashed upward, and I followed.

      I kept my eyes beneath me, watching each step, my whole focus on the next stride upward. So when the next step failed to materialize, the ice stretching out instead into a flat platform, I fell. Sliding forward across the smooth surface on my knees, I felt my grip on the wind slacken and then die. Giselle looked back at me, her eyes jumping to the flakes that rushed in to fill the quickly stilling air.

      Sprinting the last steps, she grabbed at the icy handle of the door and tugged with all her might. The door swung open so smoothly that she nearly joined me on the ice. Regaining her balance, she swung it wide and then held it there, beckoning for me to join her.

      Slipping and sliding, I forced my feet under me and ran as fast as the ice would allow, not slowing as I barreled through the doorway. The clang of heavy ice against heavy ice made me stop and turn. Giselle stood with her back against the now closed door, her breath heaving.

      “Without your power, those would have cut us to ribbons,” she said, her wide eyes meeting mine.

      “What did I say?” I asked. “Welcome to the Snow Queen’s domain.”
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      I had barely regained my breath before I swung around, fire balls bursting into life in both my hands. The run had drained me, but too many emotions flooded me to have any difficulty accessing my power. And whatever greeted us in here, I wanted to be ready.

      Except nothing greeted us. The bare hall of ice stretched out on all sides, the ceiling far overhead. But it held no furnishings, no decorations save from the carved ice of the walls themselves, and no people at all. Nothing threatened me, and slowly I let my hands drop, the fire burning out.

      Giselle’s breaths softened and slowed behind me, returning to normal before I heard the sound of her boots scraping against ice.

      “Well, this is…somewhat unexpected,” she said when she at last reached my shoulder.

      High windows, made of ice so thin it resembled glass, let in the sunlight. But the golden rays provided no heat, posing no threat to the frozen structure.

      “Where do you think everyone is?” She looked around, as if expecting people to start popping from the walls.

      “I have no idea.” I reminded myself I should be pleased we hadn’t been met with armed guards, but I felt unnerved all the same. “I suppose we should go and find someone. Well, one person in particular.”

      The reference to her brother made Giselle start, as if she had forgotten him in the madness of this place. “Yes. The sooner we find Oliver, the sooner we can leave.”

      She headed straight for the broad staircase on the other side of the hall, and I followed without question. Inside my heart was sinking, however. Upstairs meant the royal suites. And I didn’t like to think of finding Oliver there, even if Giselle thought it the most likely place to look for him.

      But this strange palace didn’t seem to follow a usual layout. We passed through room after room, the corridors and apartments creating a warren, one leading into another into another, until I had no idea where we were anymore. Many rooms held no furnishings, but we found a massive dining room containing an ornate table made of thick ice, with more than twenty matching chairs.

      Giselle shivered when she saw it. “Can you imagine eating here?”

      A blond head with burning blue eyes filled my mind. Had Oliver been forced to eat meals here? Not surprisingly, I hadn’t seen a single fire since we’d entered, and the air burned so coldly against my skin, I was surprised I wasn’t steaming. Did some enchantment keep the inhabitants from freezing?

      I looked over at Giselle as we entered another long corridor. “Are you cold?”

      She shot me an odd look. “No, Celine. I’m walking through a palace made entirely of ice, the home of someone who calls herself the Snow Queen. I’m feeling toasty warm. Must be all those bonfires burning everywhere.”

      I rolled my eyes, and she rolled hers straight back.

      “Yes, I’m cold.”

      “But, how cold?” I persisted. “I’m about to turn blue, and I’m seriously concerned I may lose my fingers and toes, cold? Or, this is unpleasant, and I could probably do with an extra layer or a nice fireplace, cold?”

      This time Giselle took the question seriously, considering her answer.

      “Closer to the second, I think. Which is surprising now that I think about it. It must be part of the magic of this place.” She reached out to run her fingers along a wall and shuddered.

      “Well, that’s reassuring, I suppose.” I eyed a graceful column as we passed but kept my hands to myself. “And not only for Oliver’s sake. Perhaps this Snow Queen is a bit more human herself than she might like us to believe.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” Giselle murmured, staring with fascination at an intricate chandelier of ice hanging from the ceiling.

      I couldn’t imagine the point of it since I felt certain it would never hold candles.

      “Oh, I’m not counting on anything,” I said. “Believe me.”

      “Good,” said Giselle.

      Despite her lack of further comment, I winced. I hadn’t forgotten that she had told me not to go to the forbidden hut back in the village. Or that I had frozen when the snow leopard attacked. For every time I had saved her, there was another occasion where I had let her down. Neither of us could afford for this time to be anything but a success.

      No matter how many rooms we explored, we found no other people. In fact, we found nothing at all that wasn’t made of ice. Nothing that made the palace look lived in at all.

      Although the layout was different, it reminded me a little of what the Eldonian palace could have been like without the warm touches of velvet and wood. Back before the hand of the servant-turned-queen, Estelle, transformed it. No wonder she had decided to take on a decoration project.

      When we found the first room that contained something other than ice, my thoughts were once more directed back to the true palace. The display room reminded me forcibly of the Eldonian one, although this one held fewer jewels and more domed pedestals. The domes were made of the thinnest of ice, instead of glass, of course. But there was no mistaking the similarity.

      My eyes skimmed over them all, noting how many were empty. Waiting for future treasures? Or the home of objects currently in use? I peered at one that held two combs, simple in design but elegantly carved. The stand was clearly made to hold three, and I wondered if they were useless without the third or whether each of the combs held a different enchantment.

      Glancing back at Giselle, I jolted and called a wordless warning. She started and looked at me guiltily, pulling back her hand just before touching one of the domes.

      “Who knows what powers these hold?” she said. “One of them might help us defeat this Snow Queen.”

      “Yes, it might,” I said. “But it might just as likely kill us. And how are we to know the difference? They’ve all been tainted by her, remember. However good their purpose may have been originally.”

      Giselle paled even further than her already chilly coloring, and we both hurried from the room. Not long afterward, we stumbled across a second room that held something more than ice. And once again the room seemed to mirror something from the true palace. This time something that was common to most palaces. A portrait gallery.

      “Well,” said Giselle, after we strode silently down its length. “This is different.”

      “It’s…” I didn’t know quite how to finish the sentence. I’d never seen anything like it.

      “Self-obsessed, would you say?” Giselle suggested.

      I nodded wordlessly. Where a normal royal portrait gallery held the painted likenesses of generations of royals, this gallery portrayed only one person. Painting after painting of a single woman in various poses.

      Her hair at first glance appeared white but, as I examined one painting more closely, I realized it was white blond, as leached of color as the rest of her. Even the blue pigment of her eyes was so pale that I could see the red of her blood vessels shining through. Everything about her face made me shiver, an unnatural quality to it that I suspected had more to do with the model than any lack of skill in the artist.

      “Celine!” Giselle’s sharp cry drew my attention away from what could only be yet another image of the Snow Queen herself.

      Giselle had wandered away, reaching the end of the gallery ahead of me, and was fixedly regarding something there. I hurried to catch up, eager to see what had caught her attention.

      “This one isn’t the Snow Queen,” she said as I reached her.

      I came to a sudden stop, my mouth falling open. “No,” I finally said slowly, “it most certainly is not.”

      It was, however, a recognizable portrait. Here at the end of the gallery, a single painting depicted someone other than the Snow Queen. A large image of the long-dead Queen Estelle. The image was well done, there could be no doubt of her identity. But, at the same time, she looked different. Determined still, but nothing of the sweetness showed. If anything, her face held a hint of calculation that didn’t quite sit naturally.

      “But why…” My question trailed off as Giselle pointed at something beside the portrait.

      Like the painting of the queen back in the capital, this one hung beside a domed pedestal. Only this one wasn’t empty. It held shimmering folds of material that I thought might be a cloak. An old-fashioned design that I had seen in old portraits.

      “What does it mean?” I asked, after looking back and forth between the pedestal and the painting several times.

      “I have no idea,” said Giselle. “But I get the sense there’s a story here. And that one of those objects back there might extend life. Because this feels personal. I think this Snow Queen woman knew my great-grandmother.”

      Our pace increased after that, both of us even more on edge than we had been before. The continued emptiness of the palace was more than eerie, and I could only hope that Valley View had an unusually law-abiding populace and not that the Snow Queen made a habit of disposing of lawbreakers on arrival.

      I reminded myself that Oliver was a crown prince. And that the Snow Queen’s servant had expertly manipulated him here. She must have some purpose for him beyond death. If assassination had been her aim, Sterling could have achieved it on our journey up the mountain easily enough.

      Finally, on the second level, we found a bedchamber that actually contained a bed covered in blankets and furs. A pack sat in a corner and several items of male clothing lay draped across a chair. Although none of it looked familiar, Giselle and I still looked at each with excited eyes. We were not alone here.

      Unfortunately, we found no further such evidence. An enormous suite looked as if it must be meant for the queen herself but, if so, she apparently had no need for real blankets. And I couldn’t quite determine if the gowns that hung in the wardrobes were made of material or ice.

      The Snow Queen might once have been human, but surely she could not count as one anymore. Not if this was her bedchamber.

      Soon after that we found a small staircase that led straight down. A servant stair, no doubt. Giselle’s energy seemed to rise as we descended lower.

      “If there is anyone here, it makes sense they would be down in the servants’ quarters. We should have started by going down instead of up.”

      I didn’t entirely share her enthusiasm, but I did feel a faint stirring of hope. Surely anyone forced to work for years in such a strange and unnatural place would be glad to see us and eager to help us defeat the Snow Queen.

      A glow of warmth around my hands attracted my attention, and I quickly clamped my fingers into fists. When had I begun to flame?

      I watched a single drop of water run down the wall and shuddered. I had every intention of burning this place to the ground before I left, but not while we were down in the lower levels. My eyes tracked back up the staircase. How many tons of water stood frozen above us? Exploring this place had not been wasted effort. I needed to assure myself no one remained inside before I could bring it down.

      My fists clenched tighter. No one but the Snow Queen, that is. If she was made of ice instead of flesh, she could melt along with her palace. Anyone who would willingly freeze an entire kingdom of people needed to be stopped.

      The servants’ quarters we found looked no more lived in than the guest suites upstairs. And a long empty room that looked like it might be meant as a laundry held nothing at all. The last bit of hope for this level had dwindled to almost nothing when a sound hit my ears. I looked up.

      “Was that…?”

      “I don’t know,” said Giselle. “But I definitely heard something.”

      Together we broke into a run, heading up the corridor in the opposite direction to our previous progress, following a quiet rhythmic sound that continued to echo through the silence. We pushed through a wide door, shoulder to shoulder, and stumbled into another large room.

      The emptiness of this place had gotten under my skin more than I realized because the need for caution hadn’t even entered my head. Giselle seemed equally affected, actually grinning at the sight of a man calmly chopping potatoes. Until he raised his head, and we got a look at his face.

      I stepped immediately away from Giselle, fire balls springing to life above my now outstretched hands.

      “Very impressive, Princess Celine,” said Sterling, his voice calm and slow. “No less so than the first time I saw them. I was hoping we wouldn’t see you here, but I rather suspected we might.”

      His otherwise emotionless voice seemed to carry the faintest undercurrent of mockery. I narrowed my eyes.

      “You shouldn’t have doubted me.”

      He gave a small bow, his hands not leaving the vegetables. “My sincere apologies. I shan’t do so again.”

      “No,” I said. “I won’t be giving you the opportunity.” My fire balls bounced slightly, as if eager to be set loose, and yet I couldn’t quite bring myself to throw them at a man calmly chopping potatoes. However much of a lying traitor he had turned out to be.

      “Where’s Oliver?” Giselle demanded from a half step behind me.

      “With Her Majesty, I suppose,” said Sterling, looking back at his task.

      “You suppose?” I slammed both my fists down onto the table, my fire extinguishing as I balled my hands. But enough warmth remained behind that the table steamed around my skin.

      Sterling’s eyes returned to mine. “I believe she means to keep him with her always.”

      Something about the way his eyes tightened ever so slightly and his mouth quirked gave me the impression that he knew I felt more for Oliver than friendship and enjoyed the pain his words might cause.

      I kept my expression tight, refusing to let him see the pang that his statement sent through me.

      “We’ll see about that.”

      “Yes, I suppose we shall.” The methodical chopping sound resumed. When both Giselle and I remained frozen in place, he looked back up.

      “You’re too late, you know. You can’t win here. Not even with all your…” He waved the tip of his knife toward the steaming table.

      “You know nothing of my power,” I hissed.

      “No, I don’t suppose I do,” he said thoughtfully. “But I have some experience with Her Majesty’s power. And she has already gripped your precious princeling in more ways than one. I don’t think you’ll find he even wants to leave.”

      I swallowed, struggling to keep my face neutral. Surely he could not have been re-infected already? But then we were now in the heart of her powers. Who knew what she could do?

      Drawing a breath, I forced a shrug. “Then we’ll just have to convince him.”

      Sterling also shrugged and resumed chopping, but his eyes strayed back up to me, a gleam of curiosity and something else in them.

      “Is it an object that you wield, princess from beyond our lands? Because it seems the godmothers have gifted you, indeed.”

      I narrowed my eyes, watching him closely. His eyes roved over me, as if searching for a significant piece of jewelry or other object likely to hold such power. And I recognized the second emotion in his eyes. Avarice.

      Sterling wanted my gift. Badly.

      “No…” I said slowly, seeing no reason to lie. “I carry no object. The gift is in me.”

      “Ah. Pity.” He turned away, but not before I saw the disappointment in his face.

      Where was it I had seen Sterling before Eldon? Marin, he had said. Another distant memory surfaced. Of Palinar, before the wedding. Princes Jonathan and Dominic had asked me to keep an eye out for a man who had escaped during their final battle to free Palinar from the usurpers who had attempted to claim it. A man they believed had taken an enchanted object and fled into Eldon before the fighting began. A man who had already helped someone escape from a prison in Marin. Sudden understanding washed over me.

      “Back in Valley View, they said you have long served the Snow Queen,” I said. “And yet I saw you in Marin. You serve her by seeking out enchanted objects, do you not? To grow her collection.”

      He stilled for a moment. “Impressive. Your understanding is quicker than I expected.” When he looked up to meet my eyes, there was no shame or regret in his own. “Certainly that is my role. Her Majesty can no longer leave her snowy realm to search them out herself.”

      Was that love in his eyes? Did he love this Snow Queen? But, no, that wasn’t quite it. Obsession then, perhaps? With her, or with the power she wielded?

      “How can you?” I asked, the words bursting from me. “How can you serve such a person?”

      He looked up at me, something like scorn in his expression. “Her Majesty wields power such as you can’t even imagine. She provides resources I could never hope to match on my own. And she is generous with the power she does not need.” His words cut off suddenly as if he’d said more than he intended.

      I eyed him with narrowed eyes. So he got to keep some of the objects, did he? I thought of the empty pedestals in the display hall. What had he done with them?

      After a moment of silent chopping, he continued, as if unable to help himself. “But soon that will all change. Soon she will wed the princeling and descend from her mountain fastness to take her true throne. Soon all of Eldon will be hers. And then she will have even more power to bestow upon her truest servants.”

      My heart seized at his words, although I had already suspected it.

      “Oliver would never marry this queen of yours,” said Giselle, disgust heavy in her tone.

      “Won’t he, lass?” Sterling gave the ghost of a laugh. “I don’t think you’ll find he has any interest in gainsaying her. And once he is king—which will be soon enough, I imagine, given the state in which we left the capital—there will be no force to prevent the spread of her authority.”

      I struggled to breathe, leaning heavily on the table as I fought to shrug off the weight of his words. That would never come to pass. Never.

      “I thought you said she couldn’t leave this mountain,” said Giselle. I had expected her to be horrified at his casual reference to her parents’ death, but she sounded merely angry.

      “No,” he said, drawing out the word, as if he enjoyed the conversation. From the look of this place, he didn’t get many. “I said she couldn’t leave her snowy realm. But you saw how her power spreads already. Soon all of Eldon will meet that criteria.”

      My mouth actually dropped open as the full extent of her plan crashed over me. I had suspected she wanted Oliver and his throne. But I had thought the winter and the frozen people a means to that end, not an end in itself. I looked around the large, mostly empty kitchen. I needed no more evidence that this was a queen who would happily rule a kingdom almost devoid of people.

      “She can’t really mean to kill everyone and turn Eldon into an icy wasteland,” I managed to choke out.

      Sterling looked at me, almost quizzically. “Why ever not?”

      “But…all the people,” said Giselle, coming to lean on the table beside me as though her legs had grown weak. “She can’t!”

      “I think,” said Sterling, “you’ll find she can. And I suspect a few of the strongest will survive. She might even lift their enchantment enough to let them serve her.” He stopped to ponder his words. “Yes, she might well do that.”

      I wanted to burn the kitchen down around him at his words, but curiosity restrained me. He seemed to be enjoying speaking freely as his true self rather than the front he had shown us previously. And I had questions I wanted answered.

      “The cave in,” I said. “That wasn’t you, was it?”

      I had expected him to look confused, but instead he looked contemptuous.

      “Of course it was me. Her Majesty wouldn’t have entrusted the task to anyone else, I assure you.”

      “But she needs Oliver,” said Giselle. “You just said that. Why would you try to kill him?”

      “Kill him?” Sterling’s knife continued to descend in methodical rhythm. “Of course I didn’t intend to kill him. I would have ensured the rock landed on his head if that had been my aim. I merely wanted to trap him for a while. To weaken him enough to allow—” He cut himself off abruptly, eyeing us briefly. “Suffice to say I had a means of getting him up the mountain, but it required him to be a little less energetic. And since the queen’s enchantment wore off unexpectedly, I had to improvise another way.”

      He looked at me. “I suppose you were responsible for that. I don’t suppose you’d tell me how?”

      He paused, but I said nothing, and he sighed. “No, I didn’t think so. After your unexpected escape from the tunnels, I’ll admit I became a little cautious. I don’t like having elements at play that I don’t understand.” He eyed me again, and I glared at him.

      After a moment, he continued. “But it eventually became clear that I had no need to force Oliver up the mountain. His desperation had grown to the point that I needed only to spin the truth a little, to give him an appealing enough story that he would follow me of his own volition. I didn’t even have to make most of it up.”

      I closed my eyes briefly. The most convincing lies always held some measure of truth.

      “You told us a story about an orphan girl turned princess.” After seeing the bizarre portrait gallery, I couldn’t help myself asking him about it. “Was that part true? Did you speak of Queen Estelle?”

      He looked between us. “You’ve been in the portrait gallery, then?” He shook his head. “I suppose even the most powerful of us have our weaknesses.” The thought seemed to give him pause, and he fell silent.

      “What is the connection between them?” I prodded him. “And what was the object beside her portrait?”

      For a moment I thought he wouldn’t answer, but then he shrugged. A shadow filled his eyes, and he seemed distracted still by whatever earlier thought had made him pause.

      “As you guessed, the deserving orphan girl from my story was Estelle. And she was real enough. She was also the servant in a noble household. A household with a daughter her own age.”

      I could already see where this was going, but I didn’t interrupt.

      “The servant girl was much beloved by all who knew her. Except for the noble girl who was jealous of her despite their stations.”

      “Let me guess, the noble girl is the Snow Queen,” said Giselle, with a disbelieving look. “And I suppose she told you all about her jealousy.”

      Sterling gave us a wry smile. “I am not without intelligence, you know. I can read between the lines as well as the next man. And, as I said, we are none of us without our weaknesses.”

      “Was there really an enchantment on the royal family?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No, that part I made up. I needed to link the story to the village. To give a reason for them to possess an object that protected them from both snow and enchantment. Estelle was given a magical cloak by her godmother. One that would reveal her true self when she wore it. So she might attend a ball at the palace, and be seen for who she truly was.”

      He looked disgusted. “What a ridiculous use of such power. Truly, power is wasted on the godmothers.”

      “And yet Estelle’s pedestal is empty,” I said. “And the one here bears a cloak. I suppose the noble girl stole it?”

      “It is all rather predictable, is it not?” he said. “She hated the idea that her own servant might be judged more worthy of being a princess than her. But she was a different person then. It would be many years before she became a queen worth serving. But even now, when Estelle is long dead, she cannot let go of her completely. She keeps the portrait and the cloak, a constant reminder. But perhaps when she rules over Estelle’s kingdom—when it has become an icy wasteland that serves only her—perhaps then she will at last be able to put it all aside.”

      I wanted to be sick at the calm way he said the words, at how coldly he viewed the horrifying story about his chosen ruler.

      “The servant girl became a princess anyway,” I said, trying to understand how the noble girl had ever become the Snow Queen. “So Estelle didn’t need the cloak in the end.”

      “No.” Sterling looked thoughtful. “I suppose that only enraged her noble mistress further. And when she tried to use the garment herself, it didn’t work how she had imagined. Even her only family turned away at the sight of her true self.”

      He said the words with no more emotion than he had said anything else, but in spite of myself I felt the force of them in my gut. Didn’t we all fear that somewhere deep inside? That if people saw our true selves, they would turn away in disgust. However dark her heart had been as a girl, could I wonder that it had only become more twisted?

      Giselle must have seen the reluctant pity on my face because her next words seemed directed as much at me as Sterling. “A sad tale, certainly. But whatever she suffered then, she isn’t that person anymore. I would say she’s long since forfeited her humanity with the choices she’s made and the magic she’s used. She might have twisted godmother objects, but she seems to have twisted herself even more.”

      Sterling actually laughed at that. “It’s an apt parallel. Only the objects have kept her alive so long, and it’s hard to know where they end and she begins. I have long pondered on it. She searched many years for an object that would remove her crippling emotions. Strip her of the grief and anger and make her strong. She told me long ago that she eventually found a locket. The second of her many magical acquisitions after the cloak. The locket was enchanted to guard the wearer’s heart. That seems to have been the start of the ice theme.”

      He glanced down at the frozen bench beneath his knife. “I suppose when what you wish to guard against is actually your heart itself—when you direct such an object against itself in such a way—it is bound to have unexpected results.” He looked up at us. “But you won’t see that object on display anywhere. Even I have not seen it. She keeps it close to her always, I believe.”

      Something about the calm way he spoke such monstrous things about his own mistress ignited my fire again without conscious thought. It sizzled against the ice table, and I sent it shooting along the surface to consume his potatoes.

      He jumped back with a yelped exclamation, and I cut off the flames, standing tall again.

      “You can stay here if you want,” I said, turning to leave the room. At the door I paused, looking back. “But I intend to melt this place to the ground, so you might want to consider leaving before that happens.”

      I didn’t wait to hear his response before stalking out of the room.
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      I was done skulking below stairs. As usual for a palace, a set of servants’ stairs stood just outside the kitchen door, and I stormed up them. I could hear the patter of Giselle’s feet behind me, but I didn’t stop to look back or speak to her.

      The staircase led us up to a small antechamber. We had yet to explore the state rooms on the main floor, but I easily recognized the purpose of this space. Maybe because I had stood in the equivalent stone room in many other palaces.

      I pointed across at a door on the other side, larger and more ornately carved than the one we had just entered through.

      “I think that’s the throne room. Or a banqueting hall, at least.”

      Giselle worried at her lip beside me. “Do you think she’s in there? Do you think he’s in there?”

      I snorted contemptuously. “She sounds like the type to sit around on her throne all day, don’t you think?”

      I strode forward and put my hand on the door, but a soft protest from Giselle made me pause. I looked back at her.

      “Do you think…Are you sure that’s a good idea?” she asked.

      I paused, forcing myself to truly consider her words. Now was not the time to let reckless emotion drive me. If the Snow Queen was holding solitary court inside, with the man I loved chained to her side, did I really want to go bursting through these doors? I tried to think of other options, craftier ones, but nothing came to me. I could feel down to my bones that there was no escaping a confrontation with this woman—or whatever she was.

      “No,” I said at last, in answer to Giselle’s question. “But I don’t have any other ideas. And I’m sick to death of all this snow and ice. It’s time to end this.”

      With the final word, I thrust my full weight against the door and walked through into the throne room of the Snow Queen.

      The vast hall looked much as I had imagined, lined with tall windows down both sides, a high, vaulted ceiling far overhead. On the far end a large dais held an imposing throne carved in whorls of ice. The traditional second throne was missing, leaving no doubt there was only one ruler in this frozen kingdom. Instead a tall figure stood beside whoever sat on the throne.

      I stood too far away to make out either of their faces, but I could well imagine who they both were. I strode forward without checking to see if Giselle followed me. If she wanted to keep out of this fight, I wouldn’t blame her. Not after the iceflakes that had guarded the outside of the palace. Who knew what horrors guarded the queen herself?

      But nothing came forward to challenge me as I made my steady way across the empty floor. Even with my focus on the figures ahead of me, I noticed something different about this floor. It wasn’t completely smooth like those in the rest of the palace, and the light reflected differently from the ice.

      A hissing voice behind me told me Giselle had followed, and that she’d noticed me glancing at the floor.

      “It looks like the surface of a frozen lake.”

      I stilled briefly in surprise before striding on. Why should it surprise me at this point that the Snow Queen would build her palace on a frozen lake? She clearly had no fears this place was going to melt.

      But she should be afraid, a voice inside me murmured, accompanied by a comforting swell of warmth in my middle.

      As I got close enough to see their faces, my eyes were drawn irresistibly to Oliver. He watched me approach, but his eyes didn’t connect with mine. This wasn’t the Oliver I knew, the one I had come to love. This was the Oliver I had first met in Eldon. A vise gripped my heart and squeezed, nearly causing me to stumble.

      Yet again, I lost control of my fire which sprang unbidden to my hands.

      “Ah,” said a voice like the clanging of bells. “The little fire girl. How fascinating.”

      My eyes snapped to her face, and for the first time I saw the woman who had been slowly destroying this kingdom. The kingdom Oliver loved so much.

      A crown, several times taller than any I had ever seen, perched atop her head, the steep points rising up in shards of ice. Her strange coloring looked just as it had in her portraits, and she made even the frozen version of Oliver beside her look flushed and alive.

      Her cheekbones cut as sharply as her pointed crown, her features beautiful, I supposed, if not for the red in her eyes and the absence of color. But nothing about her looked natural, and the sight of her made me want to shiver, not admire.

      But the prince at her side showed no such revulsion. He showed no emotion at all as he watched me and his sister draw closer and closer. I longed to run forward and send my power racing through him, as I had done so long ago at the palace. But when I went to take another step, the queen waved a lazy hand, and a waist-high wall of ice sprung up before us. I only just stopped myself from crashing into it.

      “I think that is far enough,” she said. “I am not so fond of fire, you see.” The bells of her voice sounded musical, but also grating. A clanging that reverberated in my head and set my teeth on edge.

      “I can well imagine, Your Majesty,” I spat the last two words at her. “I’m not so fond of ice, myself.” My hands—still burning—reached out to melt the ice that blocked my way. But before I could do more than release a few puffs of steam, my attention was drawn sideways to Giselle.

      Something on the far side of the room had captured her attention. She strode down the long wall of ice, making no effort to bypass it, and after a quick glance at Oliver, I dashed after her.

      “What are you doing?” I hissed, glancing back at the throne again. The Snow Queen remained seated, watching us with a small smile on her face.

      When we finally reached the side wall, I frowned. Apparently it hadn’t been coincidence that had led her to sprout the wall where she had. Not when the only decoration we had seen in the entire palace outside of the portrait gallery hung on the wall in a direct line with it.

      “Look,” said Giselle, her expression fascinated. “I recognize it.”

      I sighed and actually looked at the object in front of me. The elaborate gilt frame held nothing, its large oval interior bare, revealing the ice wall behind. I couldn’t imagine the purpose of such a thing. There could be no need to highlight that this building was made of ice. The palace itself did a more than adequate job of that.

      But when Giselle reached a hand forward, as if to trace the distinctive markings of the frame, I pulled her back, noticing it wasn’t completely empty after all.

      “Careful,” I said. “That looks like it could cut.” I glanced back at the throne again, my mistrust growing at the smug look on the queen’s face.

      Now that I had seen the tiny shards around the inside edge of the frame, I realized what this was. Or at least had once been. A mirror. And now that I knew it was a mirror, I realized the frame did look vaguely familiar.

      “It’s our mirror,” said Giselle, shock and anger in her voice. At least she didn’t try to touch it again.

      “But it’s broken.” I struggled to think clearly. My desire to get to Oliver overwhelmed my mind. I needed to free him. Every time his blank eyes fell on me, it cut like a fresh wound. I had never imagined he would look at me that way again.

      “The royal mirror of Eldon. Our royal mirror. The one we’ve been searching for. It might be broken, but this is it.” Her voice turned sad. “Or it was. I suppose I’ll never get the chance to see it now.” She spun around to face me only to push straight past, stalking back toward our original position. “I may have only seen it in that portrait back home, but I’d recognize it anywhere.”

      I hurried to follow her, struggling to grasp the fact that the mirror we had pinned so much hope on had already been destroyed. Not that we needed it to tell us the source of the curse now.

      “I see you are observant, little princess,” said the queen when we faced her once again. “How do you like my mirror?”

      “It’s not your mirror, it’s ours.” Giselle almost spat the words. “And you’ve broken it.”

      “Yes.” The queen sighed, her eyes straying back to the frame. “I was most disappointed at the time, but it has turned out far better than I could have hoped.” She reached out a languid arm and patted the prince beside her.

      I actually growled, wanting to leap over the ice and rip her arm off. She smiled at me as if she could read my thoughts, and I forced myself to calm down. She had wanted us to see that mirror. And I wanted to know why. Was it purely to taunt Giselle with what she had stolen from her family?

      “What did you do?” demanded Giselle. I had never seen the younger girl look so regal.

      “I tried to use a second magic item to enhance its power. To infuse something of myself into it.”

      “The mirror can only be used by the royal family of Eldon,” snapped Giselle.

      To my surprise, the queen nodded in agreement. “So it seems.” Her gaze strayed again to the empty frame. “It did not take kindly to my attempts.” But then she laughed, and I had to stop myself pressing my hands to my ears as the sound echoed painfully in my head.

      “But it seems that something of me transferred into it after all. And then I discovered the power in the shattered pieces—no more than specks of dust in some cases.” She smiled again. “Such clever little shards, as it turned out. Able to worm their way into a person’s heart and make it as frozen as my beautiful mountain. Such powerful magic in those royal mirrors!”

      Giselle swayed beside me, looking sick. I gripped her arm to steady her and glared at the queen.

      “If you’re trying to say this all happened by accident and wasn’t part of your plan, I don’t believe you.”

      “Not originally part of my plan,” she said. “Once I understood the power of the shards, naturally I knew my time had at last come to act. For years beyond counting I have waited, amassing the right tools, ready to spread my snow and ice down the mountains.” Her terrifying eyes seemed to glow. “And I knew my moment had come. I began to send down my winds, each of them carrying such precious, invisible cargo. Sent first to the capital and then out into the rest of the kingdom. Only the farthest southern regions have yet to feel my wind blow.”

      I shivered. How far would her winds extend once she reached the capital? Eliam was right to fear the encroaching cold.

      “The magic is slow to work,” she continued. “But that gave me time to study it. To perfect it. I have learned how best to use the power.”

      This time her gaze flicked not to the mirror, but to Oliver. So that was how she had managed to freeze his heart again so quickly. I understood Sterling’s words now.

      The thought of the traitor made me want to spit. He was far more dangerous than I had supposed. He might even be the only servant who served her with a free heart and mind.

      “Why are you telling us this?” asked Giselle. “Is it just that you’ve missed having a chance to gloat?”

      The queen laughed again, sounding genuinely amused. “Of course not. I have no need to gloat. I merely hoped to rid myself of the tiresome necessity of a battle. I hoped you would see how impossible it is to resist me. I hold an entire kingdom in thrall, after all.”

      “Enough!” I said, sending a stream of fire into the partial wall of ice in front of me. “I will free Oliver’s heart as I have done before, and then we will leave. And once we’re gone, I will melt your precious palace, and your throne, and all of your enchantments with them.”

      I strode forward through the newly created gap, steam rising around me. I expected to have to burn through much more than one thin half-wall, but the queen made no move to prevent me approaching Oliver. I watched her out of the side of my eyes, not trusting in her seeming acquiescence. But even when I placed my hands flat against his chest, she made no move to intervene.

      As soon as I felt his broad chest, still warm with life beneath my hands, thoughts of the queen fell away. The fire from my anger was nothing compared to the inferno that raged inside me now. Freeing him would be easy. I pushed warmth down through my arms and out my hands, keeping it just short of bursting into actual flame.

      “Oliver! Wake up!” I repeated the words I had used once before.

      I expected him to glow, as he had then and Giselle after him, but the warmth instead seemed to leach out of me and disappear into him without making him any hotter. I tried again, with more force, but when nothing happened beyond singeing his outer shirt, I stumbled backward.

      “I don’t understand,” I said, my eyes on his. He had not reacted to my presence in any way, and I was finding it hard to breathe.

      It was the queen who answered. “The prince is not infected with a single speck of dust blown into his heart on the wind, little girl. He has a shard placed there by my own hand. He will not be so easily freed.”

      I shook my head, refusing to believe it. Oliver wouldn’t give himself up so easily. He would fight.

      “Oliver,” I said, keeping my voice low, and pretending the queen wasn’t there. “Oliver, please. It’s me. It’s Celine. You can fight this. You must try!”

      “I can see it’s you, Celine,” he said, the sound of his voice shocking after his previous silence. “I haven’t lost my mind, you know.”

      The voice was his, certainly, but his tone was cutting and cold. I had never heard him speak like that, not even in Marin when we had first met. I stumbled back another step while he surveyed me coldly from head to foot. I had never been so conscious of being in such physical disarray before. I was very far from the perfectly dressed princess who could shock a room into silence.

      “Although, now that I see you again,” he said, “I can’t work out what it was I saw in you before.” He shook his head in disbelief. “I seem to remember I even thought you beautiful.”

      I sucked in a breath, unable to believe the words I was hearing.

      “Can’t you see she’s enchanted you, Ollie?” cried Giselle, following me through the gap in the ice, but staying off the dais. “Please, you have to fight her.”

      He turned his cold eyes on his sister. “Oh, be quiet, Giselle. You’re always following along where you’re not wanted, pushing in no matter how much we try to keep you away. When will you learn that you only make things difficult for those of us who actually have important things to do?”

      Giselle gasped, her mouth falling open as tears welled in her eyes. I backed down the stairs of the dais so I could put an arm around her shoulders. I directed my glare where I knew it belonged—at the Snow Queen. These words didn’t come from Oliver. He loved both his sisters—but his younger sister, especially.

      “Don’t listen, Giselle,” I whispered. “Don’t listen to her poison.”

      The younger princess wiped an angry arm across her eyes and straightened. I squeezed her shoulder before pulling away to stride forward again. It was time to try something more drastic.

      Remembering the way he had surprised me in the cave, I barreled forward to grip his face, pulling it forcefully down to mine.
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      A spark seemed to leap from me at our touch, but his lips remained cold and unresponsive.

      Pulling back, he pushed me away, and I once again stumbled backward away from him.

      “Did you not understand me before? I do not want your kisses, Celine. I suppose it must have amused me to dally with you when there was no one else around, although now I can’t imagine why. Whatever my reason previously, I’m no longer interested.”

      I screamed, rounding on the Snow Queen and throwing fire ball after fire ball at her head. She reacted instantly, throwing up an arm and pulling a shield of ice from the base of the dais. My fire balls burst against it, shattering the ice, but as each one made a dent, she waved again, bringing up a fresh layer of ice to strengthen it.

      I circled around her, moving away from Oliver, as I looked for an opening in her protective layer. If I couldn’t burn this ice from Oliver, I was going directly to the source. But as fast as I could throw my fire, she raised her shield to match.

      Wheeling back around, I changed tactic. Dropping the fire, I let my anger and pain burn brighter and brighter inside me. When it reached a peak, I thrust my palms outward.

      A gale force wind, the type that had blasted rocks from a blocked tunnel, shot out and smashed against the queen’s protective wall of ice. With an angry shriek, the queen leaped on her throne and vaulted over the ice as it fell before my onslaught, crashing into the seat where she had sat a moment before.

      With a feral grin, I directed my palms toward her, and the wind swept her up and pushed her body against the wall behind us.

      “Prince!”

      She managed to yell the word despite my wind stealing her breath.

      Oliver nodded once and stepped between us. I snapped my hands down, cutting off the air before it could do more than sweep back his hair. The queen straightened slowly as Oliver eyed me with disgust.

      “Always so impetuous, Celine, that’s your problem. Always ready to rush into some ill-thought plan with no consideration of others. And why would you consider them? When you’re so sure of yourself. So brash. You hurt others with everything you do. I can’t imagine why your kingdom allowed such wild behavior in a princess. I would have expected them to beat some sense and manners into you long ago.”

      I had thought I knew this wasn’t really him. Had thought myself armored against the Snow Queen’s poison. But his words beat against me and wormed their way into my heart. I had told Giselle that the words were not his, but the Snow Queen did not know me like this. Her magic mirror was broken. She had not been watching me, living with me for weeks. It was Oliver himself who knew my faults. Who had seen my confidence spill over into dangerous, willful stupidity.

      I swayed and fell to my knees. Tears blurred my vision. So this was how Oliver truly saw me, once my beauty had been stripped away by the magic. I tried to remember the words he had spoken among the trees of Valley View, to hold on to the moment we had shared, but I couldn’t actually remember him saying anything. Other than that I was beautiful. And that I burned with fire. Both true, but neither the foundation for love.

      Blinking, I saw vague movement, but only Giselle’s scream gave me the warning to throw myself sideways. My vision cleared as gleaming icicles stabbed through the space where my body had recently been. As the queen stalked toward me, I twisted and sprang back to my feet.

      I tried to call fire to my hands, but my insides had gone cold. I almost fell down the stairs as I backed off the dais. The queen continued to stalk toward me, only now she was smiling, her face twisted out of any semblance of beauty. Oliver remained behind, apparently uninterested in further intervention.

      “It’s not true, Celine,” said Giselle, her sudden presence warm at my back. She gripped my elbow and dragged me backward away from the advancing queen. “Ollie doesn’t mean any of that. It’s like you said to me. It’s just her poison speaking.”

      “But Giselle…” I choked on the words as I remembered the snow leopard, and Valley View, and every stupid thing I’d muttered unthinkingly under my breath. Only the night before, I had scared her with my thoughtless words.

      She continued to pull me back, maneuvering us through the gap in the queen’s ice wall.

      “I love your confidence,” she said. “And so does Oliver. The true Oliver, anyway. You saved us all from the blizzard, remember? We would be dead if not for you. And you nearly killed yourself doing it. You were unconscious, and Oliver was nearly beside himself. I’ve never seen him like that.”

      I tried to cling to her words, to regain some of that confidence she spoke of. The confidence that had always driven me into foolish scrapes.

      “Even in my fog,” she continued, still moving us backward, “even when my heart was frozen, I saw something in you. Back in Marin. During the Princess Tourney. The piece of me that still survived recognized that you had the strength to save us. That’s why I invited you to visit.”

      I regained my feet, moving away from her dragging grip. “But it was Emmeline who invited me.”

      “Because I asked her to.” Giselle smiled up at me, but her eyes were afraid. “And now I need you to use that strength. It’s time to save us, Celine.”

      As she said the words, she pushed me to one side and spun me around. The sudden movement pushed me out of the way of another burst of icicles and left me standing in the middle of the throne room, facing the queen.

      The Snow Queen laughed mockingly, the sound bouncing through the room and echoing from the ceiling.

      “Inspiring words, I’m sure. But if your Oliver once saw those things in you, he will never do so again. Because I have discovered that the mirror fragments work differently when placed in the eye rather than in the heart.” Her smile grew even broader. “It is not only his heart that is frozen now. And a splinter in the eye means that the bearer will see the world as it truly is.” Her smile dropped away. “Ugly. They will see only the ugly truth about everyone and everything they see.”

      I stared at her in horror. Giselle had been right. The Snow Queen had chosen to dwell in the darkest parts of herself for so long that she had lost the person she must once have been.

      “Valley View,” I gasped. I finally had the answer to what poison consumed that place.

      The queen smiled again, as if she approved of my joining the pieces together. “My experiments there were so very fruitful. I couldn’t have my servants losing the will to grow my food. But neither could I risk them being corrupted by outside forces—such as you—who might come up the mountain in search of the source of my new winter.” She looked insufferably pleased with her foresight. “I’ll wager they saw nothing of worth or value in any plea you made on behalf of the kingdom.”

      “Well, that explains that,” muttered Giselle, now sheltering behind me. “Those poor people.”

      Without warning, I whipped both hands forward, sending two fire balls soaring toward the queen. She ducked, but one of them clipped her crown, knocking it from her head.

      With a screech of fury, she stooped to grab it, but had to leap the other way as I threw my next attack at the crown itself. One of my fire balls landed with precise aim, exploding the ice of the crown. Giselle and I ducked, shielding ourselves from the flying shards while the queen screamed again.

      She staggered back to her feet, thrusting her arms out to either side and pulling them slowly upward, as if dragging a great weight. Spears of ice shot from the floor in every direction.

      Giselle screamed and almost knocked me over as she threw herself from the path of one that erupted just behind her. I stumbled before regaining my feet and dancing away from her.

      “Get to the door,” I shouted and watched her turn and run, weaving and stumbling as the spears continued to burst from the ice in a widening circle around the enraged queen.

      Part of me wanted to flee after Giselle as fast as my legs would take me, but a bigger part pulled me in the opposite direction. I ran, sending my fire balls ahead of me to shatter any spears I couldn’t avoid. More and more of them thrust up toward the ceiling, and a deep groaning sounded through the hall.

      I stumbled before running on. Had that been…? A groan sounded again, and the next spear that burst upward was accompanied by a terrifying crack. I saw the ice split ahead of me and put on a fresh burst of speed.

      Another crack webbed out and then another, and Giselle’s earlier words seemed to echo in my ears. A frozen lake. A frozen lake. A frozen lake.

      At last I reached the dais and the calmly disinterested prince. Rushing up, I grabbed his arm and looked around for another exit. Any exit. But I could see none. So, with a groan of my own, I tugged him back toward the frozen lake, now covered in towering spears of ice and crisscrossed with threatening cracks.

      Oliver allowed me to pull him along but made no effort to hurry. Apparently he could no more be bothered resisting me than he could in attempting to save himself in the first place. Surely he could see that this entire place was about to crumble?

      “I never liked this room,” he said, as calmly as if we were on an afternoon stroll through the forest.

      Apparently he did know what was happening.

      “Hurry up!” I snapped, losing my patience. “Or we’re both going to die.”

      “Do you always have to be so dramatic, Celine?” he asked, deep weariness in his voice.

      I staggered to a stop as a fresh groan sounded around us. Whirling, I grabbed at his jacket with angry hands.

      “Yes! Yes, I’m always dramatic! And I’m overconfident. And I say what I think. But you love me, Oliver! You said you loved me!”

      But even as I said the words, I remembered once again our conversation among the trees. The word love had echoed so loudly in my head then. But had he actually said it? He had kissed me, yes. But had he spoken of love?

      I looked up at him, suddenly afraid as I had not been before. Had I once again leaped into something that I didn’t truly understand? The mirror fragment had twisted him, yes, but had it truly changed his heart? Or was it never actually deeply engaged at all? Did I only see in him what I wanted to be there? A reflection of my own feelings.

      “Please,” I whispered, pouring every ounce of my heart into my words. “Please tell me you love me, Oliver. Because I love you. I love your strength, and your heart, and the fact that you burn just as brightly as I ever have.”

      This time I was soft and gentle as I stretched up onto my tiptoes, ignoring the chaos of ice around us, and pressed my lips gently to his. Instead of a spark, a deep heat poured out of me, carrying all of my love and longing with it.

      When I pulled away and looked at him, tears shone in both his eyes as he stared down at my face. As I watched, they spilled over, running down his cheeks. And something bright in them—no more than a speck on either side—caught the light, winking and shining as it ran down his face and was gone.

      He gasped, his gaze still locked on me.

      “I see you again.” His words sounded amazed. “You’re so full of beauty it almost hurts to look at you.” And something in his gaze told me he didn’t mean my ripped clothes, disheveled hair, or terror-filled features.

      But as a smile broke across my face, the loudest groan yet made me spin around, suddenly remembering where we were. We’d made it only halfway across the throne room, the door still far out of reach.

      A scream of rage made me look back at the dais. While we ran, the Snow Queen, it seemed, had made her way back to where her heartless, uncaring prince was supposed to be waiting. Her eyes were fixed on us through the jungle of ice spears, and I could see she knew what had just happened.

      For the second time she raised her hands, but this time she brought them both swinging back down. A resounding, splintering crack rolled over me, and then the ice at my feet shifted, and I fell, Oliver torn from my grasp as we were both hurled into the freezing water below.
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      Pain. That’s all I could feel at first. Pain everywhere, burning into every nerve. And not with the friendly burn of my fire. This was the burn of freezing ice.

      But then the desperate pain in my lungs overwhelmed all the others, and I kicked upward toward a glimmer of light. My head burst into the open air, and I gasped a deep breath, kicking to keep myself afloat as a chunk of ice slammed into me, nearly robbing me of breath again.

      I scrabbled at it with my hands but couldn’t find a grip. Pain. Needles of pain everywhere, trying to drag me back down into the depths.

      Fear filled my frozen mind, and with it came a rush of heat. Memory of my power returned, and I pushed the warmth down into every part of my body. The sweet relief stilled my limbs for a moment, sending me sinking back under again. Pushing hard, I re-emerged into the air, wisps of steam rising from my body.

      Looking up, I could still see the ceiling above me, but everywhere else I looked, the throne room had become a churning lake full of chunks of ice, big and small. I could only hope Giselle had made it out before the ice cracked.

      But Oliver…Oliver had been with me. I twisted in a full circle, looking for his head amid the ice. I could see no sign of him.

      I took a deep breath and dived under the water, grateful that it was as clear as it was cold. Still, I had to twist and turn for agonizing seconds before I got a glimpse of him.

      I dived down, arms outstretched, and managed to hook my hands under his arms. Straining with everything I had, I pushed toward the surface. We hardly seemed to move. Letting go with one hand, I gripped desperately with the other and pushed my empty palm downward. A jet of air shot out of it, propelling us upward so fast I nearly lost Oliver.

      When I catapulted out of the water, I was only just clinging to one of his arms, dragging him behind me. As soon as his head hit the air, he coughed and spluttered, sucking in a breath and then another. But as soon as I let go, he sank straight back down again.

      I swallowed a curse and dived after him again. The water must have frozen his limbs, preventing him from swimming. My questing hands found him quickly this time, dragging him up for another gasping breath from us both.

      This time I held on, placing one hand against his bare neck and pushing as much warmth into him as I dared. He gave a shuddering sigh of relief, his eyes fluttering briefly closed. But I held on, still pumping warmth into him. Only when he also began to steam, did I let go, turning in the water to look for a way out.

      “Do you see—” I turned back, but he had disappeared again without a sound.

      “What—” I cut off my own words to dive back under the water yet again. Frustration drove me as I kicked down toward his sinking body. This time I used my wind again to propel us upward faster than I could swim. When we broke through into the air, I kept a tight grip on Oliver, looking around for a large enough piece of ice.

      When I spotted one, I gave a final burst of air through the water, pushing myself up and out completely so that I sprawled forward, landing hard on the ice. I gasped, scrambling to gain some balance and keep an arm gripped onto Oliver as well. I lay flat, clinging to the part of him that had been partially dragged behind me. My momentum and grip had been enough to pull the arm I held and the attached shoulder onto the ice.

      Slowly, I inched forward until I could get a better grip and then slowly pulled back again, dragging him after me. Once his body had made it out, I collapsed, leaving his legs to dangle into the water. It was the best I could manage on the floating ice.

      I sent another burst of warmth into his skin, maintaining the flow until steam rose all around us.

      “What is it?” I asked when I pulled away. “Why can’t you swim?”

      He just shrugged. “It was so cold.”

      “But—” I stared at him, my frustration almost boiling over. He didn’t meet my eyes.

      Sudden understanding filled me, and my heart sank. His tears had cleared the shards from his eyes, had let him see good and beauty in the world again. But the Snow Queen had done a thorough job this time and had placed one in his heart as well. He had lost all initiative. He had no drive left, not even to save himself from drowning.

      I crawled over, my body near exhaustion, and clung to him. Earlier I had made it through to him, even in his enchanted state. We were supposed to have won. This second blow felt like too much.

      But I couldn’t give in, couldn’t let the Snow Queen win. Not now, not after everything we’d been through.

      “You have to fight it, Oliver,” I cried. “Like before. Remember who you really are. You can save yourself!”

      He sighed and reached up to caress my face, but no spark of defiance filled his eyes, and he made no effort to move. I felt the cold again seeping up from the ice under us and from where his legs still dangled in the water. A fresh burst of my warmth drove it away, but it crept back again, faster this time.

      My power wasn’t enough. My words weren’t enough. I had nothing left to try.

      But my heart refused to give up. Even without my powers, even without my mind, my stubborn determination wouldn’t let go.

      “You have to wake up, Oliver,” I said into his chest, still gripping at his jacket. “You have to. Because I’m not letting you go, and I’m not ready to die.” Fear filled me as I felt us both slipping closer to death. How long could we survive floating in the Snow Queen’s melting throne room?

      But love burned more strongly in me than fear. I would not give up Oliver to her icy power. Not even to save myself. Tears dripped down my already sopping face, falling onto his chest with a fresh burst of steam.

      But these weren’t my normal tears. Scalding hot, they burned instantly through the material of his jacket, sinking down to the skin beneath. I lunged for the freezing water around us, scooping some up to splash wildly over the bare patch of his chest, afraid of the burns I would see there.

      But the skin appeared smooth and unharmed. I didn’t even realize I was still crying until I saw fresh drops sizzle down onto his skin. Impossibly they sank down toward his heart.

      With a cry and a gasp, he jerked upward, flinging me from the ice and back into the water. For a moment I could see nothing but bubbles and steam as I thrashed to right myself and find the air again. I burst up, gasping, to see Oliver staring down at me in wonder.

      “Celine!”

      I didn’t need to hear more than my name to know he was free. Truly free. The tears streamed faster down my face, but they had changed now into tears of joy.

      “Celine.” His tone had transformed, his eyes wide in wonder. “Look.”

      As my tears hit the surface of the lake, steam rose, almost obscuring our view of each other, although I bobbed just beside his block of ice. And it was spreading, racing out across the surface of the water.

      He had pulled himself fully up onto the floating chunk, kneeling on all fours to peer toward me, and he reached into the water to feel it.

      “Ouch!” He pulled his hand back quickly. “It’s hot!”

      The temperature didn’t bother me, but something caught my eye.

      “Look at the ice.” All around me, I could see the chunks of ice melting in the now hot water, the smaller ones disappearing completely.

      The ice Oliver crouched on was large and thick, but I thought I could see it thinning. Soon he would be dumped into the water, and from his earlier reaction…

      “We need to get out of here. Now!” I said.

      “But how?” he looked around, trying to get his bearings in the room that had become a lake. Pushing himself up a little higher, he pointed. “I can see the door. Over there.”

      A distant cry reached me above the steam, although I couldn’t make out the words.

      “It’s Giselle,” said Oliver. “She just saw me. She must have made it out before the lake cracked.”

      I remembered how I had propelled us onto the ice in the first place. “Hold on,” I said, my voice determined. “We’re going to her.” I released my air beneath the water.

      “But how—” Oliver flattened onto the ice as I landed partially on top of him, causing the block to lurch and rock beneath us.

      “Oof! Sorry.” I scrambled off, as the ice tipped dangerously. “You watch where we’re going, I’ll provide the power.”

      When I thrust both hands back under the water and blasted a trail of bubbles that sent us careening across the surface, he laughed. We smashed into another large block and both nearly ended up back in the water.

      “Whoa, steady there. Maybe a bit slower,” he suggested, positioning himself as flat as he could while still allowing himself some visibility across the choppy lake. At least the obstacles were getting fewer as more and more of them melted away.

      I had wondered if we might stop melting once we got away from the hot patch where I had fallen into the water, but it seemed to have spread, great billows of steam and vapor rising toward the distant ceiling on all sides.

      I faced behind us, using all my control to slow the stream of air and keep us moving forward in a controlled way. Oliver called out directions, and I moved my hands left or right, maneuvering us around any remaining blocks liable to tip us over. And all the while our own block grew smaller, pushing us closer and closer together until Oliver was crouched half over me.

      A sudden wild cackle broke my concentration, and we lurched dangerously. Looking up, I saw the Snow Queen, her white-blond hair whipping behind her and her dress billowing as she appeared to float across the surface of the lake.

      As she got closer, I saw that she actually rode a block of ice, just as we did. Only she stood straight on hers, apparently having no problem with balance or controlling the movement of the chunk.

      “Hold on,” I screamed again, restarting my wind and loosing my control. We flew across the surface of the water, but still she seemed to be closing the distance.

      She laughed again, sounding a little mad, and threw an icicle spear in our direction. I pushed us sharply to one side, avoiding it but nearly tipping us both into the water.

      “Steady, Celine,” said Oliver. “We’re nearly there. A straight shot now.”

      We had approached close enough that I could hear Giselle more clearly, screaming both our names. Our block had grown even smaller, and I dangled half in the water now, to give Oliver more room.

      My eyes focused in on the block carrying the queen. Despite her control, it seemed she couldn’t fight the heat of the water. It, too, was being eaten away, growing smaller and smaller. Already it was smaller than ours, although she needed less space to stand on.

      My bubbles shot us forward, and I didn’t dare break concentration to look over my shoulder and see how close we were to the door. The ice shrunk again, forcing Oliver to rise up fully onto his knees or dangle half in the heated water. With him upright, I had to slow our progress, and the queen approached even closer, her arms stretched out toward us, a feral grin pulling at her face.

      She stood on only a thin circle of ice now, but it was enough to hold her up. Oliver grunted in pain as he slipped, one leg falling into the water. I put on one last spurt of speed, trying to outrun both our melting boat and the pursuing queen.

      But our block of ice had become so thin and light that I misjudged it, and the power of the blast made us shake from side to side, both of us sliding off and into the steaming water.
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      Oliver’s cry of pain sliced through me. I thrashed back to the surface, trying to find him and the edge of the lake among the steam and the splashing water.

      Another cry, this one of relief, drew my eyes over to the door, which now stood on the edge of the lake, giving entry to the antechamber that still stood beyond it. Despite overturning us, my final push had gotten us close enough it seemed.

      Giselle, the one who had cried out, knelt at the side of the water, reaching down to pull her gasping brother onto the solid ice beside her. I kicked out toward them, anxious to see how badly Oliver had been burned, but a sizzling splash of water pushed me to one side.

      Turning, I saw the Snow Queen. Still balanced precariously on a thin film of ice, she threw another icicle at me. This one I dodged, throwing myself to one side, and it hit the water with an equally loud splash, quickly melting into nothing.

      I dodged another one, managing to bring up one hand and send a fire ball back. This time it was the queen who had to dodge, half-crouching on her meager platform. The action seemed to break her concentration enough that she slipped, one foot falling into the water.

      Her scream pierced the room, shaking chandeliers of ice down from the ceiling. They crashed into the water, one landing so close that it swamped her remaining block before sending me tumbling beneath the surface.

      Pushing back up into the air, I looked for her. I heard her before I saw her, her horrible screams shaking the walls. Her block of ice appeared to have melted completely, and she thrashed wildly in the water, almost fully submerged.

      I glanced back at Giselle and Oliver. I absorbed that he seemed to be moving easily, his face clear of any serious pain, before my eyes were drawn back to the queen’s desperate cries. The water steamed in the cold room, but it didn’t boil. And despite the discomfort that prolonged immersion must have brought, Oliver seemed to have survived his dunking intact.

      And yet the Snow Queen screamed as if we held her down in a pot of boiling water. As if she was…

      “Melting!” cried Giselle. “She’s melting!”

      There was no other way to describe what I was seeing, though it seemed impossible. Like the chunks of ice had already done, the queen herself was slowly losing her shape, becoming smaller and smaller as the features that made her human disappeared, reducing her to a vaguely human shape. And at the center of that shape, in the place where her heart should have been, I saw a small metal object.

      Even as my mind registered that it was a simple locket, the remaining part of her chest melted away, and it slipped beneath the water. Her face remained for another breath, held above the water and contorted into an expression of anger and pain and madness. And then even her head had sunk beneath the water and disappeared.

      I gasped and swallowed and swallowed again. Had the locket replaced her heart? No wonder Sterling had never seen it.

      “Celine!” Oliver’s voice pulled me from the horror that had overwhelmed me at the terrible sight. “We need to get out of here.”

      I kicked out toward them, no ice left now to impede my path. When I reached the edge, they both held hands down to help, but instead I sent a burst of air through the water behind me, shooting up and into Oliver’s arms.

      He grunted and staggered backward, just managing to keep us both upright. He looked down into my face and moved as if to press his lips to mine, but Giselle’s sharp voice made him pull back.

      “There’s no time for that!” she yelled. “I think we need to run. Oliver do you know the way?”

      I pulled back from him and looked around. The heat in the water had reached the walls of the throne room, and they had begun to melt, water streaming down to join that already in the lake. Looking across at a distant wall, I saw the dim glint of the mirror frame as it slid free of the wall and fell into the water with a splash.

      Perhaps it was coincidence, but at the exact moment it disappeared beneath the surface, a screeching crack resounded above all the other sounds of the disintegrating palace.

      Giselle and Oliver were already backing away from the edge of the lake, pulling me with them.

      “This way,” Oliver yelled, and I stumbled after them, forcing my exhausted limbs to yet further effort.

      We slipped and slid across the wet floor, barely avoiding chunks of ice that fell haphazardly from higher up the walls or from the ceiling. Thankfully it wasn’t long before we burst into the empty entrance hall. The front doors beckoned across a large floor.

      We all put on a fresh burst of speed, Oliver’s long legs moving him ahead. He reached the doors and ripped them open, swinging them wide before turning back to search for us. Ahead of me, Giselle stumbled and fell, slipping as she tried to regain her feet.

      I shook my head and grabbed her hand, running the last few steps with her sliding through the thin layer of water behind me. As I shot out past Oliver, he reached down and swung his sister back to her feet.

      But when we all stopped to look down the long staircase leading up to the door, we realized we would all have to slide. Already the melting stairs had lost definition, one merging into another in a steep incline. Plonking down, I pushed off, the others close behind me.

      “Wooooooo!” I screamed as I slid down the newly-created slide, the snow at the bottom rushing up to meet me. All of my pain and terror and horror and exhaustion expelled in one long wordless exclamation. Oliver yelled behind me, and then Giselle’s higher voice a beat behind.

      When we all tumbled into the deep, soft snow, I just lay there for a moment, too spent to even push myself to my feet.

      “That last part was actually sort of fun,” said Giselle, her voice breathy, and her eyes glassy.

      I shook my head at her, too tired for any verbal response.

      “What?” she asked. “We’re all alive, aren’t we?” And then she laughed, and it sounded slightly hysterical.

      Oliver shook his head at her, but he was smiling. He pulled me up, and reluctantly I let him.

      “I would feel more comfortable if we put a bit more distance between us and this melting palace,” he said.

      I wanted to protest, but he was right. I didn’t want to stay near this place for a moment longer, either.

      “Look!” Giselle held something up, her voice triumphant. “Look what I found.”

      I forced my eyes to focus and saw that she was holding our two sets of snowshoes. Quickly she began to lace hers on, and I tried to make my fingers and arms follow suit, but they didn’t seem to be working properly.

      Oliver knelt to attach them for me, letting me lean against his shoulder as he worked. I breathed a sigh of relief, all my energy focused on staying upright.

      When he had finished, we took off, poor Oliver falling into the snow with every stride. How were we going to get back down the mountain when he didn’t have snowshoes? But my brain was too tired to focus on anything other than moving forward.

      Briefly I wondered if the flurry of killer iceflakes would reappear, but to my relief, nothing darkened the late afternoon sky. I didn’t think I had the energy to protect us from anything else.

      “We left our packs in a cave just over there,” I heard Giselle say. “I think that should be far enough, don’t you think? Because if we don’t stop soon, I think the two of you are going to keel right over.”

      I didn’t protest, relieved at the idea of a dry cave and food after a long day without any. But as I stumbled the last few steps, a surge of energy filled me at the unexpected sight of another person. Perhaps I did have something left after all.

      For a horrible moment, I thought it was the Snow Queen herself, somehow re-formed. But then I blinked, and a different familiar figure appeared. Not the Snow Queen, but her loyal lieutenant.

      “Sterling!” Oliver’s shout made the other man falter and nearly trip.

      He was emerging from our cave, and I suspected he had just been looking through our packs for anything of value. From the surprise on his face as he looked over his shoulder, he hadn’t been expecting us to emerge alive from the rapidly disintegrating palace.

      His expression as he took off running gave me the remaining strength to send out a blast of air. Catching him square in the back, it sent him sprawling face first into the snow.

      I swayed from the effort, but held up my hands, ready to send another blast. Oliver and Giselle had both taken off running toward him, however, so I refrained. Giselle, faster because of her snowshoes, reached him first and promptly sat down on his back, pushing him further down into the snow.

      He mumbled something in protest and stirred feebly, but he couldn’t gain any traction against the soft snow. Only when Oliver arrived did she pop back up so that he could reach down and wrench the other man to his feet.

      “Going somewhere?” Giselle asked sweetly, as Oliver pulled Sterling around to face us.

      Sterling glared at them in silent anger, but when his gaze moved to me—standing a way off still, but with both arms extended, ready to fire—he slumped.

      “No, I suppose not,” he said.

      Between my exhaustion and the discovery of Sterling, I hadn’t mustered the energy to look back at the Ice Palace. But standing in the mouth of the cave at last, I saw the tallest of the spires droop, dripping and melting into oblivion, steam rising as water raced down its sides.

      As I watched, the last remnants of the structure crumbled in, leaving in its place a great lake, bigger than the frozen one we had swum through. Its surface roiled and steamed, but it didn’t seem to be expanding any further, solid ground and snow standing firm between us and what had once been the Snow Queen’s home.

      “It was beautiful, you know,” said Giselle, who I hadn’t heard come to stand beside me.

      I gave her a disbelieving look, and she shrugged.

      “Well, it was. But that doesn’t mean I’m not glad to see it gone.”

      I sighed, my eyes drawn back to the lake. “I suppose it was beautiful. But I prefer your palace. The real one. That’s made of stone.”

      Giselle smiled. “Me too.”

      Reluctantly I retreated back into the cave where a silent, bound Sterling sat beside a small fire. He had helpfully brought some wood with him, so I had only needed to provide the briefest burst of flame to get it started.

      Swaying, I sank down to sit on the opposite side of the cave to him, admitting to myself I was more than glad we wouldn’t be relying on me to keep us warm all night. Dim embers still burned somewhere inside me, but I felt too drained to whip them into any sort of serious heat.

      Despite myself, I found my eyes straying to Sterling’s still form. He had a full pack with him—which had turned out to contain some of our own things as I had suspected—and not only snowshoes but a second spare pair as well. Finding him had been fortuitous. But what had driven him from the Ice Palace so fully prepared? He couldn’t have put all that together after it started melting, especially not when he had been ahead of us.

      Had he taken my words in the kitchen seriously, after all? It was true that something about his manner had seemed to change during our conversation.

      When I realized he was staring straight back at me, I shifted slightly, turning myself away. Oliver had already declared that we would take him down the mountain with us, to be secured in the palace where he could await judgment from the king. And that was good enough for me. I wanted nothing more to do with a man who had let his thirst for power lead him to assist in nearly destroying an entire kingdom. And, if he was the man Prince Dominic had asked me to watch out for, he might have had a hand in nearly destroying Palinar as well.

      Giselle, who had entirely escaped the icy and then burning waters of the lake, had more energy than either me or Oliver, so she volunteered to prepare food. By the time she brought some to me, I could barely keep my eyes open to eat it. Only my complaining stomach kept me upright for long enough to get it down.

      The light of sunset hadn’t faded from the sky when I at last lay down, but a little light wasn’t going to be enough to stand between me and blessed rest. My eyelids closed, and sleep claimed me.
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      When I awoke, it took me several moments to orient myself. Two figures slept around the still-smoldering fire, and the darkness of the cave suggested it was still night. But light flickered outside the mouth of the cave, and I thought I could hear faint movement.

      In another moment I remembered everything of the day before and that we had Sterling with us. I sat up abruptly, focusing on the other sleepers. The small one was clearly Giselle, and the other…he stirred and moved in his sleep, and I realized it was Sterling, sleeping restlessly due to his bindings.

      I got up, no longer feeling sleepy, and crept silently from the cave. Oliver sat just outside, his attention on the sky—the source of the flickering light.

      He looked up quickly at my approach and smiled, but the expression held sadness as well as welcome.

      “I’ve been here several nights, but I don’t remember seeing these before. But then I wasn’t really looking.”

      I sat down beside him, nestling against him when he reached out an arm to invite me close.

      “You can’t blame yourself for what the Snow Queen did to you. I’m just glad you can enjoy it now. And that it’s still here. I just knew that something so beautiful couldn’t be part of that woman’s evil.”

      “I can’t describe to you how bleak the world was once she leached all the beauty from it,” he said, and I noticed his eyes were on my face now and not the sky.

      I flushed, hoping the reflected colors would disguise it. “I can’t imagine a world without beauty.”

      “I wish I didn’t remember any of it,” he said, and there was anguish in his voice now. “But it’s all there, just like last time. Dream-like, but not gone. And the horrible things I said to you keep running over and over in my mind.”

      He shifted slightly so he could look down at me more easily. “I’m so sorry, Celine. I wish there was something I could do to show you that none of it was true.”

      “There is,” I said, a smile creeping up my face.

      He regarded me with creased brow, uncertainty in his gaze, so I rolled my eyes, grasped his face and pulled it firmly down to mine. He started slightly, but then seemed to catch on, his own arms sliding around to pull me close and his mouth warm and responsive against mine.

      Fire roared inside me, but after everything I had gone through—everything we had broken through together—this time it remained firmly under my control. Which was something of a relief, given the circumstances.

      When he finally pulled away, I made a soft mew of disapproval, but he just laughed softly and guided my head down to rest against his chest.

      “I don’t deserve you, Celine,” he said with a soft sigh.

      I shook my head against him. “Don’t be silly. Of course you do. I’m in love with you which means you must be quite exceptional. I’m not that easy to please, you know.”

      His body shook with silent laughter. “Why do I have the feeling you’re going to keep me on my toes?”

      “Because you’re very wise. Like I was just saying.”

      His arms tightened around me. “But are you sure, Celine? Are you sure you could ever be happy here in Eldon?”

      I paused to really consider his question. We were talking about the rest of my life, so it wasn’t the time for impulsive decisions.

      It was true I still hated the cold. And there were many things about my home I would miss. The sun and the heat, for one. Along with the flowers everywhere and the long, sandy beaches. But when I tried to imagine going back there—returning to a life without Oliver—my mind turned away, unwilling to form the images.

      And our earlier embrace had stoked the embers within me, revived by his presence and a good sleep. Would I ever truly be cold again?

      I felt him go tense as he waited for my answer, the silence drawing out between us.

      “I could be happy here,” I said at last. “If I had your love.” I twisted so I could look up at him. “Do you love me, Oliver? Truly?”

      His arms tightened around me again, a ghost of pain flitting through his eyes. “I love you, Celine. I swear I do. I really didn’t mean those things I said in that throne room.”

      I shook my head quickly. “I wasn’t thinking of those.” I hesitated. “Well, not exactly. I knew you were under the evil influence of that corrupted mirror. But it made me realize you’d never actually said the words to me. I assumed, after Valley View, but…”

      His brow creased, his mind obviously racing back. “Didn’t I say it? I felt as if I did. I was bursting with the effort of keeping it in, since I was convinced you would never want to stay in Eldon, even if it were free from the curse. But after you nearly killed yourself saving us from the blizzard…” He swallowed and shook his head. “Don’t ever scare me like that again, Celine.”

      “I’ll do my best,” I said, grinning up at him. “But no promises.”

      He shook his head with a rueful chuckle.

      I settled back against him, overwhelmed by what I saw in his eyes. A delightful warmth seemed to have reached into every part of me, and I couldn’t tell if it came from my magic or from this man, or perhaps some combination of the two.

      “Celine,” he said into my ear, “just in case there’s any doubt—you are brave, and bold, and clever, and true, and I have never enjoyed spending time with anyone as much as I do you. I can’t imagine ever wanting anyone else to be my queen. I love you.”

      I stilled at his words, taking them in. Then I looked up at him cheekily through my lashes, creasing my brow in confusion.

      “So…is that a proposal, Your Highness?”

      “Celine,” he growled my name, tightening his arms around me and shaking me slightly. “You know it is.”

      I grinned up at him. “Maybe I do,” I conceded.

      “And your answer…?” He sounded impatient, although I couldn’t imagine how he could truly doubt it.

      “Yes, of course,” I said. “I mean, I’m the youngest of seven, I never thought I’d get a chance to be a queen.”

      “Celine!” He sounded half-amused, half-irate, but when I pressed my lips up against his, the colors of the sky reflecting against our faces, everything else melted away except for our love and this perfect moment.
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      I thought our return journey with a prisoner in tow would be painfully slow, but the extra snowshoes for Oliver more than made up for it. Plus, I hadn’t factored in just how different it was going mostly downhill.

      We kept Sterling attached to two of us at all times by a handy length of rope we found in his pack. Oliver took his pack, as well, so that even if he somehow managed to make a run for it, he would find himself stranded on the mountain without supplies.

      Several times he attempted to speak to me, reminding me that he had made no move to obstruct me back in the Ice Palace.

      “Far from it,” he said. “I even answered all your questions.”

      I merely narrowed my eyes and turned away. So that’s why he had been so forthcoming. He had hoped to hedge his bets, to curry my favor in case I did manage to best the Snow Queen. She had never deserved his service, but his lack of loyalty still disgusted me.

      Now that I had rested, my power had returned to full strength, and I took every opportunity to demonstrate that to him—another deterrent against any attempt at escape.

      Giselle, who had taken her brother’s and my betrothal without a blink, watched me at target practice during one of our breaks. She had chosen a distant tree as the target, and I was casually lobbing fire balls at different parts of it as she called them out.

      “Base.” Throw.

      “Top branch.” Throw.

      “Trunk, halfway down.” Throw.

      She grinned at me. “I think you’re getting better. And no wonder Oliver wants to marry you. No one will ever dare attack us again. Not when we’re going to have a queen who can produce fire balls from thin air.”

      “Giselle!” A moment later a snowball hit her shoulder, thrown by her irate brother.

      “That’s not why I’m marrying her! If you go saying things like that around her family, they might decide to withhold their permission!”

      “Why?” asked Giselle, all innocence. “It sounds like perfectly sound reasoning for an alliance to me.”

      He laughed reluctantly before muttering. “Far too sound. They might decide they want her to make an alliance with a more powerful kingdom than Eldon.”

      “Relax,” I said, smiling at him. “My parents wouldn’t dare say no to me.”

      Giselle laughed, the sound echoing through the small valley where we had stopped. “Now that sounds all too believable.”

      I didn’t bother to wad the snow into a ball before dumping a handful down the back of her neck. She shrieked and pulled away.

      “Now, don’t you start, Giselle,” warned Oliver. “I want us to make Valley View sooner rather than later.”

      “Start? Me? But she—” Giselle spluttered the words, still trying to scrape snow out of her hood.

      “Yeah, Giselle.” I stood and shouldered my pack. “No more wasting time. We need to get moving.”

      I grinned at her narrowed eyes and slid away before she could get any ideas about retaliation. “I’ll break the trail for a while.”

      Oliver let me lead for a few minutes before he came to take my place, probably already sick of the slow pace I was setting. I stayed close behind him, near enough to talk as we shoed along.

      “You know my family would never really refuse their consent, right?” I asked. “They would never try to push me into a different alliance.”

      He glanced over at me, and I saw enough of a shadow in his eyes to realize that some of his concern at least was real. I reminded myself that things were different here in these kingdoms.

      “You don’t need to worry,” I repeated. “I know that these lands turned their back on the ancient laws, and on the High King and his godmothers a long time ago. That’s how the darkness was able to grow so strong. But things are changing. Marin and Palinar have already been freed. And now Eldon. The godmothers themselves gifted me with the tools I needed to help you.”

      I paused, considering. “They must have seen something in you, even under all that ice.”

      He shot me a confused look. “In me?”

      I nodded. “The High King decrees that a kingdom must be ruled by love. That’s why his godmothers work so hard to find true love for princes and princesses.” I threw him a significant look. “And that’s why I know my family would never stand in the way of our betrothal. They respect the laws of the High King and would never obstruct a betrothal based on true love. But romantic love is not the only love, you know.”

      I gazed down the mountainside. “A ruler must also love his kingdom and his people. And you were ready to sacrifice yourself for yours. What could be truer than that?” I shook my head. “And you have shown nothing but understanding and forbearance with those who have wronged you and yours—first with Lord Treestone’s abduction and now Valley View’s treason. I know you’re not going there now to look for vengeance. The godmothers must have known you would follow the ancient laws if given the chance. They must have seen that you would rule with love. And so they sent me.”

      He looked back at me, a warmth in his eyes that made my insides surge in response. “And how could I not serve someone who so clearly has my interests at heart? I could never doubt the godmothers when they sent me you.”

      I smiled and would have responded if a shout from Giselle hadn’t interrupted. When I turned to look, she was pointing at a boulder that I realized looked all-too-familiar.

      It felt almost surreal returning to Valley View, but we had all agreed we needed to stop by the village. And their hot baths and real beds were only a small part of that decision. If the Snow Queen’s power was really broken, Valley View would be the first indication. And if it was…Well, the inhabitants needed to be warned that their long-standing protection might not be so intact anymore.

      The hubbub our arrival caused far exceeded my expectations. It was hard to believe it was even the same place, although the buildings all looked the same. Clearly something, at least, had changed.

      Each of the elders wanted to shake our hands, assuring us that they saw things much more clearly now, and had no wish to act against the true rulers of Eldon.

      The regular villagers were rather more exuberant and less controlled. They fell on Sterling, carrying him off to be locked up for the night.

      “We have a handy storage shed,” one of them said with a rueful smile. “And we just finished fixing the door and lock.”

      I winced, but the man only laughed. Apparently life with a mirror speck in your eyes was far from pleasant, and their loyalty to the Snow Queen had evaporated along with the enchantment itself. And it seemed to have transferred onto us, who they saw as their rescuers.

      When we finally extracted ourselves and retreated to Sterling’s house, Oliver and Giselle both looked almost giddy with excitement.

      “It looks like all of the Snow Queen’s enchantments melted with her palace,” said Oliver, at the same moment as Giselle said, “I wasn’t sure if the mirror shards would outlast the queen herself, but…”

      “The mirror was destroyed as well,” I said. “I saw the frame and remaining shards fall into the lake.”

      “Then that means…” Giselle didn’t finish the sentence since Oliver swept her into an exuberant hug.

      I looked at Sterling’s bed—now available for one of us to use, two if Giselle and I were willing to squeeze together—and sighed. There would be no convincing them to stay an extra night in Valley View now. At least they were both still enthusiastic to revisit the baths, and this time the chattering girls who half-filled it when we arrived were full of compliments and enthusiastic questions.

      The next morning, we once again faced the elders in the center of the village, but this time at their request, and with most of the village in attendance. They apologized for their earlier reception of us, explaining how thunder-struck they had been when they woke up several mornings previously to all wonder why they had turned us away.

      “It’s like a dream,” said the elder who had previously condemned Oliver. “I can remember it, but not understand what could have led me to think such terrible thoughts.”

      We had explained briefly on our arrival, but we gave them the full story now. I could see from the concerned looks they threw each other, that the significance of the Snow Queen’s destruction wasn’t lost on them.

      “I realize that you would be justified in bringing an army back up the mountain to punish us for our treason,” said their spokesman once Oliver finished speaking. “But I plead your mercy. We have long traded supplies with the Snow Queen in exchange for protection from the weather, but she was always merely a distant figure, remote in her mountain palace, causing no harm to anyone that we knew of. We thought her content in her realm of ice, another one like us who preferred the isolated places of the world.”

      He frowned. “And once she infected us, we were helpless to fight against the poison she had begun to spread. When Sterling arrived and gave his orders as to how we were to answer your request, as well as the stranger one about locking our storage shed and forbidding anyone from entering, we didn’t even think to question it.”

      Oliver nodded. “I well remember what it is like to be caught under her spell. I wish for no vengeance upon you or yours.” He hesitated. “But I am afraid this haven will no longer be safe for you. Know that you will be welcome in the capital or elsewhere in the kingdom.”

      The spokesman sighed. “The same thought has occurred to us. But already since our eyes have been opened, we’ve noticed a new warmth in the air. Spring is returning, as it should at this time of year. And soon it will be summer. We have time to think on our options and evacuate our people before winter returns again.”

      Oliver nodded. “I wish I could offer to stay and help with your deliberations, but we must hurry back to the capital.”

      The elders all nodded, and many of the villagers came forward with gifts of food or wood for us to take with us. Apparently the freeing of their minds was worth the loss of their village. And I couldn’t blame them. What good was such a place if you couldn’t see the beauty in it?
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      The rest of the return journey went even faster. The Valley View elder had spoken truly. Spring had come in one big rush. It hadn’t snowed once since we left the Snow Queen’s lake, and the further we descended, the shallower the snow on the ground became until eventually we had to stop and remove the snowshoes.

      I had almost forgotten what it felt like to move freely, striding forward and leaping over rocks in only my boots.

      “You look happy,” said Oliver, watching me as I watched a mother bird scold her hatchlings. I had wandered away from the others while they rested, captivated by my surroundings.

      I smiled, gesturing around me. “How could I not be? There’s so much green! I even saw some flowers back there.”

      He laughed. “You know this is what spring and summer here are normally like, right? It’s not supposed to snow all year long.”

      I grinned up at him. “I suppose I must have known it, but it’s different to see it.” I lowered my voice, my next words just for him. “I have no doubts I could be happy in such a place. It’s beautiful. Even the mountains.” I gestured back up the way we had come where the distant slopes rose far above us, still crowned in white.

      Oliver swung me up and spun me around while Giselle—who had followed him, leaving Sterling tied to a tree—watched on and rolled her eyes.

      When he put me down, I clung to him, wanting to soak the moment in. I had been thinking of many things as we walked, and not all of them had been pleasant.

      In the frozen throne room, back on the mountain, it had been easy to focus on my anger and on the evil the Snow Queen had wrought. But I couldn’t forget her story, and I couldn’t help a small twinge of sympathy. After all, were we so very dissimilar? I, too, had been arrogant and foolish and had attempted to take a magical object that didn’t belong to me. And it had nearly destroyed a person I loved. If things had turned out differently, could I have ended up like the Snow Queen?

      After much thought, I had rejected the idea. We might be the same in some ways, but we were different in others. None of us were perfect, all of us made mistakes. It was how we responded to those mistakes that mattered the most, surely. Whether we took responsibility and did our best to make restitution. Whether we recognized our faults and sought to correct them.

      I had learned my lesson—or I hoped so, anyway—and tried to turn away from the selfishness and pride that had driven me. Whereas she had only compounded her wrongs, destroying herself and others in the process. I could not regret what I had done to her. It had been done in defense—of both me and the people I loved.

      But neither would I forget. Darkness lingered all too close, and far too often in our own hearts. I never wanted to forget my capacity for making bad decisions. Because one day I would be a true queen, and I would have a responsibility to my people. I didn’t want to let them down again.

      While I had been thinking, Oliver had been gazing down at me, his hold slowly tightening. When I squeezed him back, he smiled and strengthened his own embrace.

      “Have I told you today how much I like having you around?”

      I grinned back at him. “I can’t remember. I guess you’ll just have to say it again.”

      “Um, really?” Giselle said. “You know I’m still here, right? Honestly, this is all a bit much.”

      I laughed guiltily. I had forgotten her presence. Disentangling myself from Oliver, I saluted his sister and adopted a formal tone. “Noted. I will attempt to keep all conversations of a serious nature and expressions of physical affection for private from now on.”

      Giselle rolled her eyes. “I’ll believe that when I see it. Traveling with the two of you gets worse by the day. We can’t reach the palace soon enough.”

      “Well, the sooner we get back to walking, the sooner we’ll get there,” I said cheerfully, knowing she was probably right, but somehow unable to regret it.
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      The next day we reached the capital. I had expected Oliver and Giselle to almost fly down the last part of the trail, but instead they seemed to slow. I could read the reason in their eyes. For all their hope, there was fear as well. Had the invaders retained enough willpower to complete the coup? Would we find a capital ruled by Lord Treestone as a tool of Eliam? Or, much worse, would we find a capital full of people who had wasted away, stripped of the will even to live? Had we destroyed the enchantment in time?

      But the bustle of the mountain city itself as we moved through it was enough to reassure me, if not them. People seemed to fill the external roads, drinking up the bright sun and newfound warmth in the air. And none of them seemed bowed down with the weight of an invasion.

      A rustle of voices followed behind us, our presence clearly causing a stir, so I wasn’t surprised when we reached the gate into the palace and found a group gathered to meet us. My eyes latched first on Lord Treestone and Cassandra, with Alexander close beside, flanked by several guards in the colors of Eliam. My heart seized. Perhaps the coup had happened, after all. But a scream from behind me told a different story.

      “Emmeline!” Giselle almost tripped in her hurry to fling herself into her sister’s arms.

      “Giselle!”

      Both girls cried, happily ignoring their tears as they talked over the top of each other.

      King Leopold gestured several Eldonian guards forward to take charge of Sterling so that nothing would hamper Queen Camille as she pressed her son into a warm hug. She seemed to be crying as freely as her daughters.

      I met Cassandra’s eyes, and she smiled. Relief filled me. Whatever had happened here, it appeared to have happened peacefully.

      I stood back a little, watching the family reunion, feeling out of place and tingling with nerves I hadn’t expected. But this was my future father- and mother-in-law, and I hadn’t truly met them before. What sort of impression of me would have lingered in their dream-like memories? I hadn’t exactly put out much of an effort to please or impress when I had stayed here before.

      But Oliver quickly detached himself from his mother, pulling me forward and tucking me under his arm. His mother’s eyes flew quickly between us, and then she broke into an enormous smile and fell upon my neck, crying all over me.

      “Sorry,” mouthed Oliver over her head, but I just smiled and shook my head. Who could resist such a welcome?

      Everyone on every side wanted answers, of course, but when the queen eventually stopped crying, she insisted that we all get inside and comfortable first. And given the length of the story, I could only be grateful.

      We were made to talk first, when the time for stories finally came, although our explanation was peppered with questions and exclamations from the others. Everyone wanted to remember what it had been like from their own perspective, and no one had imagined anything like the Snow Queen or her Palace of Ice.

      But we made it through the story eventually and finally were able to demand a more cohesive version of events from their side. It turned out that the weather had turned so bad that Lord Treestone had been forced to lead the Elamese contingent to the palace not long after we left.

      “We would have frozen otherwise, camped out in the open like we were,” he said with an apologetic look at Oliver.

      “And it’s a good thing we did,” said Cassandra, who had somehow wormed her way into the meeting.

      Her uncle gave her a repressive look but nodded. “We found no opposition whatsoever, and soon realized we would be needed in the role of caretakers if we wished to prevent a mass tragedy.”

      “Basically, we had to cook all the food and keep all the fires burning,” said Cassandra. “For the entire city.”

      “However did you manage that?” I asked.

      “We had to cram as many as we could fit into the palace,” said Alexander, speaking for the first time. “And anyone who didn’t fit we sent to the biggest of the noble houses further up the mountain.” He shook his head. “My men had a time of it trying to round everyone up from those blasted tunnels, I can tell you.”

      “And you might find some missing silver,” said Cassandra, although she didn’t look apologetic. “Some of those who were sheltering here looked less than honest to me, and I wouldn’t put it past them to have filched something on their way out. Once they all woke up, of course.”

      King Leopold didn’t look too pleased, but Queen Camille merely shrugged.

      “A small price indeed for all our lives.”

      “Unfortunately, by then,” said Lord Treestone, continuing the original thread of the story, “it was clear that the evil was coming from the northern mountains. But the weather had grown so bad, no one could follow you. There was nothing for us to do but wait and hope we could keep everyone alive.”

      I examined his face, glancing between him, Cassandra, and the Elamese colonel in charge of their troops. As they had approached the palace, they too would have been infected, as my own servants had been. How much had their slow descent into an enchanted state affected their decision to do nothing but stay alive? Somehow I suspected none of them would admit it had been anything but true helplessness and altruism that drove them. And we could all only be grateful they had maintained initiative long enough to gather together the locals and keep them alive as well. I, for one, had no desire to challenge their motives.

      “And then one day everyone just woke up,” said Lord Treestone. “We had no explanation for it, although we understand now, of course.” He inclined his head toward where I sat on a small sofa with Oliver. “When the weather began to ease almost immediately, we realized that something had happened to break the enchantment. Naturally we ceded control back to Their Majesties, but we have lingered under their gracious hospitality in the hope of your return and an explanation such as we have just received.”

      King Leopold inclined his head regally toward Lord Treestone, and I suppressed a smile. Clearly everyone had decided that the best approach was to ignore everything that had happened while under the enchantment. An approach of which I heartily approved.

      The colonel thanked us for our efforts and said he would make plans to start the march back to Eliam the next day.

      “My own monarchs will want to hear the news as soon as possible, I’m sure.” He glanced over at Alexander. “But we will leave a couple of representatives as a delegation of sorts, to lend all support possible for the upcoming royal wedding.”

      He bowed toward my sofa, and I realized with a jolt that he meant my wedding. A giddy rush of excitement filled me, although I noticed that a fleeting look of annoyance crossed Alexander’s face at the clear implication that he was to stay. Still, his lack of desire to attend my wedding couldn’t damp my joy, and the mention of the event successfully derailed conversation on any other topic as Queen Camille immediately began to discuss the necessary preparations with great enthusiasm.

      It was a long time before I left to find my way back to my old room, my stomach full and my mind still whirling with plans and possibilities.

      “Do you know the way back on your own?” asked a familiar voice at my elbow, echoing the words from my first night so long ago.

      I turned to regard my betrothed, looking up at him through my lashes just as I remembered doing on that distant-seeming occasion and echoing my own words. “I don’t suppose you would be willing to show me?”

      When he bowed and offered me his arm, I laughed and threw myself against his chest for a stolen kiss. When the sound of an opening door made us spring apart, I took his arm and laughed up at him again.

      “Could you have imagined back then that it would all end like this?”

      “The details? No. But even in the half-haze of that night, I had already formed the strong impression that you were someone I didn’t want to let go.”

      I bumped him with my shoulder. “You had not!”

      “Of course I had.” He smiled down at me, glancing behind us before pressing his lips briefly down over mine. “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten what kind of an entrance you make, Princess Celine? How could I not be captivated?”

      I flushed, remembering now his expression when I appeared that night.

      “And somehow,” I said, “despite everything, I knew you were the one I wanted to make an impression on. I think that’s why I managed to free you that night. Something in me was drawn to you from the moment the curse began to lose its grip.”

      “One day I want to visit Lanover and see the kingdom that created a woman like you, Celine,” he murmured against my hair.

      I gazed up at him. “One day I’ll take you. And I want to see more of your kingdom. I want to see all of it. There are so many things I want to do with you.”

      “Then it’s a good thing we have the rest of our lives,” he said as he pulled me against his heart and kissed me again.
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      “Well, what do you think?” I asked, emerging from my dressing room and throwing my arms wide. The first of the guests coming in for the wedding were due to arrive at any moment, and I had put some effort into my dress. We would be welcoming them at a betrothal feast in my honor, after all.

      I had worked with the palace seamstress on a new gown for the occasion and was more than satisfied with the result. The rich blue silk hugged my torso, held in shape with subtle boning, before sweeping out at my hips into the fullest skirt I had ever worn.

      Emmeline regarded me with wrinkled brow, as if my question required serious thought. “It looks very suitable,” she pronounced at last.

      “Suitable? Suitable?” I stared at her aghast. “You can’t be serious.” I turned beseeching eyes on Giselle who appeared to be smothering a laugh.

      “Come on, Celine,” said a new voice from the doorway. “You know you look incredible.”

      “As always,” agreed a second, nearly identical, voice.

      “I do, don’t I?” I laughed, almost tripping in my haste as I rushed over to throw my arms around both of the new arrivals. “You came! You made it!”

      “Of course we did.” Sophie laughed as well. “Were you worried we would be lost at sea?”

      “I’m just so glad you’re here.” I lifted onto my toes and spun in a circle, blue material billowing around me. “I’m getting married!”

      Lily threw Sophie a concerned look. “I don’t think we’ve ever seen her like this. Should we be worried?”

      Sophie elbowed her in the side. “Don’t be mean. It’s beautiful.”

      “Well, I want to meet the new Prince Oliver,” said Lily. “Because he must have changed a lot. I nearly fell off my chair when I read your letter saying you were betrothed to marry him and madly in love.”

      “You will soon enough,” I said, pulling them both around. “But first let me re-introduce you to two of our fellow Princess Tourney contestants. You might not recognize Princesses Emmeline and Giselle now.”

      Giselle grinned and came forward to greet the twins. “We weren’t exactly good company back then, I’m afraid.”

      Emmeline joined her, shaking her head. “Although perhaps we should be glad of it. I can’t imagine going through such an ordeal with my emotions intact.”

      “It wasn’t the most fun we’ve ever had,” I said, remembering the unpleasant months after we first arrived from the Four Kingdoms. “But that’s all in the distant past now.” I glanced at Sophie who glowed with happiness. Marriage seemed to suit her. “And it all worked out for the best in the end.”

      I left them all to chat while I wandered away to pick jewelry to match my gown. What would the twins make of my soon-to-be sisters-in-law? I had been making an effort to get to know Emmeline, although it still caught me by surprise when she said things Giselle would never say.

      “They’re so different from each other!” whispered Lily, sidling up to me while Sophie engaged Emmeline in polite conversation. “I mean, I figured they’d be different from how they used to be now the curse is lifted, but I really didn’t see that coming.”

      I shook my head. “Eldon has been full of surprises.”

      “Oh yes,” said Sophie, breaking off her conversation to join us. “I want to hear all about it.”

      “About what?” I asked, all innocence.

      “About everything, of course.” Lily rolled her eyes. “You said there was a Snow Queen in your letters which seems to me like a horrible thing to include if you didn’t intend to spill the whole story. We’ve been dying of impatience ever since.”

      “Very well, then,” I said, relenting. “But you’d better let me ring for some refreshments because you’ve only just arrived, and this isn’t going to be quick.”
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      “And so we became officially betrothed,” I finished, beaming at them both. “I want you both to be my attendants, of course. Alongside Emmeline and Giselle. I hope you’ll agree, even though you’re already married yourselves.”

      “Of course we’d love to,” said Sophie. “But what about all your sisters? Aren’t they coming?”

      “Well, Cassian and Tillie were just here for your wedding, so they won’t be trekking back. They’ll keep things running at home so Frederic and Evie can come with my parents.” I grinned at the thought. I’d always liked Tillie, but Evie was a closer friend. Maybe because of everything we’d been through together. A little like it was with Giselle and Emmeline, I supposed.

      “William and Celeste can’t come either.” I winked at the twins. “No doubt they’re far too important to be gone when so many other royals are already traveling. But Cordelia and Ferdy are coming, and hopefully Rafe and Marie as well. I can’t wait to see them all again.”

      I smiled. I was always smiling these days. “Celeste is absolutely green at being left behind. At least from the sound of her letters. She’s dying to come sniffing around all these new kingdoms. I figure once everyone else gets back, she’ll come up with an excuse to visit.”

      My eyes fell on the material draped over one corner of the room, still waiting for my final approval before work began on the attendants’ gowns, and I remembered the original question. “So I’ll have Evie and Cordelia as well, and that will make a nice even six.” I beamed at the twins.

      “You’re clearly enjoying planning this wedding far too much,” said Lily, mock fear in her voice. “I’m not sure what we’re getting ourselves into.”

      “Can you enjoy your own wedding too much?” I asked. “I don’t think so. And I plan to wrest every ounce of enjoyment out of it that I can.”

      “Celine,” said Sophie, her voice clearly conveying that her mind was on neither weddings nor enjoyment. “I don’t think you said what happened to that Sterling fellow.”

      “Oh, nothing in particular,” I said, surprised at the turn of her thoughts. “I was actually going to suggest you all go down to the holding cells at some point and check if he’s the man Jon and Dominic were after. The one from Palinar.”

      “But you searched him thoroughly, right? And you have him under extra security?” Lily had instantly picked up on her sister’s concern.

      “Umm…” I regarded them uneasily. “I think it’s just the usual security?”

      “Because if he is the man from Palinar,” Sophie said, “then the godmother object he took with him when he fled is the one that allowed Cole to escape from two different prisons.”

      My eyes widened, and I swallowed. “He would have been collecting it for the Snow Queen, I’m sure. In fact, he was probably only ever helping Cole so he could get his hands on it. But all the objects were destroyed with the Ice Palace.”

      “Are you sure?” Lily asked. “Because we never got a good look at the item, but it must be something small since Cole managed to sneak it into two cells with him.”

      I thought of his bulging pack, and my heart sank. He hadn’t run out of that palace with empty hands. Would he have dared steal any godmother objects from his queen?

      “I’ll take you there now,” I said, jumping up.

      “But Celine, your dress,” said Giselle, but I brushed her comments aside. Now that the twins had raised the possibility, I didn’t want to lose a moment checking on the security of the prisoner.

      The twins hurried after me as I raced through the corridors. I stopped the first footman we passed, sending him to fetch Oliver, but I didn’t wait, telling him to send the prince straight to the holding cells.

      When I burst through the doors, my dress filling half the small room, two startled guards leaped to their feet and hastily bowed.

      “Your Highness,” one stammered out. “Can we help you?”

      “The prisoner,” I said, breathless. “Is he secure?” Sterling was the only one currently being held there.

      They exchanged confused looks. “Of course, Your Highness. Would you like to see—”

      Before I could agree that I would like to see for myself, the door crashed open again, Oliver only just pulling up before he collided with the twins.

      “What—” His question cut off as his eyes fell on me and slowly widened.

      I stared at him in confusion until Lily elbowed me.

      “The dress,” she whispered, a laugh in her eyes, and I looked down at the blue silk. I had forgotten I was already dressed for the banquet. I suppressed a flush of pleasure at his reaction, forcing my mind back to the issue at hand.

      “The twins have just reminded me that if Sterling is the man from Palinar, he may have had access to an object that allowed two previous prison escapes.”

      Oliver looked back over his head, and I realized he had his own entourage. When Princes Jon and Dominic pushed forward into the room, they nearly squeezed me out the far door. I could only glance gratefully at Alexander for remaining in the corridor. Someone had some sense, at least.

      The poor guards finally managed to decipher the conflicting orders being called over each other, and one of them led us all through a locked door and down a plain corridor lined with barred doors. He stopped in front of one, gesturing toward it, his eyes on Oliver.

      When Oliver stepped forward, choking, his eyes widening, the guard looked quickly into the cell and then fell back with a startled exclamation.

      “But…he was here…I swear it!” He looked desperately toward the other guard, bringing up the rear. But the second man looked just as shocked and horrified.

      Dominic shouldered his way forward to peer through into the empty cell.

      “I think he was our man, right enough,” he said, his voice grim.

      “Don’t worry,” said Jon, clapping a hand on the shoulder of one of the guards. “No one’s going to blame you. We’ve seen this before.”

      Dominic looked up and nodded once. “And my guards were the same. They thought the prisoner still in position until someone else called their attention to the escape. It must be part of the enchantment, somehow, although I don’t understand how it works.”

      “So we don’t even know how long he’s been gone,” I cried, aghast. My eyes flew to Oliver. “And that might not be the only object he smuggled out of that palace. As long as they were small enough…”

      “You’ll send out a search for him, I’m sure,” said Dominic, also looking at Oliver. “But he won’t have lingered in Eldon.” He rubbed his chin. “I’d put my money on his having headed straight for the southern border.”

      Alexander, still trailing us, sucked in a breath. “Eliam. And who knows what trouble he’ll wreak there?”

      “I’m so sorry, Alexander,” I said. “This is my fault. I should have thought to put on an extra guard. To have him searched…” I bit my lip.

      Oliver’s strong arm came around my shoulders. “If he used an enchanted object, then it’s unlikely more guards would have stopped him. I won’t have you blaming yourself. You aren’t responsible for security in the Eldonian palace.” He sighed. “And we’ve had a few other things on our mind.”

      We all traipsed back up to the higher levels of the palace in silence, each of the couples walking together, with Alexander trailing behind, clearly unhappy and wishing himself gone from Eldon. When we reached the entry hall, we encountered a group of new arrivals milling around. I tried to remember who else was due to arrive today.

      “Snow,” I exclaimed at last. “This must be Snow.”

      An older man turned around at my words and hurried forward to bow to me. “I’m afraid I bring sad tidings, Your Highness. Princess Blanche does not accompany me. Her father, our esteemed king, has succumbed to his illness. He passed away mere hours before we left.”

      “Oh no.” I pressed a hand to my heart. It had been coming for months, if not years, but I still felt for my friend. She loved her father. “How awful. Of course we understand that she could not tear herself away in such a circumstance. We shall have to settle for welcoming her when the actual wedding arrives.”

      The man shifted uncomfortably. “I’m afraid Her Highness will not be able to attend the wedding at all. Grieving customs, you understand…” His voice trailed away, and he looked so awkward that I rushed to assure him that no offense had been taken.

      But when the whole delegation had been led off to their rooms by a stream of palace servants, I turned thoughtfully to Alexander.

      “Grieving customs? Do you do things so differently in Eliam, then?”

      He shook his head, still frowning at the place where the delegation head had stood, his face looking gray. “I do not know what customs he refers to, Your Highness.”

      “Hmmm…” I tapped my lips thoughtfully. “You have been so kind as to grace us with your presence all these weeks, Alexander. But I understand that you knew King George personally. No doubt you will wish to return and pay your respects. Perhaps you would be willing to carry a message from us with you? We will send our condolences, of course, but also a warning about Sterling.”

      Alexander looked at me, relief in his eyes. “I would be honored to carry a message, Princess Celine.”

      I smiled a sad smile. “I suspected as much. I shall have it drawn up immediately.”

      Alexander bowed. “Then I shall leave you so that I may prepare for my departure.”

      As he strode away, almost running in his haste, I looked up at Oliver. “Something is going on over there. I just hope it doesn’t have anything to do with Sterling.”

      He pulled me into a tight hug. “No, I’m sure it does not. But even if it does, we can trust Alexander to sort things out. I’ve spent some time with him these last weeks while all of you ladies were busy with planning. He’s the type you can rely on. And his loyalty to King George was absolute.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief, sinking against him. “I hope you’re right.” I stiffened at a sudden thought. “Wedding planning! The betrothal banquet! I had forgotten all about it.”

      “I hadn’t,” he said. “Not with you wearing that dress.”

      I smiled, relaxing a little. “It is rather magnificent, isn’t it?” I surveyed his plain clothes and wrinkled my nose. “You, on the other hand, are far from ready.”

      “My apologies, my lady,” he said, laughing down at me, “I would never want to disappoint you.”

      I shook my head. “Enough of that. You go and get ready. If you’re going to marry me, then you’ll need to learn how to make a good entrance at my side.”

      “With you at my side, no one will be looking at me,” he said.

      And I could hardly send him away without a kiss after that. Which I somehow suspected had been his intention all along.
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      To find out why Snow can’t attend Celine’s wedding—and what Alexander intends to do about it—read Snow’s story in A Dream of Ebony and White: A Retelling of Snow White. Turn the page for a sneak peek!
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      Or, if you missed it, discover how Celine’s older brothers found love in The Princess Search: A Retelling of the Ugly Duckling, the fifth and final book in The Four Kingdoms series.
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      To be kept informed of my new releases, please sign up to my mailing list at www.melaniecellier.com. At my website, you’ll also find an array of free extra content, including a bonus epilogue to A Tale of Beauty and Beast that leads into the story of Eldon, and a bonus epilogue to A Crown of Snow and Ice that gives a glimpse of the Lanoverian family reunion at Celine’s wedding.

      Thank you for taking the time to read my box set. I hope you enjoyed it. If you did, please spread the word! You could start by leaving a review on Amazon (or Goodreads or Facebook or any other social media site). Your review would be very much appreciated and would make a big difference!
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      Skin as white as snow. Lips as red as blood. Hair as black as ebony. I stared at myself in the mirror. It was no wonder my father had given me the name Blanche. Or that my friends called me Snow—and envied the perfect, symmetrical features that I had apparently inherited from my mother. The ones that everyone said made my face so beautiful. Surely a godmother must have blessed me while I was in my mother’s womb, they said. Even though no godmother had been in these lands giving out gifts at the time of my birth.

      My father had always said I was even more beautiful than my mother. As if no greater compliment could be given. Not that I would know since I had never seen her. Her desperate dream for a child had been her undoing.

      A ripple ran across my so-called perfect features.

      Ebony was hard and strong. Snow was cold and unforgiving. And blood…well, blood was passion and power. Were those the things my mother had hoped for her daughter when she made her fateful wish?

      If so, then she had failed. I was none of those things.

      The crash of breaking porcelain made me spin, startled from my useless reverie. It took a moment to recognize the missing piece from my dressing table. A particularly ugly dust collector that I had always hated.

      My eyes flitted back to the mirror for a brief second, my lips twisting. A perfect example of my weakness. I was a princess, and yet I couldn’t even bring myself to send away a decoration I disliked. From my own room, no less. Easier to just let things be. To let my life be ordered for me.

      The maid had made no move to collect the broken pieces, seemingly frozen in place, her duster in hand, and her eyes wide. I crossed over to her.

      “There’s no need for concern, Gertie. In truth I’ve never liked that piece anyway.”

      None of the horror dropped from her face, and I frowned. Gertie had been one of my maids for years, and I was hardly an object of fear to any of them.

      “Truly, Gertie, you don’t need to worry. I’m not angry.”

      “No…no, Your Highness.” She made a visible effort to pull herself together. “Only, do you think it was worth a lot of money?” She whispered the last words.

      My brows knit together. “I have no idea. But what does it matter? As I said, I never liked it. I won’t bother to replace it.”

      Her eyes flew to mine. “But we got the new orders just this morning, Your Highness. And the steward had them from Her Majesty herself. Any breakages are to come from our wages.”

      My eyes narrowed. The queen. My stepmother. Issuing new orders for the staff already, although only one night had passed since my father’s funeral. Had she no respect?

      I sighed. Of course she had not. That was hardly a surprise. And who did I expect her to have respect for? Me? The thought almost made me laugh.

      “Well, then,” I said, after the awkward pause dragged on too long, “we must clean up the pieces and hide them somewhere. I certainly won’t report it broken.”

      “Oh!” Gertie looked at me, her face transforming. “Are you sure, Your Highness?” I could see a new worry in the back of her eyes. This one was for me—although it was less pressing than the worry on her own behalf had been. I tried to keep my face from twisting. Even my maids knew that I never stood up to my stepmother.

      I forced my back to straighten, my tone strengthening. “Of course I am sure.”

      Gertie didn’t quibble further, cleaning up the mess with careful fingers, making sure not a single shard remained behind as evidence. When I tried to assist, she waved me away, so I had nothing to do but watch her wrap it in layer after layer of paper.

      “If anyone notices and asks,” I said. “I’ll tell them I broke it myself.”

      Gertie gave me a tentative smile. “That’s right kind of you, Your Highness. I’m so sorry…” Her words trailed away before she seemed to grasp some courage. “I’m sorry about your father. He was a good king, and a kind man.”

      “Yes, he was.” I turned away, not willing for her to see how easily the tears welled in my eyes.

      “And now that he’s gone, I suppose you…” This time when her words failed, no courage came to finish the sentence.

      I kept my face averted, silent. I didn’t need to hear the words to know what she meant to say. And the hope behind the sentiment cut at me.

      My father, the king, had died. And I was his only child. So didn’t that make me queen? But for all her hope, I noticed she still addressed me as Your Highness while she called my stepmother Her Majesty. And why should a lowly maid have the courage that an entire court lacked? I had barely heard much in the last week, the fog of grief cocooning me from the ordinary sounds of life. But I knew I would have noticed that. Not a single person had called me queen.

      A knock, followed immediately by the sound of an opening door, made me startle again. I silently berated myself. I was a princess in my own chambers. If I couldn’t feel secure here, there was no place for me anywhere.

      A footman entered, his face impassive. Gertie stepped back, her hands tightening around the parcel she still held. But the man didn’t even glance her way, his eyes on me.

      “Princess Blanche. Her Majesty requests your presence in the throne room.”

      He waited, as if expecting an answer, and I wondered how he would react if I refused the ‘request’. But I shook off the thought long before the words could rise to my lips. It wasn’t really a request, and I knew it.

      “Very well,” I said at last, inclining my head. “I will be along shortly.”

      For the first time the footman showed an emotion, brief uncertainty crossing his face. I raised a single eyebrow, and he hastily bowed and left the room.

      I squashed the fleeting pleasure that filled me at my small act of defiance. I was no longer a child, and such childish games were beneath me.

      “I must wear a state gown,” I said to Gertie, and she nodded quickly, carefully depositing her burden before dashing across to my wardrobe. For a moment I considered directing her choice but found I couldn’t muster the energy to care. I would dress properly in respect for my father and defiance of my stepmother. But I couldn’t bring myself to have an opinion on the dress itself.

      In all too short a time, I faced the long corridor to the throne room. Our castle was old, the dark gray stone worn from the passage of so many years. I had always found it comforting, an old friend even if it was less beautiful than the palaces of some of my friends. But in the last week it had turned hard and cold. I felt the weight of it pressing down on me, the stone cold and unrelenting. I shivered.

      A flicker of movement to one side caught my attention, and a tall man stepped into the corridor ahead of me. I called a glad welcome and hurried my steps, but he didn’t meet my eyes.

      Instead, he dropped to one knee, his fist clasped against his heart. “Your Majesty.”

      My eyes widened, and I looked around to see if anyone else was near. Thankfully we were alone.

      “What are you doing, Alex? Get up!” I hissed the words, not wanting to draw further attention if someone should happen upon us.

      Alexander looked up and met my eyes for the first time. His own were a darker gray than I remembered, storm clouds brewing in their depths. Slowly he rose to his feet, his tall frame towering over me.

      “But I heard that your father…” He shook his head. “I raced home from Eldon as fast as my poor mount could ride.”

      The ready tears rushed forward, but I willed them away. I didn’t have time for crying.

      “Yes. Father is dead. His funeral was yesterday. I’m so sorry you missed it, Alex. He would have wanted you there.”

      Pain passed across his features. “I am sorry for your loss, Your Highness.”

      I shook my head, exasperated as always at his refusal to use my name. “Both of our loss, you mean. I know you loved him like a father yourself.”

      He looked down. “It is not my place. I am only a huntsman. Remember, Your Highness?”

      I sighed and drew closer to him. Anyone else might have supposed his emphasis suggested resentment, but I knew better. He was always trying to remind me of the difference in our stations. But I had just lost the only parent I had ever known, and I wished that for once he would forget I was a princess and embrace me as he used to do when we were both children.

      “Yes, only a huntsman.” I stood so close now that he would normally have backed away, but he didn’t move, and it gave me hope. “The most skilled of all the royal huntsmen. Son of the old head huntsman. Protege of the old king himself.”

      My voice hitched at the word ‘old’ in reference to my father, and with a sound half-sigh, half-groan, Alexander folded me into his arms. I rested my head against his chest and felt myself relax for the first time since I had seen my father breathe his last.

      Being near Alexander again felt almost like being near my father. My father had spent so much time on the hunt—the woods his favorite escape. And always with the head huntsman by his side. I knew that in their hearts, the two had viewed themselves like brothers, despite the vast difference in their stations. And, of course, always with Alexander and me trailing behind.

      How many times had I seen the warm glow of pride in my father’s eyes as they rested on Alexander—the son he never had? I might have been jealous if I hadn’t known how much my father loved me too. He hated to be parted from me and let me run wild as a child, despite those in court who chided him for it. He had apologized once that I had no close friends among the other noble girls. That I spent my time with an “old man” as he put it, instead of with children my own age. But I had told him that I didn’t want to be away from him. And besides, I had Alexander. At that he had laughed and thrown me high into the air until I was laughing as well, so hard I could barely breathe.

      My insides tightened at the memory until I once again struggled to breathe, but this time for a different reason. I leaned more heavily into Alexander.

      Neither of us spoke because there were no words. But I drew comfort and strength from his presence and his strong arms. I could have stayed wrapped up in them forever. But all too soon, he drew back, putting me firmly away from him.

      “I saw many in the court moving toward the throne room.” He looked down at me. “Are you to hold court already?”

      I shook my head, my eyes darting around once more. I lowered my voice.

      “No, of course not! And you must stop saying such things. It is not I who rule in Eliam, as you very well know.”

      His eyes narrowed, his hands balling into fists. “But your father is dead. You are—”

      “Shush!” I cut him off. “I have been summoned along with the court, but if you think my stepmother intends to bow me up to the throne you must have run mad in your weeks in Eldon.” I glared at him, although I knew he wasn’t the one who deserved my ire.

      It was my father who had sent him on the mission to our northern neighbor of Eldon, and my stepmother no doubt who had put him up to it. Badgering a dying man until he sent away someone he regarded almost as a son. Queen Alida had never liked anyone who proved themselves more loyal to King George than to herself, and Alexander had never bothered to hide his disdain for her.

      A new worry gripped me, overwhelming the relief and joy I had felt at his presence. I looked at him sharply.

      “I have no doubt you’ll worm your way into the back of the throne room. You must promise me that if she asks for some sign of loyalty you will give it.”

      “Never.” He ground the word out between gritted teeth. “I endured her for the sake of the king, but I will never—”

      I cut him off again, leaning forward to grip his jacket in both hands. “You must promise me, Alexander! Who knows what she will do to you if you do not? You cannot leave me alone here.”

      My final words stilled the protest that had been building in his face. He frowned down at me while the storm in his eyes grew wilder.

      “You must promise me,” I repeated again.

      I could feel his capitulation before he spoke it, his whole body slumping in defeat.

      “Very well, Your Majesty. I shall do as you wish.” Defiance glinted in his eyes. “I shall always obey the commands of my queen.”

      Reluctantly I let him go and stepped around him to continue toward the throne room. “If that were true, you would call me Snow, like you used to when we were children. I’m sure I’ve asked often enough.” I glanced back over my shoulder and caught a glint in his eyes. “Now go, before someone sees you. And, remember—you promised!”

      He bowed low before disappearing down a side corridor. I sighed and walked the last few steps with a heart both heavier and lighter than it had been before.

      Alexander had returned. I was no longer alone.

      Alexander had returned. I had a new fear to add to the weight that already crippled me.

      My heart skipped and then sped up when I rounded a corner and approached the small royal reception room that led into the back of the throne room. A forbidding and all-too-familiar figure stood guard. Randolph—now head of my stepmother’s personal guard.

      His black eyes accused me, and I had to restrain myself from glancing over my shoulder. I knew Alexander was long gone, and there was no way Randolph could have seen us from here.

      I had never liked the man—he seemed always to be waiting for me to make a fatal mistake—but I had positively loathed him ever since he tried to intervene in the Princess Tourney over a year ago. He had been trying to cheat to ensure I won.

      In a competition where the ‘reward’ was marriage to a cursed monster. I knew my stepmother had put him up to it, although he denied it later. She would have loved nothing so much as seeing me forced to marry a prince who would take me far from Eliam. It would have solved all her problems to have me safely gone before my father’s death. No matter how monstrous my groom might be.

      Randolph hadn’t succeeded, of course. It had been stupid, really, for him to think he could circumvent the powerful magic of the Tourney using such clumsy methods. And he had been arrested for it. I had even heard news later that he had succumbed in prison to a deadly illness, the consequence of crossing the magic of the Tourney.

      Only then the Tourney had been destroyed. And apparently its magic with it, since he made a miraculous recovery. But still he remained in prison in Marin, and for six beautiful months I had been freed his presence here in my home.

      But somehow my stepmother had negotiated his release. I had lacked the courage to question her on how she managed it. And my father’s health had become so precarious at that point, that I dared not raise it with him. At least the queen had waited for his death to officially promote her favorite lackey to head of her guard. She must have known my father wouldn’t tolerate his presence anywhere near their elaborate shared suite.

      Randolph bowed to me as he opened the door, the action at odds with the threat in his eyes.

      “Your Highness,” he murmured as I sailed past, but I ignored him, keeping my gaze firmly ahead.

      I had expected my stepmother to be awaiting me in the reception room, but it stood empty. Reluctantly I glanced back at Randolph, and he gestured toward the closed door that opened onto one side of the dais that held the thrones. So she had already begun without me. Why was I surprised?

      Drawing a deep breath, I opened the door and strode through, my heavy skirts rustling around me.

      

      Read on in A Dream of Ebony and White
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