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For my father. 
 
    
 
   Because he left me stories.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Prologue: The Sleeping Beauty
 
    
 
   Her golden curls spilled across an over-stuffed feather pillow. Her hands were clasped together, gilded with golden rings and jewel-encrusted bracelets. But her eyes… the Princess’s eyes were closed and had been for the last year. 
 
   “Time is running out,” the King said softly, his hand on the Queen’s shoulder.
 
   “What more can we do? Half the land is here attempting spells to wake her.”
 
   “I’ve sent word to the Blood Witch and her daughter.”
 
   The Queen went pale. “Has it really come to that?”
 
   “Don’t worry,” the King said. “The Blood Witch isn’t coming. She and her daughter are needed elsewhere. But she wrote that she’s sending her granddaughters.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 1: Fire and Ice – Rose Red
 
    
 
   I circled Snow White warily, my eyes on the sword in her hand. A slender, lithe blade, it was hollow at the center, but made of a magically treated metal that made it stronger than steel. Snow twirled it in lazy arcs, snaking the blade around and waiting for me to make my move.
 
   “The little one doesn’t even have a weapon.”
 
   I frowned and glanced back at the fence. A group of boys had gathered. One was taking bets.
 
   “Two to one, then,” he said, gesturing to me.
 
   “Focus, Rose,” Snow said, darting towards me with her sword up.
 
   I ducked under it and skipped back, buying myself another moment to see what’s going on. “Two to one against me, though? Really? That’s insulting!”
 
   Snow propped a hand on her hip. “This is why we don’t spar out here. You’re not focused.”
 
   I closed my eyes. Two to one. I let the anger ripple through me. It started at my finger tips, sparks kicking up across my palms and then suddenly my hands were engulfed in flames that raced all the way up to my forearms.
 
   This was why I didn’t fight with a weapon—we hadn’t found anything yet that wouldn’t melt.
 
   I spared a glance back for the boys betting against me—one fell off the fence in shock, and another dropped the money he was holding.
 
   Snow made a tsking noise—ever the older sister—and took advantage of my distraction to make her attack.
 
   She slung her blade to the side, and I saw a glint of focus in her eyes. She gave her sword a twist and suddenly the water at the hollow center jutted out and froze in a dozen spikes of ice, making her weapon even more dangerous.
 
   But the thing about ice is that it’s no match for fire.
 
   I spun, my hands wide, and called up a wall of flames as Snow swung at me. As the blade passed through, the spikes melted instantly, falling in pools of water to the ground.
 
   Snow’s free hand caught my arm above the elbow, where the flames didn’t touch, and she twirled around the wall of fire to press her sword against my back.
 
   I tumbled forward rolling her off of me. Her sword went flying out of her hand. I heard a crackling sound, and I didn’t need to see to know that she’d called some water off the ground and into her hand, probably sharpened to a knife-point.
 
   I swept my hand in a circle, sending out flames to keep her at bay.
 
   Snow dodged back, her free hand going to the dagger she kept at the small of her back. She pulled it loose, and then leapt over the flames. She hurled the ice at me, and it ran through the sleeve of my tunic, pinning me to the ground. I tried to summon the flames to melt it, but I heard whooping from the boys. That shattered my concentration, and immediately my flames vanished.
 
   In that instant, Snow was kneeling on top of me, her finger pressed into my nose, her dagger against my throat. Of course, because it was Snow, she had the grace to avoid gloating. Instead, she only looked disappointed, which was, as it turns out, worse.
 
   “You’re not focused, Rose. I’ve seen what you can do when you’re focused.”
 
   Memory flared—fire engulfing me, the metal chains that had bound me melting between my fingers, and the searing anger that brought an inferno raging out of me.
 
   “You were dead, Snow,” I reminded her. “That was kind of a unique circumstance.”
 
   “Well, you can’t always wait around for someone to kill me before you start trying,” Snow said, tapping my nose smartly.
 
   It didn’t hurt, but that didn’t stop me from growling at her.
 
   Snow rolled off of me and helped me to my feet.
 
   “You’ve been spending too much time with your wolf,” Snow told me. “Most people don’t accept growling as a form of communication.”
 
   I sighed but couldn’t help smiling at Snow’s observation. “William isn’t a wolf,” I reminded her.
 
   “He’s some kind of beast.”
 
   “Only half of the time.”
 
   A teasing grin lit up Snow’s face. “I’m just letting you know now… If you start barking at me one day…”
 
   “Snow! William and I don’t bark at each other!” I threw my hands over my face, feeling appropriately mortified. “Just because he sometimes transforms into a beast doesn’t mean he’s any less human than your Huntsman!”
 
   Snow smothered a giggle as a man approached. He was wearing the black coat and uniform of a fully-fledged Handler.
 
   “Snow White and Rose Red?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” Snow said, answering for both of us.
 
   In response, he handed her a piece of parchment that was sealed with a wax emblem. “Orders for you.”
 
   Snow looked at it. “Mother’s seal,” she said as she broke the wax and opened the paper.
 
   “What does it say?” I asked, fidgeting to read over her shoulder.
 
   “We’re leaving,” Snow said distantly, surprise clear in her voice. “There’s a mission for us.”
 
   “Finally…” Not that I didn’t enjoy the valley, but I longed to explore the larger world. I looked to the man in black. “Does this mean we’re past our training?”
 
   “You’ve been cleared for this mission,” he said. “Everyone begins field work as part of the final stages of their training. You’re not certified yet, little mageling. But you’re on the path.”
 
    
 
   The Handler took us to the little cottage at the center of the Vale that held the arsenal of our people. It looked unassuming enough from the outside—a cream-colored exterior with a thatched wooden roof and two little windows on either side of a wooden door—but I knew it was layered with enough protective spells to bring fire and chaos down on anyone uninvited.
 
   The Handler took a key from around his neck and unlocked the door before  ushering us in.
 
   “As you may have heard, this is where we keep our magical tools. Weapons, charms, enchantments… everything that you might need is here. Because you’re both still trainees, your access to these supplies is restricted. Normally, for this first mission, I’d let you select something from the most basic supplies. But because of the importance of this mission, and because not much is known about what you’ll be facing, you’ve been given special clearance to have a broader selection. You can each choose an item,” he said, gesturing to the racks of items.
 
   I clapped. Snow frowned. “Only one?” she muttered, while the same time I eagerly asked, “Any item at all?”
 
   He resisted laughing. “Choose wisely. You can consider this the first part of your test,” was all he said.
 
   Snow walked the length of the cottage, scrutinizing each item. The magical relics and knick-knacks were arranged in artful display, with the more valuable and dangerous items hung upon the walls with inscriptions beside them.
 
   I was immediately drawn to a wall filled with enchanted jewels. My eyes skimmed over the descriptions. There was an amethyst the size of my fist set in a necklace made of gold. The inscription next to it explained that it granted the water immunity to poisons. Next was a little silver crown set with diamonds that allowed the wearer to breathe underwater for hours at a time—though it was lovely, even I could admit that there was little chance we’d be underwater in this mission. A bracelet hung heavy with emeralds had the power to summon gusts of wind. But I couldn’t quite imagine a time when I would need that.
 
   I stopped at last in front of a wrist gauntlet that held a handful of rubies. It was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen—a meshwork of laced, sparkling gold set with tiny glimmering rubies that surrounded one huge ruby the size of my thumb. I read the description—For the amplification of magical abilities. I could certainly imagine a scenario where I’d like more power.
 
   I lifted it from the wall and fit it to my wrist. It snapped into place like it belonged there all of its days.
 
   Snow cleared her throat. “Honestly?”
 
   “I think it’ll be useful!” I squeaked. “Please, Snow. He said any! Besides, what have you chosen?”
 
   Snow held up a little gem that she’d plucked from one of the baskets on the floor. “A Tiger’s Eye. We can use it to see magic.”
 
   “Oh. Well, yes, I suspect that will be useful,” I allowed. “But we certainly don’t need two… and this gauntlet will be useful, too. I promise!”
 
   Snow finally raised her hands, relenting. “Fine, fine. It’s your choice after all.”
 
   And I squealed and threw my arms around her in a tight hug. The Handler hid another smile and showed us out.
 
    
 
   We packed up our bags quickly. William and the Huntsman met us at the gate. 
 
   I flung myself at William with abandon; my sister, on the other hand, was more reserved as she melted into the Huntsman’s embrace.
 
   “You’re going to forget me,” I teased him.
 
   “Never,” he swore.
 
   “Before I’m even down the road, you’ll have another maiden in your arms.”
 
   William laughed, and I tried to memorize the sound of it. “Half the girls here would as soon light me on fire as look at me. The other half calls me ‘mongrel’ behind my back. Honestly, I’m still amazed to have your affection, my sweet Rose.”
 
   I ruffled his hair. “Well, you’re my mongrel.”
 
   He kissed me thoroughly and then helped me onto my horse. I turned to Snow, where she still stood with her Huntsman.
 
   “Parting is never fun,” Snow said into his shoulder.
 
   “I’ll think of you every day,” he said, his arms wrapped around her slight frame.
 
   “And I’ll hurry back as soon as I can,” Snow promised.
 
   They shared a smile, a kiss, and one last lingering embrace, and then we were on our way.
 
    
 
   Soon enough we were headed over the crest that marked the edge of the village. It was a pleasant ride, and one that we didn’t need to rush.
 
   For the first few miles, Snow rode half-turned in her saddle, her eyes straining to see the Huntsman.
 
   “We both know you can’t still see him,” I prodded her. “Besides, was he really at the gate all this time?”
 
   “Love is trust.”
 
   “Sometimes love is foolishness.”
 
   “Sometimes,” Snow agreed.
 
   “It’s not even a long trip.”
 
   “He worries for us,” she said, finally twisting forward in the saddle.
 
   “As though we can’t defend ourselves,” I said with a frown.
 
   Snow attempted a smile for my benefit.
 
   “Are you going to be like this for the entire trip?” I asked. “We’ll be back to your Huntsman before you know it. And honestly… aren’t you excited? We’re going to Elysia. The Kingdom of Gold!”
 
   “I’ve never been fond of travel,” Snow said.
 
   “We’ve never traveled! From our village, we came straight here! That’s hardly a journey. Do you really expect me to believe that you aren’t at least a little bit excited to see it? Rumor has it that the streets are gilded.”
 
   Snow gave a shrug. “Gold is common there. Why not use it for whatever you can?”
 
   “Because it’s beautiful?” I hazarded. “Because it’s expensive?”
 
   “What value is there in gold,” Snow scoffed. “It’s not so strong as steel.”
 
   “You’d want your Huntsman to give you a necklace of steel, then, and not one of gold?”
 
   “I prefer no necklace at all. They only get in the way,” Snow said.
 
   I shook my head and didn’t bother arguing with her. Snow was the most gorgeous girl in the world in a plain tunic and breeches. She’d never understand the lure of ornamentation, the desire to wear something lovely and transfer some of that loveliness to yourself. For there was no ornament, no jewelry that would ever be more beautiful than her.
 
   “So what do we know of this mission?” I prodded her.
 
   She pulled the piece of parchment out of her saddlebag and unfurled it. “I know you’ve heard of the Sleeping Beauty.”
 
   “The Princess in the City of Gold who slumbers and never wakes?”
 
   “Yes, her. Just over a year ago, on what would have been the eve of her wedding, she fell into a deep trance. A sleep from which none could wake her. A year passed, and the marriage contract fell through. The Prince she was intended for grew tired of waiting, I suppose. And so last month, when the marriage contract was dissolved, the Queen and King sent word far and wide that any Prince who can wake the Princess would receive her hand in marriage.”
 
   I whistled. “And the wealth of the City of Gold. But this was a month ago, and no result?”
 
   “Their city has been swamped with charlatans, Princes with dubious birthrights and reaching nobles… but none can wake her.”
 
   “And so she slumbers. What has that to do with us?”
 
   “The King and Queen have appealed to the Vale for help. Clearly the cause is magical. It was only a matter of time. Honestly, I’m surprised that this is the first we’ve heard from them…”
 
   “Wait,” I demanded. “Are you saying that we are going to the City of Gold?” The City of Gold, their royal city, was at the heart of their little kingdom, and no place was said to be grander in all the world.
 
   “Yes,” Snow said reluctantly. “But contain yourself!”
 
   It was far too late, as I was already cantering off, whooping at the top of my lungs. “We’re off to the City of Gold to wake the Sleeping Beauty!”
 
   I didn’t need to turn to know that Snow had her head in her hands.
 
   “Come on, Snow! Before someone else wakes her!”
 
   Snow kept pace, but didn’t smile. “If someone else wakes her, we should thank them for solving the problem for us.”
 
   “Where’s the glory in that?”
 
   Snow only shook her head. “We have no idea what we’ll find there. What if the Princess is dead and the King and Queen have gone mad, claiming she but sleeps? Why wait this long to summon help from the Vale? What if it’s a trap, and they’re luring us out to capture us? Or what if there’s something darker at play that we’re unprepared for?”
 
   “This is why I never have any worries, Snow. After you’re through, there’s none left for me.”
 
   When my horse tired, I slowed her to a walk.
 
   “You’re so serious lately,” I said with a sigh.
 
   Snow looked at me, apology in her eyes. “I don’t mean to be.”
 
   “It’s been ever since…” I trailed off, unsure of how to finish.
 
   “I know,” Snow said. “I crossed over, Rose. My heart stopped, and the world fell away, and…”
 
   “I’m sorry. It must have been horrible.”
 
   Snow laughed. “No, where I went… it wasn’t horrible. It was like looking to the edge of a long journey. The horrible part was knowing that I’d left you in danger. And that I was completely powerless to help you.”
 
   Tears sprang to my eyes, but I blinked them back. One of us had to be sensible. “Ever the older sister,” I said, when I’d regained my voice, a smile taking the place of tears.
 
   “It’s my job to look out for you,” she said. “I can’t stand to think that I’d let you come to harm.”
 
   “I’m old enough to take care of myself.”
 
    “Yet you’ll always be my little sister.”
 
   “Then we’ll take care of each other, just as we did last time.”
 
   “We were lucky last time,” Snow said grimly.
 
   “Snow!” I groaned. “We’re on our first trip together. We’re going to the City of Gold. Stop pretending that this won’t be fun! You’re being more dour than usual.”
 
   She forced a smile that looked nearly painful. “It’ll be fun. We’re going to have fun!”
 
   And because I knew she was saying it for my sake, the laughter came genuine and warm, springing from that place in my heart that my sister would always occupy. At first Snow just rolled her eyes, which only made me laugh harder, until I was near bent double in the saddle, with heaving laughs shaking my shoulders. And then Snow was laughing too, and there was no end to it, as suddenly we were children again, giggling over a silly secret whispered late at night when we should be sleeping, or sharing sweets in the school house.
 
   So maybe Snow was right, at least in part. I would always be her little sister.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2: The City of Gold – Snow White
 
    
 
   Rose was like a child again when we entered the City of Gold. Her eyes sparkled as much as the streets—which, incidentally, were more laced with gold dust than paved with the stuff. But there was no telling that to Rose.
 
   “It’s beautiful,” she decreed.
 
   She was grinning, and it appeared that she would never stop. I couldn’t help but smile. Part of me felt it with her.
 
   We rode into town and found—for all appearances—a festival.
 
   “This is beyond belief,” Rose whispered.
 
   “I would have expected them to be in mourning. Their Princess is afflicted with an evil slumber,” I said, frowning.
 
   “I’m sure they mourned appropriately for the first year,” Rose said. “You can’t expect a kingdom to weep forever. Besides, this place is past crowded with foreigners come to win the Princess.”
 
   I looked around and realized that what Rose said was true. Every inn was hung with a sign decreeing that there was no vacancy. The streets were crowded with people purchasing trinkets or baked goods from the carts and shops that lined the streets. Children ran and played fearlessly in a game of chase that led them across our path and around us. The air hung thick with the smell of flowers and cooking meats and bread.
 
   “Do you smell that?” Rose asked, her nose to the air.
 
   “You’ve smelled baking bread before,” I reminded her.
 
   “Not the bread. There’s something sweeter. You can’t smell it?” Rose took my hand and pulled me forward, dragging our horses along behind us.
 
   Rose came to a stop in front of a baker’s shop. Through the glass, she pointed to a light, fluffy-looking pastry topped with chocolate. “That is definitely not bread, dear sister.”
 
   “And I suppose you want it.”
 
   “Can you honestly say you’ve no desire to try it?”
 
   I didn’t bother to reply, for Rose was already inside the shop, fishing through her pockets for coins. When she returned, she had a huge smile and one of the little pastries tucked into her hand. She carefully pulled it in two and gave half to me.
 
   I bit into the pastry, fully intending to tell Rose that it was no better than the bread our mother baked back home. But I hadn't expected the fluffy, buttery flakes, the rich, lush chocolate, or the tangy taste of an unknown fruit.
 
   My eyes must have gone wide, betraying my thoughts, because Rose began to jump up and down, squealing with delight.
 
   “It's delicious! Admit it!”
 
   "It's delicious," I agreed. "But that doesn't mean we can delay any further. We aren’t here to revel. Can you imagine what the king and queen would say if they spotted us dallying on our way to meet with them? Remember, we are not just representing ourselves. We are here on behalf of mother and grandmother, and all of their people."
 
   Rose nodded, growing serious. "I know, I know. Let us continue our journey."
 
   I noticed Rose stood a little straighter after that. I couldn't help but smile. Though she would always be the more cheerful, immature, and silly one of the two of us, I had to wonder if just maybe, she was growing up a little.
 
    
 
   When we finally reached the palace, even I had to admit that it was a sight to behold. It was obviously built to impress: twin golden spires rising high into the sky, capped on top with gleaming gems that sparkled in the sunlight, a grand archway plated with silver and garnets, and banners of the finest silk in colors of red, deep blue, and a rich purple flying from every window. We made our way towards the drawbridge, which was guarded on either side by knights dressed in golden armor, which seemed to me an unpractical choice.
 
   "Try not to let your jaw drop," I teased Rose. "It wouldn't do for them to think that we are a couple of country bumpkins."
 
   Rose stuck out her tongue at me, but then schooled her features into a bored and haughty look. "A castle made of gold? How common. I suppose the diamond mines must have been lacking that year. What a trial it must be, to live somewhere so plain."
 
   I hid a smile. "Too far."
 
   The knights stopped us as our horses stepped onto the drawbridge.
 
   "Have you business at the castle?" the nearest one asked.
 
   "We were sent for by the King." From my bag, I produced a parchment to that effect, sealed with the royal emblem.
 
   The knight examined it, and then bowed low to us.
 
   "Sorceresses, I bid you welcome to our kingdom. Please, come with me. You are expected."
 
   We followed him across the drawbridge, and through the entrance. In a large courtyard, our horses were taken away by two stable boys. Our bags were taken by servants, and a woman with flowing golden hair and a red gown richly trimmed came to greet us.
 
   "A fond welcome to you both," she said, curtsying low before us. "I am called Delilah."
 
   "I am Snow White," I said, returning her curtsy as best I could.
 
   "And I am Rose Red," my sister said, curtsying as well.
 
   "On behalf of my kingdom, please let me extend our thanks. The king and queen, my aunt and uncle, are so grateful that you could join us. I know your journey was long, and I would see you settled. We have rooms set aside for you, in the East wing of the castle. Would you care to see them now? Perhaps you would care to change and freshen up before your Royal audience?"
 
   I looked down at my simple traveling clothes. I did have another dress in my pack, but it wasn't much better than what I had on. Did they really expect us to haul ball gowns with us on our journey?
 
   To my surprise, it was Rose who spoke up.
 
   "I fear in our haste to reach you, we traveled lightly. Perhaps you could assist us in securing proper attire?"
 
   Delilah smiled warmly. "But of course. I'm so sorry, I should have offered. I'll have things sent to your rooms."
 
   "Well said," I whispered to Rose as Delilah turned to show us to our rooms.
 
   Rose gave me a small smile, and we followed after her.
 
    
 
   When Delilah opened the door to what was to be my room, I nearly couldn't believe it. The windows were hung with huge, velvety red drapes, currently pulled back with golden cords that ended in tassels. The canopy bed came up to my waist, and of course every piece of furniture in the room was gilded with gold patterns. Honestly, it was getting tiresome. Wasn’t there some better use for these riches? Feeding the poor, perhaps? Such opulence seemed obscene.
 
   Rose, on the other hand, was looking around the room with too-wide eyes, her jaw clamped shut to prevent it from dropping to the floor.
 
   “These rooms face the western mountains, so you should have a lovely view of the sunset every evening. Please make yourselves at home. I’ll have servant bring you fresh gowns.” Delilah walked to the far side of the room and opened a door. “And this leads to your sister’s room. I suspected the two of you would feel most comfortable in adjoining quarters.”
 
   “I appreciate your thoughtful accommodations,” I said warmly.
 
   “If there’s nothing else, I shall leave the two of you to settle in,” she said. But before she left, she grasped my hand, and then Rose’s. “We can’t thank you enough for coming. Truly.”
 
   Then she was gone, and Rose and I were left on our own for the moment.
 
   “Amazing,” Rose said to me, running headlong into her own room and jumping onto the bed. “Is this not amazing, Snow?”
 
   “It’s amazing, yes,” I said, coming to sit beside her. “Don’t grow too accustomed to it.”
 
   “You’re too late. I’ll never sleep on straw again!” she squealed.
 
   I batted at her with an overstuffed pillow.
 
   Rose tumbled off the bed and ran to the ornate dresser set with an enormous bowl of fruit and a glass pitcher of juice. “What kind of juice do you think this is?”
 
   “Don’t make yourself sick,” I warned her.
 
   “We should eat,” Rose said. “We need to keep up our strength. It’s only practical!”
 
   I couldn’t object to that, so when Rose threw an orange at me, I only caught it out of the air and began peeling it while she poured us both cups of the juice.
 
   “You haven’t stopped worrying since we’ve arrived,” Rose told me.
 
   I sighed. “These people are expecting a miracle, Rose. You and I know something of magic, but if this Princess is cursed into sleep, what can we truly do about it? Set her on fire? Enshroud her in ice? I fear that we’re really only going to be a disappointment to all of these kind people.”
 
   Rose handed me the cup, and I gave her half of the peeled orange. She looked thoughtful as she pulled at one of the orange wedges and popped it into her mouth. I eyed the cup—a pretty work of glass that was probably more expensive than our house had been back home—and took a sip of the juice. It tasted sweet and tart.
 
   “Mother and Grandmother couldn’t come,” Rose said finally. “They had other business much more pressing than a slumbering lass. I know we can figure this out, Snow. Just have a little faith.”
 
   Her confidence made me feel a small measure better.
 
   For whatever reason, Rose had never learned fear. And being around her made me brave.
 
   A knock at our door announced the arrival of the finery that we were to wear. Not one or two gowns each, but an entire parade of dresses marched into the room, wielded by over a dozen servants. They hung them up and most left, except one woman stayed behind to help us each into the gowns. Apparently these were the sort that it took more than one person to put them on.
 
   I looked over my options—each was equally lavish, all in a variety of eye-catching colors. I pointed to the nearest one. “This gown is lovely,” I said.
 
   As the maid helped me don it, Rose took her time choosing her own gown. She ran her hands over the fabric, she held the colors against her skin and regarded herself in the large mirror set in the side of the room.
 
   “What do you think, Snow?” Rose asked. 
 
   “They’re all lovely,” I said. “Gowns this expensive could never be ugly. Just pick one.”
 
   She rolled her eyes at me. “Spoken like someone who’s never needed to try to be beautiful.” She settled finally on a crimson gown set with rubies. “This will go well with the sapphires on your gown,” she told me as she started to struggle with undoing the lacings on the dress.
 
   “Very thoughtful of you,” I said with a raised eyebrow.
 
   The woman laced me into the gown so tightly that I wondered if I’d be able to breathe.
 
   “You’re gorgeous,” Rose proclaimed with a sigh. She looked at me with a mix of awe and envy as the maid moved to help her into her gown.
 
   For reasons I’d never understand, Rose still wasted a great deal of care on beauty.
 
   “There’s no value in a pretty face,” I said.
 
   “You can’t understand beauty’s value because you’ve never lacked it,” Rose said back crossly. “You would try to convince a starving man that there’s no merit in a feast.”
 
   “You’re hardly starving for beauty,” I told her, turning her towards the mirror.
 
   Rose gasped. “I’m gorgeous,” she said. “Well, here, step just to the left…” I stepped out of the mirror’s view. “Ah, yes, now that’s perfect…”
 
   I ruffled Rose’s hair in a manner that made her squawk.
 
   Rose rushed to neaten her braid, but the maid stopped her.
 
   “I can help with that, my Lady mage.” The woman curtsied. 
 
   “Oh. Um, my thanks! That would be so wonderful!”
 
   Rose seemed to shine from within under the maid’s attention. The woman undid the traveling braid Rose wore, then brushed Rose’s hair to a glossy shine. She plaited it into three separate braids, which she twisted around Rose’s head and pinned.
 
   I requested something simple and ended up with my hair pulled tightly into a bun at the base of my neck. For ornamentation, a spring of flowers was added.
 
   A knock at the door came at just the right time, which led me to believe that the entire affair was far more orchestrated than it at first had appeared.
 
   “You both look lovely,” Delilah said, a smile warming her features. “And just in time. Your audience with the King and Queen is about to begin.”
 
 
   The throne room was the grandest place I’d ever seen. Made of marble and gold, it was enormous, and every inch of it glittered in beauty and wealth. Windows that went from the floor to the ceiling were draped with silk curtains dyed deep red and purple hues. Chandeliers above us cascaded diamonds and pearls. Exquisite statues carved from marble stood audience, and even they were adorned in silks and jewelry.
 
   There were over-sized paintings hung throughout, each depicting the rulers of the City of Gold. The final portrait was a gold-framed depiction of the King, Queen, and their daughter—all dripping with jewels. The Queen and Princess wore matching ornate, golden necklaces that hung heavy with sapphires. It was amazing that they’d managed to keep their necks up for the painting.
 
   “Come,” Delilah said, leading the way down a plush, red carpet that ran from the back of the room to the front where the King and Queen sat on their thrones.
 
   My first step wobbled as my heel sunk an inch into the rug.
 
   “Like walking on a cloud,” Rose murmured.
 
   I hadn’t the heart to tell her that to me, it felt more like quicksand.
 
   It seemed a lifetime before we reached the dais. When we did, the King and Queen both graciously stood and stepped forward to greet us.
 
   “Welcome to our humble kingdom,” King Stephan said grandly, clasping my hand in his. The rings he wore dug into my fingers, but I forced a smile. His eyes lingered on my lips, my eyes, and I looked away.
 
   “We are humbled by your kingdom’s beauty,” I said.
 
   “It is your beauty that humbles us all,” the king said, still staring at me.
 
   I shifted uncomfortably. Surely this was not part of the prepared speech, and I certainly had no answer for it. It did not pass my notice that the Queen looked none too pleased with his remark.
 
   “You are too kind,” I managed, forcing a smile.
 
   “On behalf of the Vale, we are here to serve,” Rose said, stepping in and taking the King’s hand. She gave it a hearty shake, which seemed to snap him out of his thoughts.
 
   The Queen stepped forward and embraced us both. “You have surely heard of our troubles, but let us show you.” She clapped once, and a small army of servants rushed forward. They pulled back a set of curtains and I realized that what I had mistaken for the side of the room was actually a separate chamber.
 
   At the center of the chamber, on an elevated platform and enshrouded in light, there slept a girl.
 
   Rose and I exchanged a glance and then stepped forward.
 
   Golden curls spilled across her pillow. Her skin was pale, but her cheeks were flushed with color. Her chest rose and fell as she breathed. She was clearly alive. So, then, at least the King and Queen weren’t simply mad with grief, parading a dead girl around and calling it sleep.
 
   That still left the question of why she would not wake.
 
   “May I?” I asked, pulling the Tiger’s Eye gem out of my pocket and holding it up to show them.
 
   The Queen looked alarmed—as though I might start working some magic right there—but the King nodded.
 
   “It’s only for examining magic,” I explained. Looking at the Princess through the gem, I could see glimmers of magic running through her, tracing her all over, but not flowing through her. Hovering on top of her skin, almost.
 
   Rose reached out and touched the Princess’s bare arm. When the King and Queen weren’t watching, I saw her pinch the Princess’s skin. I tensed, but the girl slumbered still.
 
   “We’ve tried everything,” the King was saying. “We’ve doused her in water. We’ve crashed cymbals next to her ears. And all manner of Princes have come here, pretending to know how to wake her with medicines and potions from every corner of the known world.” From how he sneered the word Princes, I felt I knew his exact opinion of these suitors. “Oh, we’ve seen—and tolerated—it all. They’ve brought in herbs and herbalists, poultices and poultry, concoctions and cocker spaniels…”
 
   “Please,” the Queen said, interrupting a further tirade. “Can you help us?”
 
   She looked at me with eyes so hopeful and expectant that I wished I could produce a miracle from my pocket for her. “We will investigate the matter as best we can,” I said. “Now, it would be best if we could ask you a few questions. It would be best to go somewhere private, somewhere we can write down your answers.”
 
   “Questions?” the King frowned. “Why would you need to question us? You can see for yourself our daughter’s state.”
 
   “We see the what, but not the why. There may be a fact, no matter how small or seemingly inconsequential, that could help us understand what has happened.”
 
   “Then you don’t understand,” the Queen said, her voice trembling.
 
   I took her hand, forgetting for a moment that she was a queen and only seeing her as a mother. “Not yet,” I said. “But we will.”
 
    
 
   The King and Queen led Rose and I to a room adjacent to the throne room, and we were provided with comfortable chairs around a long, rectangular table.
 
   “Now then,” I said. “Can you tell us exactly what the circumstances were before your daughter fell into this slumber?”
 
   “Surely you’ve heard the tales,” her father said, a hint of a boast in his tone.
 
   “Surely,” I replied with a polite smile. “But I would like best to hear them from you. Gossip twists the truth.”
 
   “It was the night before her fifteenth birthday,” the Queen said. “The next day she was to wed the Prince of Hartland. The Delegation had arrived a week before, and the entire day and night had been filled with revelry. Aurora met her future husband, Prince Phillip.”
 
   “And did the two get along?”
 
   “As well as can be expected, under the circumstances. Both were very polite, and to my eye the match seemed well-made… though perhaps too soon for my liking.”
 
   “She was too young,” the King said. “But the demands of the kingdom dictated that we forge an alliance in blood. You see, we’re a very wealthy kingdom, but our lands and holdings are so small, we need an ally. A powerful ally, lest we lose our wealth to the first barbaric raiders to cross our borders.”
 
   The Queen shook her head. “We were ready to sacrifice her to that marriage.”
 
   The King snorted. “Sacrifice? She would have been Queen over lands greater than my father ever imagined!”
 
   “I remember kissing my beautiful Aurora good night for the last time,” the Queen said, ignoring him. “She was so nervous for her wedding. She asked me if she’d still be allowed to dance after she was wed. She asked if she’d still be allowed to go riding at dusk. She was the fastest girl I’ve ever seen on horseback. And I told her… I told her it would be her husband she’d need to ask. I thought to support their marriage, but I wish…” She shook her head. “It makes no matter.”
 
   “We couldn’t know this would happen,” the King said. “We’ve always been on good terms with all. You should’ve seen the crowd that celebrated Aurora’s birth. Kings and Queens presented us with mountains of presents for her. Mages flocked to bestow their magical gifts.”
 
   “They made her beautiful. Graceful. They gave her a perfect voice. They made her quite a prize for any Prince, even without all the gold our Kingdom had to offer,” the Queen said, a tear falling down her cheek. “I thought she would be happy with any she wed. And now she is never to wake.”
 
   The King rested his hand on the Queen’s shoulder. “Well? Have you enough answers for one night? These memories cause my wife great pain and I would see her spared. Every day, more false Princes arrive to try their charlatan cures, and each one makes my dear Queen hope and despair all over again.”
 
   “It’s more than enough for now,” I said, tilting my head. “I am so sorry for your suffering. We of the Vale have taken a vow against dark magic. We are sworn to uphold the peace and come to those in need. My sister and I will not rest until we see your daughter wake.”
 
   “I believe you,” the King said. “God help me, I have no faith in the Princes, but you two…” He looked down. “I will be frank. My fear of war is no idle musing. Numerous threats have been made against us. My army, what little I have, has been employed to patrol our borders. I’ve sent for mercenaries, but none will answer the call. Why work for what you can plunder? Our time is running short before our land is overrun. We need the Princess to wake and forge an alliance in marriage before it is too late. Ask Delilah for anything you need. Money, horses, men. You have our full support.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3: Hartland – Rose Red
 
    
 
   Back in our rooms, Snow and I covered the desk in her room with the notes we’d taken. Frowning, Snow wrote out a basic timeline of the events, some of which Delilah had filled in as she’d shown us back to our rooms.
 
    
 
   Aurora’s engagement to Prince Phillip is proposed by King Omlan of Hartland.
 
   One year later - the marriage contract is signed with the wedding date set for Aurora’s fifteenth birthday.
 
   One week before Aurora’s birthday, the Hartland Delegation arrives. Phillip and Aurora meet.
 
   On the eve of Aurora’s birthday, Aurora falls asleep and is unable to wake.
 
   One year after, on Aurora’s sixteenth birthday, the marriage contract is considered void and dissolved.
 
   King Stephan opens the City of Gold to Princes who would be suitors, promising that the one who can wake Aurora will have her hand in marriage.
 
    
 
   “So, what do you think?” Snow asked me.
 
   I shrugged, chewing my lip. “Maybe Prince Phillip decided he didn’t want to wed her? He paid a mage to stall the wedding until they could void the contract?”
 
   Snow tilted her head and pulled on one of her long, dark locks while she thought this over. “But Hartland had everything to gain from the match. The City of Gold’s wealth is legendary. And you saw the Princess—she was lovely. By all reports, it seems she was civil enough. Would he really oppose the match so strongly?”
 
   I shrugged. “You’re always the one saying that there’s more to love than looks. We’ve only heard her parents speak about what a wonderful daughter she was. Is? In any case, don’t you think it’s possible that she was secretly horrible, and Phillip couldn’t go through with it?”
 
   “Perhaps. It may also be that someone is out to prevent the union of Hartland and the City of Gold.”
 
   I looked out through the window at the strangers who teemed the streets. “Maybe one of the would-be suitors?”
 
   “A guess I would back… but where would we even begin to investigate them all? According to the King, there are too many to count.”
 
   “A needle in a haystack,” I said. “But if one of the suitors wanted to prevent the union, then perhaps he also has a plan for how to wake her.”
 
   “So we have two possible answers for this riddle,” Snow said, marking down both theories, each on a separate piece of paper. “Perhaps it was Prince Phillip trying to prevent his own wedding, or perhaps it was some other suitor who wanted to buy himself time to edge Phillip out. Well. Time is of the essence, and we need to know the truth. Both of these seem likely. Both bear investigating.” She pushed one page towards me. “Luckily, there are two of us.”
 
    
 
   I could hardly believe that Snow would let me ride off on my own for Hartland. Granted that it was less than a day’s journey, but it still showed that she was beginning to trust me if she let me leave her side.
 
   Of course, she did take the King up on his offer, and procured a dozen men at arms as well as Delilah to accompany me. We weren’t exactly going to march in and tell Prince Phillip that I suspected him of foul play—instead, Delilah was my cover story, a friendly visit to escape the madness of the City and to extend to him the King’s condolences that the marriage hadn’t worked out.
 
   The day had already grown late. The arrangements made, I planned to depart at dawn. Snow would remain behind to speak with the Princes and see if any seemed to know more than they should.
 
   Exhausted from the journey, Snow and I had a quiet dinner in our rooms. They brought us fresh-baked bread, cheeses, fruit, and—to my delight—an entire little basket filled with the delicious, buttery bread that we’d had earlier that day.
 
   The tables seemed too fine to eat at, so Snow and I spread one of our traveling blankets on the ground and made a picnic of it.
 
   “What will you do without me?” I asked Snow.
 
   “When I spoke with the King about your arrangements, he invited me to attend a banquet tomorrow. Apparently, every week there is a feast in honor of the visiting Princes.”
 
   “I’m to miss a feast?” I said, dropping the strawberry I’d been holding.
 
   Snow gave me a half-smile. “Don’t worry. I won’t have any fun without you.”
 
   I rolled my eyes. “Knowing you, you won’t even try.”
 
   That night, I couldn’t bear the huge, overstuffed bed so far from Snow. We’d never slept more than three feet apart our entire lives, much less in separate rooms. So I curled up in bed next to her, and to her credit, she only mumbled a few complaints as she wrapped an arm around me and we drifted off to sleep.
 
    
 
   To be honest, I was nervous leaving Snow and riding off on my own, but I didn’t dare show it—any sign of hesitation, and I knew Snow’s resolve to let me grow up would crumble and I’d find myself tied to her apron strings for the rest of our investigation. Instead, I forced myself to smile and promise her that I was more than capable of the task.
 
   Snow did insist on speaking with each of the men who would be my guard, examining their weapons and warning Delilah to look after me. She checked my horse’s saddle twice, and gave me a little satchel full of hard cheese, an apple, and an end of bread.
 
   And as we parted, for one final bit of reassurance, she dragged me to a vacant spot in the stables and demanded that I show her I could still do a ring of fire.
 
   I closed my eyes and pressed my palms together, gathering strength, rage, fire. I flung my arms wide and spun in a circle, flames kicking up in an inferno around me, forcing even Snow to take a step back to avid getting singed.
 
   “Very good,” Snow said, pulling me close when the blaze died down. “If you’re in trouble, remember to do that.” She patted the back of my cloak where a few threads had caught fire. “And mind your clothes don’t catch.”
 
   I kissed her cheek and held her tightly for a moment. “Take care of yourself as well, sweet sister.”
 
   Snow raised an eyebrow. “If I am sweet, it is only to you, Rose. It’s this city that had better watch out.” She kissed my cheek and helped me into the saddle.
 
   Then I was off.
 
    
 
   The journey was pleasant. Delilah and I fell into an easy conversation, talking about fashion and food, riding side-by-side while the men at arms formed a square around us—one riding on either side, and the rest split evenly before and after us.
 
   “So what is Prince Phillip like?” I asked her, once we had exhausted the topic of petticoats versus hoop skirts.
 
   Delilah wrinkled her nose, which I’d come to take as a sign that she was thinking.
 
   “Is it so hard to say?” I asked.
 
   “It’s only that I’ve met him under very different circumstances, and each time he seemed a different way. When we were first introduced, it was just a week before he was to wed my dear cousin. He was, that time, the perfect gentleman. He bowed and smiled, and he made the right comments at the right times to seem very clever and kind. He was—he still is—very dashing. Handsome and tall.”
 
   “He sounds wonderful,” I said.
 
   “I admit, I was smitten. We all were,” Delilah said with a giggle. “He was everything we expected a Prince to be. And you know there are no men except the King in the royal family right now, so we ladies had given ourselves quite over to imagination about what a Prince would be like. And that first time—oh, he was so wonderful!”
 
   “And then?”
 
   “When he heard that Princess Aurora wouldn’t wake, well, of course he wasn’t pleased. He was worried, as we all were. For days, he stayed in the chapel, saying prayers and making offerings and lighting candles. But as the days turned to weeks, he… he lost hope. He began to lash out. He accused us of using a trick to keep her slumbering. His mother had given him the idea that we were delaying the marriage.” 
 
   “Why would your people want to delay the marriage? The King and Queen know all too well that they need Hartland’s defenses if they’re to hold their borders and protect their people.”
 
   “They do. But you see, it was no secret Princess Aurora had felt that the marriage was too soon. She’d begged her mother to delay it a year or two, but the King and Queen of Hartland had refused, saying that the marriage had to be made if they were going to pledge their armies to our defense. On the eve of their wedding, Phillip and Aurora quarreled.”
 
   “The King and Queen never mentioned that,” I said.
 
   “They didn’t know. I only know because I overheard a little and saw Aurora storm off. She was… is… very stubborn. Her will was nothing to be defied. And she often spoke more openly than her parents would have liked. I heard her telling Prince Phillip that she thought the match too soon.”
 
   “And then the next day, she cannot wed.”
 
   “Precisely. And so, the Queen of Hartland thought it all a trick to delay the wedding. Prince Phillip came to agree with her, or at least to suspect. And things grew ugly. Accusations flew, and three months after the Princess fell into her slumber, Prince Phillip and the Hartland Delegation left on… bad terms. Though our King attempted to reason with them, they could see no solution. And so, a year into our Princess’s sleep, they dissolved the marriage contract.”
 
   “And since, the King has opened the City of Gold to any suitor who would come.”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   I made a mental note to add these new discoveries to our notes when an opportunity presented itself. At present, I felt it might worry Delilah if I began to transcribe every word she said, but it was still tempting…
 
   We stopped only once to let the horses rest and eat. Delilah and I made our meal with the men at arms, who kept a respectful distance from us.
 
   A couple of them began to spar, with the excuse that they needed to keep their swords and their killing instincts sharp. I watched, feeling more than a little jealous. My muscles were accustomed to training every day, not long hours in the saddle.
 
   I must have been staring too intently, for one of them halted and gave me an arrogant grin.
 
   “Enjoying the show?” he asked.
 
   “Jackson, leave the noble lady alone,” one of his friends called. “You know it’s trouble for all of us if you upset them.”
 
   “This one’s not noble,” he said with wink at me. “And I think she likes what she sees.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. “I’m a trained fighter,” I explained. “I like to see a fight, but I like even better to join one.”
 
   “Ladies don’t fight,” one of the guards scoffed.
 
   “I do. How dare you say such a thing!” I tried to sound my most regal.
 
   “Then by all means,” Jackson said, spreading his arms wide. “We’d be rude if we didn’t invite the lady to join us.”
 
   I knew there were a hundred reasons why I shouldn’t, and if Snow had been there, I’m sure I wouldn’t have. But Snow was back at the castle, and with any luck, she’d never learn about this. Besides, I needed to practice fighting with the ruby gauntlet magnifying my magic.
 
   I stepped into the center of the circle of guards and smiled my most charming smile at Jackson.
 
   “Where’s your weapon?”
 
   “Didn’t you hear?” I asked. “I’m a mage from the Vale. I don’t need a weapon.” I flared my fingers, concentrating on the fire within me as it uncurled and spread through my body, sparking to life at my fingertips and setting my hands aflame. While this parlor trick usually had some effect, with the ruby gauntlet amplifying it, the new result was for tendrils of flame to shoot out of my fingers.
 
   The guards yelped and ducked as the flames leapt out. I bit my lip and did my best to look as though this had been what I’d intended…
 
   Jackson seemed a bit unnerved, but there was no backing down, not while all of his fellow guards were watching. He charged at me. I raised my hand and summoned fire.
 
   Perhaps Jackson had expected that he would easily best me. Or perhaps that he’d toy with me for a time, grappling with me in flirty poses while we challenged each other back and forth. I know that I had expected to teach all of them some respect for me—and women of the vale in general. Though neither of us had expected the fireball that shot from my palm. It hit him square in the chest and sent him falling flat on his back. Luckily he was wearing armor, so the blast merely left a charred ring of ash.
 
   I stared at my palm while the circle of guards slowly broke into a raucous round of applause.
 
   “To the Lady of Fire!” they cheered, as Jackson—now somewhat shame-faced—was helped to his feet.
 
   And our journey continued, but I noticed now that the guards were all careful to mind what they said to me.
 
    
 
   I could tell immediately when we crossed from the City of Gold’s land and into Hartland. The road went from hard-packed dirt with a well-maintained arrangement of flowers on either side to a gravelly, muddy mess. It seemed that Hartland either didn’t have the funds to maintain their roads, or else they had other priorities.
 
   The journey through the surrounding towns to the heart of Hartland was brief but sorrowful. Growing up in a small village, there had been little poverty that wasn’t eased by a kind neighbor. Here, there were dirty children watching us with big eyes. Dogs that looked more feral than tame ranged about, looking to see if we’d drop scraps.
 
   When we entered the castle grounds, however, it was a different story. The castle bristled with armament. Knights stood guard, dressed in full armor. They drew their swords as we approached, but when they spotted Delilah and the banner of the City of Gold, they let us pass.
 
   The castle of Hartland could not have been more different. Where everything in the City of Gold sparkled with beauty, this place glinted with sharp edges and danger. I could see why King Stephan would think of Hartland as the perfect military ally.
 
   Prince Phillip met us in the courtyard, along with his mother, the Queen.
 
   “Please forgive my father’s absence,” Prince Phillip said. “He’s unwell today, but sends his regards.”
 
   Prince Phillip helped Delilah down from her horse as a footman helped me down from mine.
 
   The two embraced.
 
   “I am so sorry that our meeting could not be under better circumstances,” Delilah said, kissing his cheek.
 
   He kissed hers in return. “It is always a delight to see you, Lady Delilah, no matter the circumstances.”
 
   The Queen of Hartland cleared her throat, and the two stepped away from each other. “Come,” she said. “Let us properly welcome our visitors.”
 
    
 
   It appeared that a proper welcome involved laying a table with every cheese, fruit, meat, and delicacy that the land could produce. After seeing such poverty, I was struck that they’d set such lavishness before us.
 
   Delilah had somehow worked her own brand of political magic and arranged to have me sit beside Prince Phillip. Delilah sat across the room, occupying Phillip’s mother with conversation.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Lady. I did not pay proper attention during the introductions, and your name has eluded me,” Phillip said to me.
 
   I assumed he was being gracious, because in her excitement to see Phillip, Delilah had entirely forgotten to introduce me. Of course, it was equally possible that he simply hadn’t noticed. Even now, his gaze lingered still on Delilah.
 
   “Rose Red,” I said.
 
   “Lady Red, you must tell me more of where you are from.”
 
   Every part of how he addressed me was wrong, but I figured that the chances of seeing him after today were slim enough that it wasn’t worth correcting him. “My story is very dull, I’m afraid.”
 
   I saw the Queen of Hartland shoot Phillip a look when she saw him staring at Delilah. At that, he turned fully to me. “I fear no dullness, not when we have wine to sweeten any story,” he told me with a wink as he poured more into both of our glasses. He raised his to me, and I clinked mine against his. “To prosperity,” he said.
 
   We both drank, and I hoped that this would work to my advantage and not against me. Wine was said to loosen tongues, wasn’t it?
 
   “So, begin your tale,” Prince Phillip said.
 
   “I cannot,” I said. “We’re strangers.”
 
   “How else do strangers become friends?” Phillip asked, downing another gulp of his wine.
 
   “Let’s make a deal,” I proposed. “We shall be friends tonight. I shall tell you all of my secrets, and you shall tell me all of yours.”
 
   “Agreed—let’s drink to it.”
 
   We clinked our glasses again and drank down what was left. Phillip poured us more while I thought quickly of my options.
 
   I couldn’t tell him the truth—that I was a mage sent from the Vale to investigate him for evil magic. So instead, I wove a tapestry of lies so rich that even I was entertained by them.
 
   Over three courses of soup and one of sweet fruits, I invented a love affair that left a jilted suitor in a murderous rage. I concocted jealous sisters who backstabbed me in courtly affairs, telling my secrets and exposing our family to ruin. I concluded with saying that I’d escaped to the City of Gold for refuge from the most recent scandal.
 
   Prince Phillip hardly touched his food, so engrossed was he in the tale.
 
   “Truly, you have lived a tale for the ages!” Phillip exclaimed, all but breaking out into applause as I concluded the tale of my youngest sister, Merelene, who had stolen my true love on the eve of our wedding. 
 
   “Ah, no more than most, I’m certain.”
 
   “Tell me more. What became of Merelene?” he asked.
 
   Perhaps I had done too well a job. “I’m much more interested in hearing about you and your kingdom. I am new to these lands, and I fear that Lady Delilah has only begun to tell me of the tale between your land and hers.”
 
   I saw him stiffen, and I felt that I was losing him.
 
   “She speaks so highly of you,” I added, gambling that her opinion mattered, at least a little, to him.
 
   “Truly? What has she said?”
 
   Now this would be delicate work. “She has said that you are everything she thinks a prince ought to be. Obviously you are tall and handsome. Honorable and honest. She said that she regrets how things ended between your two lands, with the Princess falling into her slumber.”
 
   “Does she regret it?” he asked aloud, though I didn’t get the feeling that he expected me to answer.
 
   “I would have thought everyone would regret it,” I hazarded. “But perhaps you don’t?”
 
   He looked down, and I saw how flushed his face was from the wine. “Hartland and the City of Gold are a perfect match. Wealth and power. Our kingdoms would have both prospered from the match,” he said diplomatically.
 
   “But…?” I prompted.
 
   “But Princess Aurora and I… we were not so well matched as Hartland and the City of Gold.”
 
   “Perhaps you care for another,” I said, meaningfully glancing at Delilah.
 
   Phillip put his head in his hands. “If I did, would it matter? I must wed a Princess—a rich Princess at that—for the good of our people. Do you not see the poverty that runs rampant in our kingdom?”
 
   “Perhaps if you put less funds towards sharpening your swords…”
 
   “We must hold our borders,” Phillip said. “Our neighbors are jealous. Half of them are little more than mercenary encampments grown large enough to claim sovereignty. Many would carve through Hartland to get to the City of Gold. Some have even been bold enough to offer to buy passage through.” He shook his head. “It sickens me.”
 
   “But you would never do that,” I said sharply. “You would never sell your neighbors. Would you?”
 
   It wasn’t until I spoke that I realized how quiet the room had become, or how loud my own voice had grown. To my horror, I saw the Queen of Hartland staring daggers at me. And Delilah, the look of fear overcoming her.
 
   “Visitors,” the Queen said, spitting out the word. “Delilah, dearest child, what have you brought to my door? Your guest comes to my table and insults my kingdom?”
 
   “I… I… I meant no disrespect,” I fumbled. If I had been Snow, I would have known the pretty words to say to make everything better. No, if I had been Snow, I wouldn’t have gotten myself into this mess to begin with.
 
   “I see the truth of it,” the Queen said, venom in her voice. “King Stephan suspects us of treachery. He sends a hedge-witch to my table under the guise of friendship. This insult will not be tolerated. Guards!”
 
   Delilah went pale. “No, please! This is a misunderstanding!”
 
   Our own men at arms sprang to defend us, swords drawn.
 
   Snow would have known how to calm everyone and save this situation. But I’ve never been like my sister—I only have fire.
 
   I stood, knocking back my chair. “Stop!” I shouted. “I’m warning you!” I brought my palms together at the center of my chest, then flung them wide and swept in a circle, making a bigger fire cyclone than I’d ever tried to—encompassing not just me, but also our men and Delilah. The fire took shape, rising higher than I’d intended. I felt my magic pulsing through the ruby gauntlet, growing wild and out of control. Certainly the wine, which had gone entirely to my head, was not helping. The fire came easily and recklessly. The Queen shrieked as an arc of fire cut through the table she was sitting at.
 
   Prince Phillip looked up at me, still more than a little drunk and now also more than a little bemused. “That was a warning?”
 
   “Yes. Well. A big warning,” I said. “We’re leaving here.” I nodded to the men, who closed ranks around Delilah and prepared to flee.
 
   “Guards, do not let them escape!” the Queen commanded.
 
   I found my center—Snow is forever telling me to find my center and concentrate. I thought I could feel it this time, a tendril of fire that curled and wavered in the center of my being. I breathed life into that spark, and it caught. I could feel the fire race through my chest, through my veins, down my wrists, and then exploding out of my palms. Flames shot in all directions. Tables caught fire, the silken banners that hung about the room were consumed in seconds. Noblemen and women raced to put out the fire on their clothing.
 
   I turned to tell the men at arms to run, but they were already hustling Delilah out of the castle. I hastened to join them.
 
   “Delilah!” I heard a strangled cry, just once, which made me look back—Phillip was there, his hand outstretched to her.
 
   I looked in her direction and saw a wooden beam falling towards her.
 
   Well, that would hardly do. I clenched my fists, and the fire dug into the beam, consuming and burning it to ash, so that when it finally hit her and the men, it was nothing more than a blanket of dust.
 
   Phillip looked at me, shocked, I suppose, that his dinner companion was capable of such magic, or perhaps only shocked that I’d heard his cry and been able to save his precious Delilah. There was also an unmistakable look of betrayal that, to my surprise, bothered me. I guess, looking at the night as a whole, I’d made a rather bad dinner guest. Phillip was still staring at me—I shrugged in apology, and sped to join the others. As we crossed the threshold, I sent a burst of flames before and behind us, pushing the enemy soldiers back. From there, it was a simple matter to gather our horses and ride hard for home as though the fires of hell were at our heels.
 
   Which, I suppose, was not that far from the truth.
 
   “Well,” Delilah said breathlessly from beside me as our mounts galloped. “That could have gone better.”
 
   “I’m sure they’ll have the fire out in no time,” I said with more confidence than I felt.
 
   “They’re miles from the nearest river…”
 
   “I’m sure they’ve got a well. Somewhere. Right?”
 
   “Perhaps…”
 
   We looked back and saw smoke rising, the distant sound of shouts as people raced to battle the flames.
 
   I winced. “Let’s just hope Snow’s having an equally disastrous night.”
 
   Delilah looked at me, shocked and reproachful. “Why would you wish such a thing. Wouldn’t you want her night’s course to have run smooth?”
 
   I sighed. “I love my sister. But the worse Snow’s night was, the less time she’ll have to find out exactly how badly things went here.”
 
   Delilah and I both looked back at the smoldering castle in time to see the battlements catch fire.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4: The Parade of Princes – Snow White
 
    
 
   When Rose left, I felt as if a part of my heart went with her. Leaving the Huntsman had been the same. I wondered if leaving would always be this way—little pieces of my heart left here and there with those I love.
 
   But there was work to do.
 
   I spent the morning gleaning gossip from the kitchen maids. When I wore my usual garb it was close enough to their working clothes that I could mingle without notice, and some were free enough with their tongues to talk, particularly since word had been passed down that none were to deny me anything in my investigation.
 
   From the kitchen staff’s tales, I compiled a list of the Princes in attendance at the castle that day. Some were waiting for their turn to attempt awakening the Princess. Others were lingering even though their efforts had failed. Apparently, the King and Queen thought it bad manners to throw anyone out.
 
   I began compiling a rough list of the failed past attempts thus far:
 
    
 
   *Prince Dorian – an elixir from the East, allegedly made with the tears of virgins and fireblossom pollen.
 
   Prince Allene  - crushed powder made of a unicorn’s horn.
 
   Prince Saan – five pomegranate seeds from the highest mountain in the world.
 
   *Prince Quinten – a serenade played on drums.
 
   Prince Kirpen – the most fragrant dragonsbane flower brought from his homeland.
 
    
 
   The list went on for pages, and after a time, nearly gave up on the endeavor. But after two hours of writing, I had a complete list of the seventy-six suitors who had so far failed to wake the Sleeping Beauty. Many had already returned to their homelands, but those who had remained even after their failed attempts, I marked with a star beside their names.
 
   That finished, I set about to ready myself for court. The King and Queen had invited me to attend the day’s audience with the Princes, where a group of the newest arrivals would take their chances at waking Princess Aurora.
 
   I had believed in vain that I might be allowed to prepare myself, for I was only going to observe and would have no eyes on me, but an hour before the event—just as I was standing at the wardrobe—a knock came at my door.
 
   I opened it to find the same maid who had assisted me the day before.
 
   “By your leave, my Lady,” she said, curtseying, “I have been sent to help you prepare.”
 
   “Thank you. I can manage on my own,” I tried.
 
   She only gave me a small smile in return.
 
   “Very well, then. Come in.” I went back to standing in front of the wardrobe, with the maid walking beside me. “I was just about to select a gown.”
 
   “May I suggest this red one, my Lady? It would be lovely against your pale skin.”
 
   “I was thinking more on what gown would be easiest to move in.”
 
   “To move in?” she said, frowning. “Do you intend to dance tonight? I should warn you, my Lady, that these events are not a grand affair.”
 
   “Not to dance. I was thinking more to… to run. To fight, I suppose.”
 
   She gasped, her hand going to her throat. “My Lady! You intend to fight tonight?”
 
   “I don’t intend it. But if it comes to that, then I will be prepared for it,” I told her grimly.
 
   She regarded the wardrobe again, and just when I thought she would throw her hands in the air and give up on me, she produced a black gown. With delicate lace that covered the chest and throat, there was no doubt that it was grand. But it was thin, light, and instead of a full skirt, it had a slit that ran up the side, ending just above the knee.
 
   “I’ve never had to think on it before, but I believe this would do for a fight, my Lady,” she said.
 
   She helped me step into it. A few adjustments were needed for the lace to lay flat against my neck, but the maid handled those deftly, plucking a needle and thread seemingly from thin air. For my hair, she crafted a nest of braids secured so tightly with pins that I could have sparred against Rose and not mussed a single strand out of place.
 
   “This is perfect,” I said, grateful.
 
   “I am happy to serve, my Lady.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, I didn’t catch your name earlier,” I said.
 
   “Madeline, if it please you, my Lady.” She curtseyed again.
 
   “Thank you, Madeline. You have my gratitude.” I tried to give her a coin, but she refused, saying that it wouldn’t be proper for her to accept more for work she was already being paid for.
 
   With that, she led me out to the throne room.
 
   It was quite a spectacle that I beheld, and I felt a pang of sadness that Rose wasn’t here to see it. She would have enjoyed seeing the line of Princes waiting to try their cures—some holding animals, like birds or ferrets—and others toting mystical objects covered in crystals or rune-markings. The Princes themselves were ornately attired, most, I assumed, trying very hard to show their Princely status in their accouterments. Some wore gems, others were draped in gold. One even had huge peacock feathers springing from his hat.
 
   Surely Rose would have had something clever to say that would have made the entire thing seem more absurd than intimidating. I searched my mind for it, but I’ve never had Rose’s easy knack for humor.
 
   The King stepped forward, and the room fell silent.
 
   “Welcome, my friends, to our city. I would like to thank you for traveling from near and far to bring your cures to my ailing daughter.”
 
   Perhaps the first time King Stephan gave this speech it was genuine, and he was convincing, but now—the words felt thin and threadbare. Remembering what he’d said previously, I had to think it a wonder that he even bothered to mask his contempt for the Princes if he truly felt that none could cure his daughter.
 
   “As you know, the man to wake her claims her hand in marriage, and becomes heir to my city, the City of Gold!”
 
   The Princes applauded.
 
   “Good luck to each of you,” the King concluded, regaining his seat on his throne.
 
   At a wave of his hand, the curtain that enshrouded Princess Aurora was drawn back, and the Princes all craned to see her. I watched them watch her—everyone, even those in attendance who had previously tried or were waiting for their chance on another day, stared at the Princess… everyone except for one.
 
   He had dark hair and eyes, but pale skin. He was not particularly attractive, nor was he dressed in any ornate fashion. That alone would have made him stand out. While all the others had tried to dress with distinction—even those who couldn’t afford finery had at least opted for bright colors—he seemed to want to blend in.
 
   And then there was the fact that at the moment of unveiling when everyone in the room looked to the Princess, he looked to the King and Queen. As though they were the ones he’d come to observe, not the sleeping Princess.
 
   As the Princes stepped forward to begin their attempts, I went to take a glass of pear cider from one of the servants and asked about the Prince with the dark eyes. None knew his name, nor where he hailed from. This was more than odd—for most other Princes, my new friends in the staff could tell me their homeland, name, dinner preferences, and which serving maid they’d most recently been flirting with.
 
   I decided to make it my mission to have dinner with this mysterious, dark-eyed Prince. A word to the head server saw that my place at the table was secured. 
 
   But before dinner, we still had to wait through the attempts.
 
   The first prince played a sweet, haunting tune on a little silver flute. It must have been spelled in some way, for with each note he played, a pale beam of light that shivered with gold and blue sprang from the flute. I looked at it through the Tiger’s Eye and saw some glimmers of magic. Yet it came to nothing more than a pretty show, for the Princess didn’t so much as turn in her slumber.
 
   The second Prince sprinkled a pale, pink dust over the Princess’s bed and spoke a word that made sparks jump around her, but she still did not rise. The Tiger’s Eye revealed there to be no more magic in his act than in a rock.
 
   The third rang little enchanted, golden bells in her ears; the fourth had brought holy water from the sacred springs of Mount Warren. Again, there was no true magic in what he did, and still, the Princess did not wake.
 
   The fifth Prince lit fifteen different types of incense around the big bed the Princess slept in.
 
   “Spice and Ilian weed, to guide her on the path of dreams,” he said. “Jasmine and amber, to soothe an anxious spirit that is fearful to return to the body.” 
 
   The explanations went on that way, with each seeming at least a bit plausible. Yet he lost the good-will of the audience when he lit the gullweed incense.
 
   “To reach even the farthest traveling dreamer with its strong smell,” he said, as the pungent stench wafted through the entire chamber.
 
   The Queen coughed delicately into her handkerchief, and the King looked green, yet they endured through it, and through the forty minutes that ensued of the Prince trying different chants to summon her back. 
 
   I was beginning to see why the King had grown weary of these attempts.
 
   I could tell from the start that it would not work, for the Tiger’s Eye showed no magic in it. When the Prince finally gave up, defeated, the entire room looked more than a little relieved, and the King ordered a halt to the day.
 
   “The hour grows late,” he said. “And it is time to feast.”
 
    
 
   Dinner found me seated beside the dark-haired Prince. On my other side was the peacock-feathered charmer who kept attempting to engage me in conversation about the meal as course after course was placed before us. Across from us sat a trio of Princes, including the one who had used the incense earlier that day. All seemed far too intent on speaking with me for my comfort.
 
   “Boiled quail egg with mint,” a servant said, placing a dish in front of me.
 
   I tried not to look ungrateful. I’ve never craved more than simple fare. I was beginning to think that I’d made a mistake by staying—Rose would have been enjoying herself far more.
 
   “I prefer it poached,” the peacock Prince said. “My dear, you haven’t touched yours. Allow me.”
 
   He made a show of leaning near me while he smartly tapped the egg once with his spoon, cracking the shell. I did not like the way he smelled, nor the way his eyes lingered too long on my lips, sliding like oil down my neck and chest.
 
   “I must know what you think of it,” the Prince who had used the incense interjected, as though he’d been the one to choose, prepare, and serve it to me. “It’s considered a delicacy here, but I’m undecided on it.”
 
   “I think it’s delightful,” the Prince beside him said. This one had flaming red hair—the result of dye, as I could see by his roots growing out golden—and quick fingers. When I went to pour myself more water, his hand found mine on the water tankard. “Allow me, my beauty,” he said.
 
   I pulled my hand away and thanked him without rolling my eyes.
 
   The Prince with the incense cleared his throat. “The quail egg?”
 
   I took a bite and forced a smile. “Delicious.”
 
   “It’s well enough,” he said with a shrug. “Nothing compared to what I serve in my palace, of course, but then again, these country kingdoms must do the best they can. You must come to my Kingdom. I would show you a true feast, one that would equal your beauty.”
 
   The dark-haired Prince on the other side of me snorted, and we both turned to him.
 
   To my surprise, he was glowering at the peacock Prince. “Do the King and Queen know you speak so of their Kingdom? I can’t imagine you’d do so if anyone from the royal family was within earshot.”
 
   “I speak only the truth,” he said, drawing back, offended. “They’ve done very well for themselves here, but it’s no true Kingdom, for all that they’ve got riches enough to drown in. Do you know to whom you speak? I am Prince Acqonar of the Seventh Realm.”
 
   “Very well, Prince Acqonar. At least now I’ve a name along with which to report your transgressions.”
 
   “Idle small talk can hardly be considered treason,” he scoffed. 
 
   “Then what about flirting with this poor girl here?” the dark-haired Prince continued, waving a hand at me. “And not just Acqonar here. All of you! You’re here for the hand of the Princess, are you not? Would you let yourself be distracted so easily from pursuing her?”
 
   “I’ve failed to wake her,” the Prince with the incense said with a shrug. “I’m leaving tomorrow. Why shouldn’t I have my fun?”
 
   “Besides, the Princess sleeps, who knows for how long,” Acqonar said through gritted teeth. 
 
   The red-haired Prince laughed at this. “Perhaps forever. We would be fools if every man here considered himself smitten by a dead woman.”
 
   The dark-haired Prince slammed his hand against the table. “You’ve overstayed your welcome here,” he said. “The lot of you.”
 
   They all took offense to that.
 
   “We’ve no intention of leaving!”
 
   “Who are you to even suggest such a thing?”
 
   “What Kingdom do you hail from that you would dare to speak so, boy?”
 
   The dark-haired Prince’s eyes flashed to the King and Queen, then back to Acqonar. “If you’ll not go, then I’ll take my leave,” he said, rising.
 
   He stormed away, followed by the taunts and laughter of the other Princes.
 
   I had a fleeting thought for propriety and politeness—how long was the appropriate amount of time to wait before I dashed after him? But such thoughts would do the King and Queen little good, and I assumed my investigation was bound to stir up some scandal.
 
   I stood, made my excuses, and fled after him, determined to learn where the mysterious dark-haired Prince had run to.
 
    
 
   I’m no tracker, but I can run. I’m a country girl, after all, and I grew up with lazy afternoons that stretched with nothing to do but race up hills with my father and tumble down them again before it was time to gather the firewood in for Mother to cook dinner.
 
   I kept pace with the dark-haired Prince easily. I had no use for stealth. The streets were crowded, and he never once looked back. I hadn’t been able to use the Tiger’s Eye at the dinner table for fear of being too obvious in my intentions, but now I took a risk while running and used it to spy him. I could see traces of magic flowing over him. I felt cold—they looked like the very same magic that was cast over the sleeping Princess. And there was something deeper. As I squinted more through the Tiger’s Eye, I noticed something under the surface. The Tiger’s Eye refocused, and suddenly I was seeing below the first layer of magic, and what was beneath—I’d never seen anything like it. It blazed brighter than the sun, the amount of magic at his core. It blinded me for a moment, leaving spots flashing in my vision.
 
   I felt something catch my foot—I collided with a crate of turnips on the ground. I crashed to the cobblestone street, the gem cracking hard against the stones. I hastily took the two pieces into my hand—I would have to figure out a way of repairing it later—and picked myself up to follow before I could lose the trail.
 
   I followed him out the castle gates, down the winding streets of the city, through back alleys and over little bridges lit only by tiny lanterns. Finally, he slipped into one of the taverns that lined the street.
 
   I stood before it for a moment before I went in, fixing the sign in my memory. The Laughing Lass. The sign was carved of wood and painted with flaking light-blue paint. It was hung from a gold chain, though I supposed that was to be expected in the City of Gold. It certainly didn’t look like the type of place a Prince would take up in for lodging, but perhaps the influx of royalty had pushed those from lesser Kingdoms to more humble accommodations. From inside the tavern, I could hear the noise and bustle of a crowd. Taking a deep breath, I pushed inside.
 
   I was just in time to catch a glimpse of the dark-haired Prince retreating up the staircase to the rooms above the tavern.
 
   I slipped into the room and tried to make my way to the staircase.
 
   “Can I buy ye a drink?” a man asked, his arm slipping around my waist.
 
   “No, thank you,” I said politely but firmly.
 
   I twisted away from his drunken embrace and found myself face-to-face with a serving maid. 
 
   She had a platter of drinks in one hand and a bowl of stew in the other. “Can I help yeh?” she asked breathlessly.
 
   “I’m here to visit a friend,” I lied.
 
   She gave a brisk nod and returned to serving drinks.
 
   I made it to the staircase and crept upstairs, trying not to draw any unwanted attention. On the second floor, I found four doors.
 
   A knock on the first revealed a woman with three squalling babes—well, now they were squalling because I’d just woken them with my knocking. I could only apologize and leave her to caring for them.
 
   The second door was answered by a young lad and his sister who were waiting for their parents to return.
 
   The third revealed a beautiful young woman, her hair a fiery color that put the red-haired Prince’s dyed locks to shame, and violet eyes.
 
   The fourth room was empty, save for a high stack of crates. I checked what was inside, just to be sure, but it was only extra supplies for the tavern’s meals—hard cheeses, dried meat, and so on. I searched the room high and low, but there was no sign of the dark-haired Prince, nor any indication that anyone had even been in the room within the last month.
 
   Puzzled, I withdrew. I questioned each person I’d found on the floor, but none had seen the dark-haired Prince.
 
   At least that itself was a clue. There was something strange about that Prince. He was the only one who seemed uninterested in the Princess, yet when the others had flirted with me, he’d taken offense. He’d not said where he’d come from, which was all the stranger when most Princes were puffed up to overflowing with pride for their homelands. And he’d barely even spared a glance for me, which in itself was unusual—and not at all unwelcome.
 
   I left the tavern unsettled, feeling like I’d let him slip right between my fingers… yet I was sure that when the riddle was unraveled, this would have something to do with him. That, at least, was a start.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5: The Dancing Girl – Rose Red
 
    
 
   Morning was already dawning when we arrived back at the castle. We’d intended to stay the night and enjoy Prince Phillip’s castle. Of course, given that I may have burned a portion of it to the ground, Delilah and I had made the decision to ride through the night. 
 
   I was dreading meeting with Snow. I had some naive hope that I’d be able to creep into my chambers and get a few precious hours of sleep before the ordeal would begin, but of course Snow—ever a morning person—was waiting for us over pastries in the sitting room of our chambers.
 
   Delilah had agreed to go with me, and I fully intended to use her as a shield whenever the opportunity presented itself. Surely Snow wouldn’t scold me too harshly in front of our kind host, I thought.
 
   “Why are you back so soon? How did it go?” Snow asked, looking concerned as she pushed a glass of juice and a chocolate-filled pastry into my hands.
 
   I searched for the right word. “Well. It went… well,” I said finally.
 
   Delilah stared at me with huge eyes. “You burned down their castle.”
 
   “You burned down a castle?” Snow cried.
 
   I winced, retracting every kind thought I’d ever had about Delilah and regretting bringing her along. “Can you really burn down a castle? I mean, stones can’t burn, exactly… and most of it was standing when we left.”
 
   “Fled,” Delilah corrected.
 
   “Rose!”
 
   “No one died,” I pointed out crossly. “And I think we can all say that we got a good deal of information out of our dear Prince Phillip and his wretched mother. So. It went well.”
 
   The two of them only stared at me, und under their gaze, I shrank a little.
 
   “I’m not saying it couldn’t have gone better,” I whispered. “It’s just, I mean, I did the best I could.”
 
   “It wasn’t your fault,” Delilah said. “I only meant that it had gone awry. Truthfully, if the Queen had nothing to hide, she never would have reacted so poorly when your true mission was revealed.”
 
   “What did she do to Rose?” Snow demanded, at once the protective older sister, my sins forgotten if not forgiven.
 
   “She didn’t do anything—she tried to have us all seized. But when the fighting began, well, Rose stepped in and… ah, ended it.”
 
   “The only way that Rose knows how, I’m sure,” Snow supplied.
 
   I put my hands on my hips. “Enough of my story. What have you uncovered, sweet sister? Was your night productive?”
 
   “It certainly wasn’t as interesting as yours. I watched the Princes in their attempts, and I think we’ve got a suspect. A dark-haired Prince, more mysterious than the others—no one seemed to know anything about him.”
 
   Delilah frowned. “That shouldn’t be. All of the Princes are required to give all sorts of information, and you can never keep the castle staff from learning it.”
 
   “No one knew of this one,” Snow insisted. “And I followed him after the feast. He went to a tavern on the other side of the city—The Laughing Lass,” Snow said. “But then…”
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   “He disappeared.”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. “You mean, he has magic?”
 
   “No. Well, maybe. All I know is that one moment he was going up the stairs… the next…” Snow shook her head, clearly aggravated by this. “I searched every room up there. No trace of him, and no one had seen him.”
 
   “They might be lying,” I pointed out.
 
   “It’s possible,” Snow allowed. “But why? I only wanted to talk with him.”
 
   “Maybe they were suspicious of a beautiful girl, turning up to ask questions? Maybe they know he’s in some sort of trouble. At the very least, this gives us a place to start.”
 
   “There’s something more… the Tiger’s Eye. I broke it.” Snow sadly held out the pieces.
 
   Delilah looked it over. “I may know a jeweler who can repair it. I can’t say that he’ll make it like new, but perhaps some mending can be done.”
 
   “That would be very helpful,” Snow said gratefully. “Does he know how to work with bespelled gems?”
 
   “Of course. Here, let me see to it.”
 
   I stifled a yawn, and for the first time, a trace of sympathy crossed Snow’s face.
 
   “You must be exhausted, both of you,” she said.
 
   I could only nod.
 
   “Sleep now. We’ll pick up the trail after you’ve rested. Besides, going out tonight seems like the next logical step. We are, after all, going to a tavern.”
 
    
 
   I was so delighted at the idea of going to a tavern that I nearly had the energy to stay awake. Instead, I collapsed at the foot of Snow’s bed in an unruly heap and floated off to sleep. I woke to moonlight streaming through the window.
 
   I sat up to find bread, cheese, and water beside me. I found that I was both thirsty and starving. I drained the cup of water in a few gulps and then set to work on the food as I looked around the room for Snow.
 
   She came in through the door that joined our two rooms.
 
   “What were you doing in my room?” I asked, even though the designation was purely arbitrary given that we were both only using Snow’s bed for sleeping.
 
   “I didn’t want to wake you while I prepared,” she said, with a gesture to what she was wearing.
 
   “Dressing the part tonight?” I asked.
 
   Snow was wearing black leggings with knee-high black boots. A dark blue tunic kept the ensemble from looking entirely ridiculous, but her hair was pulled back into a braid and she wore a black cloak.
 
   “Well, I wanted to blend in.”
 
   “With what? Coal?” I snorted. “Snow, no one dresses like that.”
 
   “It’s too much, then?”
 
   I slid off the bed and together we assembled some street-wear that wouldn’t stand out. We both wore dark colors, but I kept on a gown—albeit one of rough spun instead of the luxurious fabrics they’d given us at the castle. We both went strapped with daggers concealed along our wrists, though to what end, I wasn’t sure, given that we both had magic that we were far more trained to use. As far as Snow was concerned, it never hurt to be prepared.
 
    
 
   “Don’t touch anything,” Snow said.
 
   “Of course. I’m not a child.” I was beginning to feel that the incident with Prince Stephan was going to set me even further back in my battle to convince Snow I was an adult.
 
   “Don’t talk to anyone,” she continued, as though she hadn’t heard me. “Don’t even look at anyone. And try, if you can, not to burn this tavern down to the ground.”
 
   I opened my mouth to argue with her for treating me so, but then Snow pushed the tavern door open, and all thoughts of protest flew from my head.
 
   The people! The sounds! The smells! It all hit me at once. The crush of bodies, and none of them the townsfolk I’d grown up knowing my whole life. Men and women crashed together, jostling, laughing, elbowing, and grumbling. There was music pounding through the air, a drum and a tambourine beating out a rhythm while a woman’s voice cut high, clear notes. The dinner of the night, a thick, garlicky meat stew sent a rich aroma into the air, decently covering the smell of the packed bodies.
 
   I saw Snow take a deep breath, steeling herself, and then she plunged into the crowd, her hand latched fast to mine, pulling me after her.
 
   She navigated through the people, calmly tapping a shoulder or asking pardon with a smile to make a path. We finally found space at a crowded bench in the back corner of a room. We squeezed in between the wall and a group of bearded men. They were spilling their stew and taking long drinks from a series of mugs. I eyed the cups.
 
   “And don’t drink anything,” Snow hissed in my ear.
 
   “Aw, let the girl drink,” one of the men slurred at Snow. He gave me an exaggerated wink and shoved the mug towards me.
 
   It wasn’t often that I disobeyed Snow, but every now and then I couldn’t resist. I picked up the mug and ignored the freezing look that Snow shot me.
 
   Yet when I tipped the ale towards my waiting mouth, nothing came. I looked into the cup and saw that it was frozen solid. I sighed. So Snow’s look hadn’t been for me, after all.
 
   As always, Snow had the grace to avoid smirking as I set the cup down, defeated.
 
   I was looking forward to how she’d explain this feat to the man when he took back his cup, but at that moment, a great roar went up throughout the room, and all eyes turned to the little wooden stage built into the wall.
 
   The performers had turned their attention to the side of the stage. The drummer beat a staccato pulse and the tambourine jangled at a frantic pace as the girl took the stage.
 
   With long, fire-red hair, pale skin, and violet eyes, the girl would have been striking standing in the street, much less taking the center stage in a fitted, elegant amber gown. Coins were sewn into the hem of her dress and the edges of her sleeves, so her every move created a cascade of chimes. Her skin was flawless, tanned a perfect golden hue. Around her neck hung a golden necklace adorned with sapphires.
 
   From the cheer that went up in the crowd, it was clear that this girl, and not the garlic stew, was why they’d come to this particular establishment.
 
   “Briar! The Dancing Girl!” one of the musicians announced.
 
   “She’s one of the renters,” Snow whispered to me. “I saw her yesterday, when I went upstairs searching for the dark-haired Prince.”
 
   “Must be convenient to live where you work.”
 
   “Shall I dance?” The girl cast the crowd a charming smile—not a dazzling, flashy affair, but an intimate look, like she was sharing a mischievous secret with all of us.
 
   The crowd roared.
 
   And then the music began. With a snap, she spun to the right, her hands arcing around her, the little coins keeping beat to her movements. Then she spun back in the opposite direction. The music began whirling at a frantic pace, and so did she. The audience whooped as she twisted and twirled.
 
   Then she began to leap and turn—jumps, kicks, and tumbles—an acrobatic combination that could have been combat if she’d been sparring against an opponent. From behind her back, she pried two sticks off of her costume. For a moment, I thought they were weaponry, but she unfurled them with a graceful flick of her wrists to show two ornate ebony fans.
 
   She flipped them through the air, tossing them high and catching them without looking—behind her back, in her teeth, with her toes!
 
   Snow turned to me. “What do you think? She seems normal enough.”
 
   I looked around the room, taking in the scene. The men couldn’t take their eyes off of her. I elbowed my sister. “She’s beautiful,” I said. “As beautiful as you are, Snow.”
 
   Snow glanced at her again. “Yes, she’s lovely. But that’s hardly a crime.”
 
   “I said she’s as beautiful as you.”
 
   Snow didn’t even look my way. “You’re forever comparing people, Rose. Do you think it matters how lovely she is? It doesn’t make me any less beautiful that she’s in the world.”
 
   “No, that’s not how I mean it. Snow!” I stomped my foot down, and she turned to me with an exasperated sigh. “What I mean is no one is as beautiful as you are. The last person I saw who could compare to your beauty was a monster in disguise.”
 
   Snow frowned thoughtfully, finally turning back to regard the girl with new perspective.
 
   “You think it’s magic,” Snow said at last.
 
   “At the very least, it’s worth investigating. Didn’t you say she was renting one of the rooms above the tavern?”
 
   “Yes.” Snow drummed her fingers against the table. “She could very well know something about the dark-haired Prince.”
 
   “Maybe she was harboring him in her room.”
 
   “That’s a bit of a leap,” Snow said.
 
   I shrugged. “We’re investigating rogue magic. She very well might be enchanted to look beautiful. It may be a leap, but nothing’s out of the question right now.”
 
   “There’s something bothering me about her necklace,” Snow muttered thoughtfully.
 
   “What? It’s obviously a fake. No dancer could afford finery like that.”
 
   “Maybe. But it seems familiar.”
 
    I was slower than Snow to place it, but when I finally did realize that I’d seen the necklace’s likeness before, we exchanged a glance. It was the very same one from the portrait of the Princess that hung in the throne room.
 
   “Then they’re both involved,” I proposed. “It must be so. There’s too much here for it to be smoke with no fire.”
 
   “So what shall we do? We can’t very well confront her with questions about the dark-haired Prince. I hardly think she’d give him up now if she was willing to hide him last night.”
 
   The dancing girl spun and spun, the fans flashing around her in elegant arcs. The music began to crescendo, the beat quickening until it finally gave way to the last notes of the performance. Briar executed one final tumble and landed in a dramatic pose with the fans held high in the air. The applause shook the room.
 
   It was still ringing in my ears when she dashed off stage. I watched her go, thinking.
 
   “Well,” I said finally, “we do have some experience with traps.”
 
   I thought my sister might object, but instead she nodded slowly, thinking it over.
 
   “Yes,” Snow agreed finally. “We do.”
 
    
 
   When the dancing girl came back onstage for her encore, Snow and I snuck up the stairs to the rooms. No one paid us any mind—all eyes were on Briar.
 
   Snow remembered which room was Briar’s. I pulled a lock pick from my pocket and set to work. Snow had scoffed when I’d chosen this skill to learn during our training, but I’d know that it might come in handy.
 
   The door sprang open easily, and Snow and I would have made a quick search of the room, but we could already hear footsteps thundering up the stairs behind us. We fled to the closet, hiding as best we could.
 
   Voices floated up the stairs, harsh and angry.
 
   “You’re meant to watch the place!”
 
   “It ain’t my job to be yer blasted guard dog!”
 
   “Then what am I paying you for?”
 
   “Yeh don’t pay me at all!”
 
   “You take it out of my wages, that’s the same as paying you. Never mind, out of my way! I’ll handle this myself!”
 
   The closet door was open just a crack, but it was enough for me to see out of. Briar burst into the room and slammed the door shut behind her. She glanced about and would have spotted us anyway, so Snow and I pushed forward, Snow with her dagger out.
 
   “Halt where you are!” Snow said.
 
   Briar gave us a confused look, then she seemed to decide on fleeing. She made for the window, but Snow snapped her fingers and ice materialized from the moisture in the air, swirling and coalescing into blocks of frost around Briar’s feet, freezing her to the floor.
 
   She held up her hand, and a cascade of knives flew at Snow’s face.
 
   I shrieked as Snow threw up her hands. The knives sank deep into her forearms and chest. Her eyes wide, her fingers went to the blades.
 
   “No, Snow, don’t move them!”
 
   “I’m not… they’re not… I’m fine Rose,” she stammered.
 
   As I watched, the weapons faded to nothing.
 
   We turned back to the girl. She looked up above us. We both turned our eyes there, just in time to see a shadowy beast rip through the roofing. It reached down for us, maw gaping open and claws extended.
 
   I screamed again, but Snow closed her eyes and swept her hand at it. I watched as her fingers passed right through its teeth.
 
   “It’s an illusion,” Snow said, her voice the very definition of calm, but her hands were shaking.
 
   “The girl,” I said, turning back to Briar.
 
   She’d made some progress chipping away the frost, but Snow’s magic had held, even with all of the distractions.
 
   “What are you?” the dancing girl demanded.
 
   “We’re mages,” Snow said. “At least that’s the short answer to it. And so, it would seem, are you, if these illusions you’ve been throwing at us are any indication.”
 
   “Mage.” She tried out the word and didn’t seem to like it. “I’ve never been called that. But then again, I guess I’ve never met anyone like the two of you.”
 
   She seemed to give up on freeing herself. Instead she sat down in a pile of skirts and folded her hands over her knees. “So. Are you going to tell me why you’ve decided to detain me?”
 
   “We’re investigating what happened with the Princess.”
 
   “The sleeping beauty, as they call her?” Briar asked with a laugh. “What have I to do with a Princess so grand?”
 
   “We followed a Prince here. One with dark hair.”
 
   “And you suspect him of foul play?”
 
   “We want to ask him some questions. But I must admit that something seems amiss with you,” Snow said. She pointed to the jeweled necklace. “I can’t imagine you’ve paid for that on a dancer’s wages.”
 
   “This? A pretty fake. All glass.”
 
   When she held it up, it did seem to sparkle less. I would have believed her, but Snow took it from her hand.
 
   “A test, then?”
 
   Snow brought up the hilt of her dagger and slammed it into one of the gems.
 
   I gave a little cry as the gem shattered into tiny pieces. “Snow, you’ve ruined it!”
 
   “Have I?” Snow asked. She tapped on the empty space, and though my eyes told me there was nothing there, I heard the clink of her nail against a gem. “You can drop the act. We know this necklace belongs to the Princess. You were bold to wear it.”
 
   “You’d be surprised. You’re the first to place it,” Briar said, and the necklace regained its former glory as the fragments faded. She folded her arms across her chest, a petulant expression coming across her pretty face. “I guess you’re not one to be easily fooled by appearances. I won’t underestimate you again.”
 
   “We needn’t be enemies,” I said. “We’ve no quarrel with you.”
 
   “And I’ve no quarrel with you,” she said.
 
   There was a sound by the window—like a footstep, though no one was there. But no, there was something shifting in the light. Shadows, a dark form.
 
   “Red, the window!” Snow snapped.
 
   When my sister calls me by my middle name, I obey without question.
 
   I threw my hand up and fire—true fire—blazed to life along the window frame. There was a startled yelp and the image of Briar on the floor in front of us disappeared in a blink—it was only then I realized that at some point, she’d created an illusion to keep us occupied while she tried to make her escape. But standing at the window where Briar would have been was a girl dressed in Briar’s clothes, but her hair was a golden blonde and her face…
 
   Snow and I gasped. 
 
   Standing in front of us, her burned hand pulled back in pain from the fire window, was the Princess.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 6: The Truth – Rose Red
 
    
 
   We gathered around a little table in the corner of the room that Briar—or I suppose, the Princess—rented. Snow, who would not be delayed, had sent a messenger to the castle asking for horses and a guard to escort us back. In the meantime, the Princess had called up for drinks. She begged for a chance to explain herself before we brought her in.
 
   And so we all sat holding our mugs, waiting for her to begin.
 
   She stared into her cup for a long time, and I could tell Snow was getting impatient.
 
   Usually I’m the one who can’t wait for anything, but in this case, Snow seemed overly irritated by the Princess’s delays.
 
   “Um, your majesty?” I asked. “Would you care to begin?”
 
   “I suppose I can’t put off explaining any longer, can I? I keep hoping the earth will open up and swallow me… I could make you see that, if I wanted. But it wouldn’t be true.”
 
   “And it would certainly win you no favors with us,” Snow snapped.
 
   “And what’s the point of it, in the end? Now that you know, it’s all over. The guards will be here soon…”
 
   “Please, Princess. You said you wanted to explain it properly to us.”
 
   “You can call me Briar.”
 
   “Princess Briar, then.”
 
   “Just Briar. Oh, never mind. Any name will do. Very well, the tale. My parents struggled to have a child. They enlisted the help of fairies. I was born to magic, and on my naming day, they invited every fairy to come and give me a gift. Beauty, grace, music—they layered on spell after spell, and it became more than just magic. It was me. And they did their work well, though I suppose anyone would have wanted to marry the Princess of the City of Gold. At any rate, Princes flocked to our doors.”
 
   “How terrible,” I couldn’t help saying.
 
   “It was. In its way. The marriage contract was signed the day I turned fourteen,” the Princess said, a bitter note overcoming her sweet voice. “A marriage to a Prince I’d never met. A man I did not love. A marriage to a stranger.”
 
   Now I felt a pang of pity and looked to Snow, but she was scowling.
 
   “Poor Princess,” Snow said coldly. 
 
   A haughty look came over Aurora. “I wouldn’t expect you to understand,” she quipped, “but life is a bit different when you can’t just tumble in the hay with every lad who strikes your fancy.”
 
   Snow only gave the Princess her sweetest smile. Of course she had the grace to avoid taking Aurora’s bait. “And I wouldn’t expect you to understand that life is a bit different when you’ve spent a night hungry. You’d find that men are the very least of your concern.”
 
   “Yes. Well, we all have our burdens to bear. I never asked for this to happen. But when the time came for me to marry… for me to be sold off, as I saw it, for the kingdom… I knew I wasn’t ready. When I met Prince Phillip, I knew I could never love him. I could not give myself to him. And then… the night before the wedding, I couldn’t sleep.” Aurora looked down, toying with her fingers. “I had one thought that I kept turning over in my mind. What would happen if I never woke up?”
 
   “And then?” Snow prompted.
 
   “It was past midnight when I stood to pace… And when I looked back, I saw myself, still sleeping. At first I didn’t believe it, but after a moment, I saw the image waver and fade. I realized that it was me—I’d done it. Can you imagine? I’d never done magic before, never seen anything like it. I would’ve thought it’d be hard. That it would maybe take some concentration or training…”
 
   I bit my lip in an attempt to keep my irritation from showing. Snow had her powers well in hand. Apparently the Princess could do magic almost literally in her sleep. Was I the only one who struggled?
 
   Aurora’s hands curled into fists. “Anyway, it was so easy, I’d managed it without even realizing it. It took a couple tries, but after an hour I could keep up the image without even a second thought.”
 
   “I pinched you. The sleeping image.” Snow shook her head. “I heard it breathe. Your other illusions don’t compare.”
 
   “I don’t know if it’s because I was desperate or because I had so much fairy magic coursing though me, but that illusion sprang to life all on its own, wholly formed. My other illusions take time to make them fool more than just the eyes. But tricking the eyes… that’s easy. I can do that as easy as breathing.”
 
   Aurora opened her hand and butterflies spun off of her fingertips, their wings sparking with light. 
 
   It was beautiful, and I caught my breath for a second.
 
   “And so you left,” Snow interrupted.
 
   Aurora curled her hand again and they blinked out of existence.
 
   “I left.” She pursed her lips. “You may blame me, if you like. Call me a coward for deserting my duty and my kingdom. Believe me, there’s not a word you can throw at me that I haven’t already hurled at myself.”
 
   “Spare us your self-loathing,” Snow said. “We’re not here to judge you. And we’re not some of your loyal subjects here to throw ourselves at your feet and beg you to return for the sake of the kingdom.”
 
   For the first time, Aurora looked confused. “Then why are you here?”
 
   “We were called in from the Vale,” Snow said, and I could see Aurora pale at the mention of our new home. “The King and Queen have been concerned that evil magic was at work on their daughter. I’ve seen the Queen—your mother—weeping for her daughter who will not wake. They mourn as if you are dead.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to worry them,” Aurora said, and I was struck by how genuine her remorse seemed. “I mean, of course I saw that they were upset, but you have to understand that they were ready to sell me off for an army. They should have listened to me! They should have let me wait…”
 
   “And now you’ve made them wait. And weep. And your land faces ruin because the heir refuses to make a match. Would you watch the entire City ravaged before you see past your own desires?”
 
   “I thought it was the perfect answer,” she said. “Living sleep—I couldn’t wed, but I also couldn’t be replaced. There could be no insult to Prince Phillip, no new marriage to be struck. Not until I woke.”
 
   “You surely couldn’t have expected things to continue as they had forever,” Snow shot back.
 
   “I hadn’t realized the situation was so dire. I had heard rumors… that’s why I had to see it for myself.” She shook her head, cutting off that thought. “I didn’t intend for this to go so far. I’d always thought to return, but I didn’t know how. So I lingered, thinking always that I needed to discern a way back…”
 
   “But then it was one more day, and then another, and why go back when you could just stay away and live as you please? Dancing for coppers without a thought about tomorrow or those you’d left behind, snickering while your parents cast about searching for any who could promise hope.”
 
   “Now I understand why you despise me,” Aurora said, sinking into the chair by the window.
 
   “We don’t despise you,” I said quickly, before Snow could confirm it. “We wanted answers, and we found them. All the better that no evil has been done.”
 
   Snow’s look clearly said that she thought otherwise, but I thought it best to keep moving forward.
 
   “So, it’s time to return now,” I said, adding, “your highness.”
 
   “Yes,” she said, rising. “I suppose it’s time to face the mess I’ve made.”
 
   Snow glanced out the window. “The guards should have been here by now.”
 
   “Perhaps something delayed them?” I hazarded a glance at Aurora.
 
   She raised her hands innocently. “If something delayed them, it wasn’t me. Of all my faults, you can’t accuse me of not knowing when I’m beaten.”
 
   “Then let’s go without the guard,” Snow said, though she seemed to be looking about for something to bind Aurora, for first she held up a scarf and then a length of rope.
 
   “Do you mean to drag me back bound?” Aurora looked aghast. “I can’t imagine you’ve ever had to concern yourself with propriety, but let me be the first to tell you that it would hardly be proper.”
 
   “It seems like the occasion calls for it.”
 
   Aurora stood, putting the table between herself and Snow. “It would be a disgrace to the entire kingdom!”
 
   “Then magic the rope to look like daisies for all I care,” Snow said. “You’re the one who cares about appearances.”
 
   “You wanted me to go back to the castle, and I’m going!” the Princess said. “If you let me go without binding me, I’ll forget all about the little incident where you almost set me on fire.”
 
   I winced.
 
   “Snow, she has a point,” I began.
 
   With one last look out the window for the guards, Snow shook her head. “No guards means we tie her up.”
 
   The Princess bolted for the door. We followed at a run. She had only made it halfway down the stairs when she suddenly froze, a stricken look coming over her face. She drew a sharp breath that turned to a strangled cry. Her hand went to her heart, and she collapsed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7: The Mystery – Aurora
 
    
 
   The power to create illusions had always come to me as natural as breathing. I’d never known a minute without it till it was stripped away from me. It felt like something had been cut out of my heart, my soul, and ripped away. The pain had been intense, but on waking, the absence of my power was worse—like looking into a dizzying cavern from a great height.
 
   “I told you it wasn’t a trick,” a voice hissed.
 
   “Very well. It’s better to be safe than sorry.”
 
   “There’s still no sign of the guards. If we’re going to be stuck here, we may as well keep our strength up.”
 
   “Rose, can you honestly think of food at a time like this?”
 
   “We may as well! I’ll watch her. Go fetch supper.”
 
   I heard the door open and close. I stirred and found that I was bound to the bed, my right hand knotted to the banister.
 
   “You’re awake!” a voice said.
 
   I knew I would only get out of this with my dignity if I could play the Princess card. I cleared my throat, but my tongue felt thick. “Whaaa—?” I tried to demand it imperially, but the results were far from satisfactory.
 
   “Have some water,” the younger girl said, pressing a cup to my lips.
 
   I obeyed, letting some of the water tip down my throat while I got my bearings in this new way of living without my magic.
 
   For a moment, I felt weak and disoriented.
 
   Then all I felt was rage.
 
   I knocked the cup away with my free hand, ignoring the girl’s scowl as she dodged back to avoid getting splashed. The older one waved her hand, and the water that was falling towards her arched back into the cup.
 
   “My power. Who did this?” I demanded. “Did you have a hand in it? Who are you people?”
 
   “It obviously wasn’t us. My name is Rose, and my sister is Snow White,” the girl said. “And for all your fussing, you might try being grateful. We scraped you up off the floor. Half the tavern would be walking over you—or worse—if we hadn’t been there.”
 
   “If you hadn’t been there, I wouldn’t have been trying to escape from my own room.”
 
   Before I could make a snide reply, Snow cleared her throat meaningfully.
 
   We both turned to her. I couldn’t help feeling a twinge of envy when I saw her. She was beautiful in all the ways that my false face had been, and all of that without even trying.
 
   The older sister crossed her arms over her chest. “There’s something you need to know. I just went down to get our dinner, and it’s all anyone can talk about.”
 
   “What? Some tavern gossip? Did Clary finally land the baker?” I said with a harsh laugh.
 
   “I think you’ll want to hear this. It’s the Princess,” Snow said, raising one of her perfect eyebrows at me. “She woke up.”
 
    
 
   I spent the first fifteen minutes insisting that it was impossible—that Snow had heard wrong, that it was a hoax. But even I had to see that there must have been a reason that the guards didn’t come running when the girls from the Vale snapped their fingers. There was only one occasion that would call for that, and it was the long-awaited waking of the Princess Aurora.
 
   When I finally did believe it, I couldn’t stop laughing.
 
   “Is something wrong with her?” Rose asked Snow.
 
   Snow squinted at me. “Almost certainly.”
 
   “Are you two always so serious?” I demanded. “Isn’t this wonderful news? It’s the answer to my prayers, really. Do you know how long I’ve wished that the princess could just wake, and I stay out here to live and frolic?”
 
   Snow walked over to me with a calmness that belied the well-placed slap she delivered to my cheek.
 
   No one had ever struck me. I crumpled to the floor, a little whimper escaping me.
 
   “Snow!” Rose ran forward and pulled her sister back.
 
   “I barely touched her. She wouldn’t last five minutes without her magic or her title outside of this city,” Snow said.
 
   I was on my feet again, and I lashed out, trying to strike her in return.
 
   But apparently Snow White had spent her years on more than just admiring her own pretty face. She dodged my blow and caught my wrist, twisting it behind my back at a sharp angle.
 
   “Have you given no thought to what this means?” Snow said in my ear. “Someone woke up, Princess, and it wasn’t you. Aren’t you the least bit worried about who’s now wearing your face?”
 
   “Well, when you put it that way, it does carry more urgency,” I allowed.
 
   “Let me explain it to you,” Snow said.
 
   “That would be more useful than striking me, yes.”
 
   “Someone has a plot to impersonate the Princess of the City of Gold. They hear that the King and Queen have sent for Mages from the Vale—and before you ask, I know that at least some people are aware because my dear sister near burned down a castle last night—so they decide that now is the perfect time to spring the trap, before these Mages can uncover the truth.”
 
   “So what do we do?”
 
   “First,” Snow said, “we have to make them think that they’ve won.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8: The Trick – Snow White
 
    
 
   I had no great love for this Princess Aurora, but we’d been called upon to do a job, and I intended to see it through. Even if she didn’t care for her Kingdom, it was clear that her parents did—and that they would need us to counter whatever evil was mounting.
 
   I convinced the Princess to remain at the Laughing Lass while Rose and I investigated.
 
   Before we headed back to the castle, I stopped at a messenger service and sent word back to the Vale.
 
   Rose was against it, of course.
 
   “We can handle it. They sent us to handle it,” she protested.
 
   “They sent us to examine a sleeping lass, not untangle a royal conspiracy,” I hissed at her. “The problem has changed. At the very least we owe them an explanation.”
 
   Rose made a face. “If they deem us failures here, it’ll be ages before we get another mission.”
 
   “If we don’t summon help and this situation goes out of control, we’ll never be allowed to leave the Vale again,” I pointed out. “Or would you rather wait to call for backup until you’ve burnt down another castle.”
 
   Rose crossed her arms. “You really aren’t ever going to let me forget that, are you?”
 
   I raised an eyebrow. “Rose, it happened yesterday.”
 
   “I give up.” Rose threw her hands in the air. “Send your plea for help. But remember that I objected to this.”
 
   “Noted.”
 
   It shouldn’t have been a long journey back to the castle, but it seemed that the entire city was gathered out at the castle gates to pay homage to the newly awakened Princess.
 
   “Make way, make way!” Rose called, as sternly as if she were an official crier. “Make way for the Mage Snow White! And her astounding assistant, Rose Red!”
 
   The crowd parted reluctantly.
 
   “You’re my assistant? Such humility,” I teased her.
 
   “Well, it doesn’t quite sound right if you’re mostly announcing yourself,” she said with a shrug.
 
   The guards, recognizing us, let us through. We made our way quickly to the throne room.
 
   It was chaos. Princes and courtiers crowded the space, all vying for a glimpse of the Princess. The King and Queen were doing little to restore order. To be fair, they believed that they’d just gotten their daughter back from eternal slumber, so it stood to reason that they’d be distracted.
 
   Rose snorted. “We can’t see anything back here.”
 
   I stood on my tiptoes, which made me almost a foot taller than Rose. “I can make it out. The Princess is seated on the throne, and the King and Queen are fluttering about her.”
 
   “We’re going to have to get their attention,” Rose said. Her hands spread in front of her, sparks and little licks of flames jumping between her fingers.
 
   I put my hands over hers before she could ignite the entire room. “Let’s play at being invisible,” I said, naming a childhood game Rose had always been fond of.
 
   Luckily, Rose understood at once. The flames disappeared, and she drew up the hood of her cloak. “Very well, then.”
 
   I drew up my hood as well, and we made our way to the edge of the room. Everyone was crowding forward, so it was easy to slip along the wall, picking up bits of conversation as we went.
 
   “…can you imagine? After all this time, it was Prince Phillip after all.”
 
   “Could’ve saved us all a lot of trouble if he’d just applied himself to begin with. Can’t imagine why he didn’t try sooner, the girl being his intended and all.”
 
   “Isn’t it romantic?” one woman said, her hand going to her heart. “Can you imagine that after all of those spells and songs and rituals, what finally woke the sweet Princess was nothing more than true love’s first kiss?”
 
   Rose nearly spoiled our eavesdropping by laughing out loud.
 
   I elbowed her, and she bit her lip.
 
   “I’m sorry, but true love’s first kiss? Whoever heard of that breaking a spell?”
 
   “You have to admit that it makes a pretty story,” I whispered back. “And after all, isn’t that what these people are wanting? A pretty story with a happily ever after at the end?”
 
   “Happily ever after doesn’t come so cheaply,” Rose said. “You and I know better than that.”
 
   “Given what we know, I think we’re closer to a somewhat bleaker ending, unless you and I are able to figure out what’s going on here.”
 
   By that point, we’d made our way near the throne. In addition to the Princess, King, and Queen occupying the dais, there was a young man in a crown who looked somewhat dazed as he looked out over the crowd.
 
   Rose made a little squeaking sound. “That would be Prince Phillip… and beside him, his mother, the Queen of Hartland.”
 
   “And you recognize them because you burned down their castle,” I said.
 
   “I still maintain that’s an exaggeration, but yes, something to that effect…”
 
   “You spoke favorably of Prince Phillip.”
 
   “Yes. He seemed a decent fellow. His mother, on the other hand…”
 
   I nodded, cutting off any of Rose’s kind words. “I can tell,” I said.
 
   The woman was perched at the side of the dais on an overstuffed chair, her hand clutching the Prince’s shoulder.
 
   All at once, there was a commotion at the back of the room. A trumpeter played a fanfare, and we all turned.
 
   There, standing at the back and looking disheveled, was Delilah. She wore a richly-adorned purple gown, but her hair was coming loose from its braid.
 
   “Now that I have your attention, I regretfully must clear the throne room,” she announced.
 
   There was an uproar from the crowd, but Delilah held up her hand with an expression that brooked no disagreement. “The guards will be happy to assist any who need help finding the appropriate exits.”
 
   That got the room moving. Princes and courtiers alike began filing out, grumbling as they went.
 
   When the room had cleared enough, we made our way to the dais. 
 
   The King and Queen didn’t spare us a look until Rose cleared her throat—loudly.
 
   “Snow White. Rose Red,” the Queen said, turning an ecstatic smile on us. Her eyes glowed with the joy of a mother who has found her long-lost daughter, and it made her more beautiful than words. “Isn’t it marvelous?”
 
   “It’s too bad you weren’t the ones to crack the case,” the King said, casting a glance at Prince Phillip. The Prince seemed not to notice, but I saw his mother scowling. “All the same, we do greatly appreciate you coming all this way from the Vale.”
 
   “From the Vale? Ha! I knew it. That one attacked my guards and set fire to my castle!”
 
   Rose winced and turned to face the Queen of Hartland. I didn’t need to prompt Rose. At least here, she knew her part.
 
   Bowing low, she said, “Please let me beg my humblest apologies, your royal highness. It was a grave mistake. My powers sometimes get away from me.”
 
   “Please, mother. Forgive them. For my sake,” Prince Philip said. “Today is about Aurora.”
 
   “Of course,” the Queen of Hartland said, though by all accounts, she looked ready to murder Rose. “The little mageling may have my forgiveness.”
 
   Rose and I didn’t need to confer with each other. Perhaps the answer was obvious, or perhaps we’ve been together too long to not know what the other is thinking. This moment clearly wasn’t the time to cause a fuss. We both curtsied low.
 
   “And now that that is settled, you two must stay and be guests at the wedding.”
 
   “You are too kind, your majesty,” I murmured, my head tipped down.
 
   “The wedding?” It was Delilah who spoke, her voice strained. “When will this wedding be?”
 
   “Immediately.” It was Phillip’s mother who spoke. “You’ve delayed this marriage long enough. And sending your envoy to nearly burn our castle to cinders…”
 
   “You must forgive us,” Aurora’s mother said. “You know of our troubles. And I promise, we never knew there would be trouble with the group Delilah took to your castle. Please, let this be a happy day.”
 
   And then Aurora spoke—well, the fake Aurora that had been somehow conjured. “The Queen of Hartland is right,” she said, her gaze still far-off and dreamy. “The wedding must be at once. I won’t stand any delays.”
 
   “Of course, darling. Of course!” the King agreed.
 
   Delilah spoke. “We’ll need but a few weeks to make the arrangements… we’ll need to order you a new wedding gown. The cook will need to prepare a feast, with a wedding cake that knows no match…”
 
   “No, it must be tomorrow.”
 
   I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but Delilah went even paler. “Aurora…”
 
   “Forgive me, Delilah, dearest. I am still half-believing that this is but another dream and I’ll find myself trapped in a new nightmare when the walls melt and your sweet faces turn to stone.” She reached out a hand, but Delilah was frozen. “Indulge me, dearest Delilah. Now, may I eat? I’m famished.”
 
   “Of course. Of course!” The King bustled off to procure servants to bring food.
 
   “Delilah, would you begin making the arrangements?” the Queen asked. “And leave us some time with our dear daughter. Please, all of you.”
 
   “Yes. At once, your majesty,” Delilah said.
 
   And with that, we followed her out.
 
    
 
   Delilah was in a talkative mood—or else she didn’t notice that Rose and I strode beside her as she muttered to herself.
 
   “A wedding tomorrow! Madness. Where will I find a gown fine enough? Perhaps the old one can be trimmed anew… made to fit her… or is that improper? I suppose it’s well enough since the groom is the same, and fashions haven’t changed all that much. But really, tomorrow! It’s all happening so fast, isn’t it?”
 
   I took Delilah’s hand, and she jumped, startled.
 
   “Delilah. Are you well?”
 
   She trembled. “I didn’t think this would happen. At least not this quickly. I… I don’t know what I thought would happen.”
 
   “I hate to ask this at such a time, but do you remember the Tiger’s Eye gem that you took to be repaired?”
 
   “Yes, of course. It was repaired just an hour ago. You can find it in your room. Though I suppose you have no need of it now. Right?”
 
   “Of course,” I lied. “I merely need it before we return to the Vale, and though the King and Queen have been so kind as to invite us to stay for the wedding, we must depart directly after.”
 
   “Of course,” she echoed.
 
   “Is something wrong, Delilah?” Rose hazarded.
 
   Delilah shook her head fiercely. “I… I must go.”
 
   She rushed off.
 
   Rose and I exchanged a look, and we didn’t need to give voice to the fact that this was the first time Delilah had not escorted us back to our rooms. Something was changed in her. She was fearful.
 
   We made our way back to our rooms to strategize. When we opened the door, I could tell something in the room had shifted. One of the windows was open that had been closed, the curtains fluttering in the wind.
 
   “Red!” I called, and Rose immediately had her palms out, circling them to put a wall of fire between us and any who would attack.
 
   “Oh, calm yourselves,” a snide voice chided. “Really, do you always overreact like this?”
 
   It was the Princess Aurora—the real one, at any rate, because she was wearing Briar’s clothes from The Laughing Lass.
 
   “You were supposed to wait for us at the inn,” I said.
 
   “You told me to wait at the inn. You also forgot that Princesses don’t take orders from commoners,” she said archly.
 
   I raised an eyebrow at Rose, giving her permission.
 
   Rose giggled and snapped her fingers, sending a little blast of fire out at Aurora. Not enough to hurt her, but enough to send her tumbling to the ground.
 
   “Ouch! You’re not fighting fair, I don’t even have my magic right now,” she complained as she climbed to her feet.
 
   “And you’d do well to remember that. You aren’t Princess Aurora right now. You’re just some girl claiming to be her. There’s a bigger plot going on here, and if you step right out the door and try to right it, you’ll end up with your throat slit before you make it to the King and Queen.”
 
   “Fine,” she huffed. “I need your aid. Is that what you wanted to hear?”
 
   “It helps,” I allowed. “Not that this is a surprise to us, but it’s nice to learn that you’ve finally realized it.”
 
   “Yes, I’m starting to realize exactly how much trouble I’m in,” the Princess said grimly.
 
   “Well, we’ve got to figure out how to fix it,” I said. “Because the wedding is tomorrow, and that leaves us almost no time.”
 
   “It’s obvious what the first step is, isn’t it?” the Princess said. 
 
   Rose and I exchanged a glance, which clearly said that it was not.
 
   Aurora sighed. “You must help me get my powers back.”
 
    
 
   We didn’t have any experience in the unbinding of powers. But I did have the Tiger’s Eye back in my possession. True to her word, we found it in our rooms as Delilah had said.
 
   Though I still wasn’t entirely certain we could trust her, after examining the Tiger’s Eye, it seemed none the worse—in fact, some magic had stitched the crystal back together. Testing it, I held it up to Rose. I saw the fire burning at her core, just as it had appeared the first day in the Vale when I’d selected the Tiger’s Eye for my item.
 
   I looked down at my own hand with it, and I saw my own magic, a splintering web of blue that laced through me. Then I turned it to Aurora.
 
   It was like looking at darkness itself. She appeared like someone dimmed. Though there was one flicker—I pulled her hand closer to my face and saw a tiny thread of magic stretching from the tip of her finger.
 
   “There’s a thread,” I said. “Someone’s blocked your magic, but they haven’t been able to cut it off completely.”
 
   I turned, following the path of the thread. It led out the door.
 
   “I guess we follow it to where it ends?” Rose mused.
 
   “As long as we’re all ready for what we might find,” I agreed.
 
   “And what do you two expect?” Aurora demanded.
 
   I gave her a look. Now it was my turn to act like the answer was obvious. “What would you expect, Princess? A fight.”
 
    
 
   I brought my sword. Rose already had on her ruby gauntlet. I gave Aurora one of my spare daggers for her use, though I had little hope for her if it truly came to a battle.
 
   We swapped our gowns for roughspun traveler’s clothes—dark leggings and tunics that we could move about in quietly.
 
   “We have the element of surprise right now,” I explained, for I was beginning to realize that we’d have to walk the Princess through this step by step.
 
   I expected a sharp reply, but she merely nodded. Perhaps she was starting to realize how much she needed our help to get her magic back.
 
   “If you had your magic, I suppose you could just make us all invisible,” Rose said.
 
   Aurora shook her head. “Invisibility’s the one thing that’s hard for me. You might’ve noticed back at the Inn. The closest I can usually get is a shadowy blob. It’s… more complicated making someone see nothing than making them see something. You have to match the illusion to what they would see if they were seeing through you.”
 
   “Well, it’s nice to know that something is difficult for you,” Rose said.
 
   I shushed them both.
 
   I kept the Tiger’s Eye out and used it to follow the thread of magic down the hall. And then it promptly went straight into a wall.
 
   “There’s a staircase that we can take to the left. It will take us around this wall,” Aurora said, beginning to lead the way.
 
   We went through a small maze. The thread was a straight line that rarely complied with the castle’s layout. When it grew dark and we had strayed from the castle’s torches and lanterns that lit the more popular halls, Rose summoned fire to her palm to light our way. To Aurora’s credit, she led us through the twists, turns, and dark stairways without hesitation.
 
   “I used to ramble about the castle, when I was young,” she explained.
 
   Finally, we turned one corner and Aurora held up a hand to halt us.
 
   She peered around the corner and her face went pale. There was a tiny window, and she gestured for us to peek in.
 
   There was a hunched figure sitting in front of a spinning wheel. 
 
   “Of all things, a spinning wheel?” Aurora hissed in my ear. “What sorcery is this?”
 
   I held up the Tiger’s Eye and saw. The thread of magic that was being pulled from Aurora’s fingertip went straight through the window, and… my stomach dropped. With the Tiger’s Eye I could see that the spindle was not empty. The crone was spinning Aurora’s magic.
 
   The crone was the only one in the room—perhaps they never expected her to be found.
 
   Aurora leaned over me to peer through the Tiger’s Eye, and her expression changed to fury as she saw what was truly happening. She pushed past me, headed to a little wooden door set into the stone that would lead her into the room. But I grabbed her wrist and shook my head. I held the Tiger’s Eye up to the door, which blazed with enchantment.
 
   Aurora pulled her wrist out of my grasp, but she didn’t try to rush in again. I turned the Tiger’s Eye to the window, which seemed to hold no magic.
 
   I nodded at Rose, who grinned.
 
   “Stand back,” I whispered to Aurora.
 
   Rose rolled up her sleeve, the ruby gauntlet flashing in the dim light as she summoned fire. She called it into her palms and then shot it at the window. The glass exploded inward.
 
   The crone shrieked and held up her hands, but Rose was already through the window, and I was right behind her. The woman reached for a nasty-looking gnarled, black cane, but Rose hit it with a blast of fire, knocking it out of her reach.
 
   I took a deep breath called the water out of my sword. It reached around the crone’s feet and froze, locking her in place.
 
   She fixed yellow, angry eyes on us.
 
   “Who are you?” Aurora demanded, still making her way through the wreckage of the window. “Why are you stealing my magic?”
 
   The woman opened her mouth and hissed at us. Aurora drew back. The woman’s tongue was like a snake’s, and her teeth were filed to sharp points.
 
   As we watched, she writhed and twisted, her bones cracking and her flesh beginning to melt off of her.
 
   “What is she doing?” Rose said. “We have to stop her!”
 
   But it was too late. Her flesh gone—we saw that her insides were a dark, sludgy black ooze that bubbled and began to steam.
 
   “Down!” I cried. I flared out my hand, raising a wall of ice as Rose and I hit the ground.
 
   “What? Why?” Aurora asked.
 
   I kicked her feet out from under her, and she fell—hard—but avoided the spray of black thorns that erupted from the ooze. Then all—ooze, thorns, and steam—vanished.
 
   “There wasn’t time to explain,” I said by way of apology.
 
   “I guess I prefer some bruises to the alternative,” Aurora allowed, looking at the places in my ice shield where the thorns had pierced, leaking an inky black venom. “What was she?”
 
   “A crafted minion of some kind,” I said. “We learned about such creatures. They are spawned for one task alone and most are trained to avoid capture by ending their own existence…”
 
   “And what exactly was she doing with my magic?” Aurora continued, now approaching the spindle.
 
   I held up the Tiger’s Eye. Aurora’s magic was flowing through the spindle.
 
   “Touch it,” I said. “Where the thread of your magic flows to the spindle. Try touching the needle.”
 
   “I guess it’s worth a shot,” Aurora said, rubbing her finger where the magic was pulled from.
 
   She held up her hand, hovering it above the needle. And then gently, she rested the tip of her finger against the blade. A single drop of blood pooled. Through the Tiger’s Eye, I could see her magic begin to glow brighter—then brighter—and then it was a throbbing burst of light that shattered the spindle and cracked the stones in the walls around us.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8: The Fight – Aurora 
 
    
 
   When my power returned, it was incredible. It flooded into me like fire, boiling through my veins and exploding around me. Arcs of light shot out, and stray images in my mind snapped into and out of existence. A white rabbit scampered around my feet before dissolving into a pile of snakes. Broken glass cascaded down around me before turning to snowflakes as it hit the ground. A dagger floated in front of my face, spinning at a sharp angle until I reached out to touch it.
 
   “Can you please control this?” Snow said through gritted teeth.
 
   I grasped the blade and everything around me titled and shattered.
 
   I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and when I opened my eyes, the world was as it should be.
 
   “Well, that was unusual,” Rose said from her place on the floor. When she’d landed there, I couldn’t say, but I was beginning to like the kid.
 
   “You have so much magic,” Snow said, still looking at me through the Tiger’s Eye. Then she blinked, shaking her head and putting it away.
 
   “Like I said, a lot of fairies gave me magic when I was born.” I looked down at my hand. It didn’t look any different to me, but I could feel that the magic I’d known my whole life was back. “Well, this is a good start. But now… how are we going to get back that throne?”
 
    
 
   I couldn’t say that I was a fan of the plan the sisters came up with. But lacking any better ideas, there wasn’t much I could propose as an alternative.
 
   And, well, at least we got to attend the royal wedding.
 
   The Princess was gorgeous in a stunning white ball gown that flowed elegantly around her. The golden curls of her hair were pinned, with jewel-encrusted combs holding them in place. I would’ve gone with real flowers, but hey, that’s just me.
 
   But the gaudy combs were hardly the problem. The true issue was that the princess gliding before me was an imposter, the prince she was to marry was an evil, conniving dictator, and perhaps most problematically, I was dressed as a scullery maid, clinging to the curtains.
 
   Hardly the way I’d expected to arrive at my own wedding, but then again I suppose I’d never really intended to have the thing happen at all. In any case, sulking about it wasn’t going to improve the situation, so I only bit my lip and turned my thoughts to the plan.
 
   It hardly seemed fair that Rose and Snow were seated near the front of the proceedings, in a place of honor as mages from the Vale, but then again there was no reason for a humble scullery maid to require more noble positioning.
 
   And I supposed there were some merits, such as the fact that no one noticed when I closed my eyes and let the illusions I had planned run wild.
 
   It began with making myself invisible—a handy trick, though it was usually more complicated than it was worth. Then I created a thick, black cloud of smoke in the center of the room, separating the fake Princess from Prince Phillip.
 
   I sent bolts of lightning streaking from the sky. I created a flock of ravens that tore through the throne room before gliding to a stop around the cloud. And by that point, I had made my way to the center of the illusion. I layered images over myself until I was a towering, menacing figure.
 
   And then I dispelled the smoke, sending it blowing out at the wedding guests, who coughed and shrank away from it even though it was no more than a trick of their eyes.
 
   “You dare to have this wedding,” I screeched in my best angry-monster voice. “Maleficent will not allow it! Perish, Princess.”
 
   I cast my hands wide and the illusion unfurled beautifully. First smoke rolled down the aisle to the fake Princess. Once she was engulfed, I summoned an image of her ensnarled in a fist of smoke and lifted high—it was only an image of her, for I could hardly lift the imposter an inch let alone five feet off the floor. I curled my fist and the illusion did my bidding—the illusion of the fake Princess crumpled, her neck snapped, and I let the image fall to the floor.
 
   The crowds screamed.
 
    “And the rest of you fools are next!” I added.
 
   They took the hint and fled. There was a panic as everyone crowded the exits.
 
   There were a few notable exceptions.
 
   Rose and Snow were on alert, and the guards had split—with some going to defend my mother and father; the rest were closing in on me. Well, on ‘Maleficent.’
 
   I had no use for this guise any longer, so I created another billowing smoke cloud and slipped away, leaving the illusion of ‘Maleficent’ to twist and turn into a seven-foot dragon. I twirled my fingers and the image began to snap and snarl at the guards before it ran out the open door of the throne room.
 
   The guards tore after it. My father commanded them all to go—I knew they would chase her for a mile before the image would take flight and leave them frustrated and helpless to catch her. I spent one more moment putting thought and power into the magic, then I tied it off in my mind and let the image of the dragon roam.
 
   Now the throne room was nearly empty. Delilah was crouched over the broken image of the Princess. Prince Phillip was attempting to join her, but his mother had one hand holding him back. My own mother was clinging to father, weeping.
 
   “No more illusions,” Snow shouted.
 
   I let the magic in the throne room dissolve.
 
   The black smoke faded. The fake-dead-Princess blinked out of existence.
 
   “Clear,” I said.
 
   “Aurora! But… two of her?” My mother looked from the Aurora in the wedding gown to me, in my scullery maid costume.
 
   “Someone’s still working illusions,” Snow said. “Rose?”
 
   Ruby gauntlet flashing, Rose spun her hands, calling up flames. They circled higher and higher, lashing at everyone in the room in turn.
 
   Delilah screamed and winced away. Prince Phillip went to protect her. But when the flames approached Prince Phillip’s mother, the image of the fake Princess wavered and dissipated, revealing another oozing, smoking pile of flesh.
 
   “Snow!”
 
   The elder sister arced her sword through the air, slinging a shot of water at the evil Queen’s feet, and it took but a moment for her to freeze the woman in place.
 
   “How dare you?” she demanded.
 
   “On behalf of the Vale, we’re apprehending you,” Snow said. “You have created malicious illusions, attempting to forge a marriage alliance with the City of Gold.”
 
   Prince Phillip looked stricken. “Mother. Is this true?”
 
   The woman twisted against Snow’s ice, but couldn’t crack it. “I did it for us,” she said to Phillip, ignoring the rest of us. “You must see that. We have the military might. The City of Gold has the wealth. We had to unite the two. The match was already made, the magic only fulfilled what the marriage pact had promised. And once we had the wealth of the City of Gold, we would have reunited with my homeland…”
 
   I’d been transfixed by her speech, but suddenly I noticed a dark circle growing at her feet.
 
   “Snow! Under her!”
 
   Snow began to call a shard of ice, as Rose began to summon her fire.
 
   The circle twisted and began to thrash, tendrils of darkness striking out. Snow and Rose hurled their attacks, but the tendrils of black swiped them away. One lashed at my mother, catching her ankle and yanking her towards it. Another struck down my father.
 
   Rose and Snow continued throwing attacks, but nothing was getting through.
 
   “If I cannot rule this kingdom, I will destroy it!”
 
   The tendrils gripped the pillars of the throne room and shook them. Chunks of rock began crashing to the ground. My mother’s scream echoed in the room.
 
   I grabbed the dagger that Snow had given me and closed my eyes.
 
   Magic has been a part of my life since the over-zealous fairies came to my christening and poured their blessings on me. Beauty. Grace. A delightful, lilting voice. But what came with all of it was power, power that had seeped into every bit of me and made it so that my magic came to me with ease. And now I grabbed every bit of it and wrapped the most complex illusion I’d ever come up with. 
 
   I started easy, making an exact double of myself. Then I got to work on the dagger, layering illusion on illusion. This bit should look like the wall. That bit should look like the painting. Then my arm, then the rest of my body, until every bit of me was—I hoped—invisible to the evil Queen.
 
   If I had done it wrong, then I was running to my death.
 
   I stepped aside, leaving my double standing there dumbly.
 
   And I ran.
 
   The sisters continued their attacks. I dodged around them, and slipped around the thrashing dark mass of tendrils. For a breath, I was face to face with the evil Queen, and she stared right through me. As I plunged the dagger into her heart, I felt the illusions slipping away from me, one by one falling as first my eyes, then my hair, then my face came back into view… and last of all the dagger materialized into sight.
 
   She stared at me, not understanding, and then she screeched as her magic twitched and dissolved. Her body began to burn, and in a second, all that was left of her was ash.
 
   Before I knew what was happening, my mother had rushed to me, holding me tight. 
 
   “Aurora? Is that you? Really you this time?”
 
   “It’s me, mother,” I said, holding her tight. “I’m home.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9: The Tale of Sleeping Beauty – As told by Snow White
 
    
 
   There was some explaining to do.
 
    
 
   When the dust settled, there was only one story to tell.
 
   The Princess was dead.
 
   Maleficent, the evil fairy who’d destroyed her, had been vanquished.
 
   And all that was left was for the kingdom to mourn and move on.
 
   Delilah was named the successor to the throne, and Prince Phillip would wed her, finally uniting the two kingdoms.
 
   All in all, I couldn’t have asked for a better outcome for our first assignment.
 
   Delilah grasped my hand. “Thank you,” she said. “People will be telling the tale of this day for ages to come.”
 
   “Just make sure they get it right,” Aurora said.
 
   “Not entirely right,” Rose corrected her.
 
   Aurora rolled her eyes.
 
   Delilah gripped Aurora in a tight embrace. “Thank you,” she said. “For everything. I’m happier than you could ever know because of your generosity.”
 
   Aurora laughed. “Then I am happy as well. Besides, you’re the one who’s going to do all the work of being Queen.” She kissed Delilah on the cheek. “I always thought you would make a fine Queen. Be a good one to our people.”
 
   “Aurora, of course!”
 
   “Not Aurora now. Not ever again. From this moment on, always Briar,” she said.
 
   “Briar,” Delilah echoed. “A lovely name.”
 
   “Don’t try to be kind, it’s as prickly as I am.”
 
   Delilah giggled. “Well, you said it. Not me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue - Briar
 
    
 
   I couldn’t stay at the castle. I never intended to, and besides, the risk was too great that I’d someday be discovered.
 
   It was a tearful goodbye that I had to say to my mother and father, but at least this time, they would know that I’d be safe. Well, safe enough, for my purposes.
 
   My mother held me tight. “I knew I’d never get to keep you, darling,” she told me. “But I always hoped that I might see you grow and have children of your own.”
 
   “Perhaps some day you will,” I told her. “But I’ve some traveling to do before then, and more to learn about my powers.”
 
   “I never thought you’d have such a gift,” she said, kissing my cheek. “Use it for good.”
 
   I promised her that I would. Or at least, that I would try.
 
   “You’re no Princess,” my father said, shaking his head. I felt a stab of guilt—that I had let him down, that I had not been able to step into his role and take on the crown in the way that he’d wanted.
 
   I nearly let a tear fall down my face, but then my father was tipping my chin up so that I had to look him in the eye.
 
   “You’re no Princess,” he said, “but you’re a blasted fine Mage.”
 
   My father shook my hand, which was better than a thousand kisses on the head.
 
   They left me there, for they couldn’t explain why they were lingering so long near the stables to say their farewells to a kitchen maid that no one remembered.
 
   I sat on one of my suitcases, watching them go, trying to capture that little memory. There were a hundred better ones that I might have chosen to try to remember, but I hadn’t thought about it until just that moment, and now this was all I’d have.
 
   “Good bye!” I found myself calling, my hand waving idiotically above my head.
 
   Startled, they both turned. Smiling, they waved, and then disappeared.
 
   That would do, I supposed.
 
   “I don’t mean to interrupt, but someone might almost think you’d miss them,” a voice said innocently.
 
   I didn’t need to turn to know that Snow White was standing behind me.
 
   “Don’t tell anyone,” I said. “I’d hate for word to get out that I’ve gone soft.”
 
   “What will you do now?” she asked. “Go back to dancing at the Laughing Lass?”
 
   “That’s a joke. Snow, you shouldn’t tease Aurora… er… Briar. She doesn’t yet know you’re capable of humor. Briar, you’re coming with us, aren’t you?” Rose asked me, her head tilted and eyebrows raised in a clear way of telling me that I’d be crazy not to.
 
   A little laugh escaped me. “You want me to? After all the trouble I’ve put you both through?”
 
   Snow gave a little smile, one of the first I’d seen from her that wasn’t at my expense. “You’re not that bad,” she allowed. “I’m afraid you’ll find that we’re a fair bit of trouble ourselves. And besides, you do need training. We’d be remiss to leave you to your own devices. So you’ll come with us.”
 
   I didn’t normally accept orders from anyone, but I found that this one, I liked.
 
   “Well. I suppose I will,” I said, finally rising.
 
   “Just wait until you meet our boyfriends,” Rose said with a grin.
 
   “If they’re anything like the two of you, I can only imagine…”
 
   “Let’s be off, then. We’re already getting a late start to the day, but if we leave now…”
 
   “Leave now?” I choked back a laugh. “These are only half of my things. The rest are waiting in my carriage.”
 
   “Carriage?” Rose squealed.
 
   “How many things do you need?” Snow demanded, eyeing the four bags that I already held.
 
   “Enough to nearly fill a carriage,” I replied loftily. “Though never you worry, I’m sure there’ll be room for the two of you.”
 
   “All of us?” Rose’s eyes lit up. “Oh, Snow, do you think we could?”
 
   “It will be slower,” she said with a frown, but Rose was already following behind me. “And more conspicuous!”
 
   “And more fun,” I whispered wickedly to Rose.
 
   Her eyes flashed with mischief as we raced off, leaving Snow trailing behind us with half-hearted objections that eventually melted into acceptance.


 
   
  
 




 
   A Note from the Author
 
    
 
   Dear readers,
 
    
 
   Thank you for taking the time to listen to this tale! If you enjoyed it, I hope you’ll consider leaving a review and recommending it to the readers you know who might enjoy it.
 
    
 
   I read every review that gets written for this novella. And each one means a lot to me, good or bad… though admittedly, I particularly enjoy the good ones…
 
    
 
   I would also like to give my heartfelt thanks to all those who reviewed the first novella in this series. I deeply appreciate how much encouragement was shown—the kind reviews for Snow White and Rose Red were the deciding factor when I chose to continue this series.
 
    
 
   Writing can be lonely work, but reviews remind you that real people are reading and enjoying what you write! And that makes the task worth doing.
 
    
 
   You can also reach me at Lilly.E.Fang@gmail.com
 
    
 
   I would love to hear from you!
 
    
 
   Until next time,
 
   - Lilly Fang
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