
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    JACLYN WEIST 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    This is a work of fiction, and the views expressed herein are the sole responsibility of the author. Likewise, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are represented fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events or locales, is entirely coincidental. 
 
      
 
    Book design and layout copyright © 2017 Dragons & Fairy Tales Press 
 
    Cover design copyright © 2017 Dragons & Fairy Tales Press 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means whatsoever without written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. 
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2017 by Jaclyn Weist 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    TIMELESS
CHAPTER ONE 
 
    CHAPTER TWO
CHAPTER THREE 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR
CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    CHAPTER SIX
CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT
CHAPTER NINE 
 
    CHAPTER TEN
CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE
CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    FEARLESS
CHAPTER ONE 
 
    CHAPTER TWO
CHAPTER THREE 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR
CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    CHAPTER SIX
CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT
CHAPTER NINE 
 
    CHAPTER TEN
CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE
CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
EPILOGUE 
 
    ENDLESS
CHAPTER ONE 
 
    CHAPTER TWO
CHAPTER THREE 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR
CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    CHAPTER SIX
CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT
CHAPTER NINE 
 
    CHAPTER TEN
CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE
CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN
CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    LIMITLESS 
 
    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
   
 
  

 JACLYN WEIST 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
    This is a work of fiction, and the views expressed herein are the sole responsibility of the author. Likewise, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are represented fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events or locales, is entirely coincidental. 
 
      
 
    Book design and layout copyright © 2017 Dragons & Fairy Tales Press 
 
    Cover design copyright © 2016 by Rachelle Hearn 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means whatsoever without written permission from the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. 
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2014 by Jaclyn Weist 
 
      
 
    Second edition: 2017 
 
      
 
    Print ISBN: 978-1-944137-20-5  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    To Ashley— 
 
    the toughest princess I know. 
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    Jenny 
 
      
 
    Jenny was sure the mountainous pile of laundry would be the death of her. She’d been cleaning for hours and the sun had already set. In a family with seven children, it was nearly impossible to keep up with the chores around the house. Since she and her twin, Ammon, were the oldest, they were stuck doing most of the chores. Or, more realistically, she was. He usually managed to get away with no chores because he had a job as a bagger at the local grocery store. 
 
    “Jenny, can you come play dolls with me?” Mary asked from where she sat on the floor. Mary was six, and the third youngest child. She was soft-spoken and often overlooked. Not that Mary minded. Usually she played with her dolls by herself. 
 
    “Just a minute. I have to fold these clothes. Want to help?” Jenny tossed a towel to Mary, who concentrated on folding it just right. Jenny smiled and got back to work. 
 
    Hunter and James went thundering past, shouting about the latest episode of their favorite show. 
 
    Jenny rolled her eyes. “Boys, slow down! You know Mom doesn’t want you running in the house.” The boys kept running, and Jenny cringed when her mom yelled at them from the living room. At least she’d tried. 
 
    The laundry was soon done and sent off to the right places. Jenny tried to sneak away to her room for a few minutes of quiet. She plopped on her bed and pulled out her newest fantasy novel. She’d been dying to read it for weeks. She only hoped she could keep her eyes open for more than ten minutes. She had homework to do, but that could wait until morning. 
 
    “Jenny? Can you help get the girls to bed? The boys are giving me a hard time.” Mom stood in the doorway. Her already frizzy hair was sticking out and she had dark circles under her green eyes. 
 
    “Sure.” Jenny sighed. So much for an escape. She grumbled under her breath and shoved the book back under her pillow. She knew it had been too good to be true. She rounded up the girls and stuffed them into their nightgowns before ordering them to brush their teeth. 
 
    “But I brushed my teeth yesterday,” Bonnie moaned. 
 
    “Nice try. Get in there.” 
 
    Bonnie slowly trudged into the bathroom, following her sisters. After they were done, Jenny shooed them off to their rooms. 
 
    Jenny went back to her room and flopped onto her bed. She closed her eyes and silently wished that for just a moment, she could slip away to another world where there wasn’t so much to do. 
 
    Her cell phone rang and she reached over to grab it. “Hey, Lucy. What’s up?” 
 
    “So did he ask you yet?” 
 
    Jenny smiled. “No. He has to know I exist first, remember?” She fell back on her pillow, envisioning Erik’s perfect face. 
 
    Lucy sighed into the phone. “I know. Kinda like I have to become more than just your best friend to a suddenly hot brother of yours.” 
 
    “Ew. You know I don’t like hearing you talk about him like that. He likes you too, you know. I just think he’s too chicken. Maybe you should ask him.” Jenny knew that Ammon had wanted to ask Lucy out for months, but couldn’t do it. 
 
    “As if. Did you ask your dad about the party yet?” 
 
    “Not yet. He’s still at work. I’m not sure he’ll let me have a party until my grades come up. Listen, I need to get to bed before Mom finds another chore for me to do.” 
 
    “See ya. And don’t forget that you need to talk to Erik tomorrow.” Lucy hung up before Jenny could say goodbye. Jenny set the phone on her nightstand and stared off into space, daydreaming of Erik. 
 
    Suddenly, she felt pressure on her lips, and everything went black. 
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    Jenny woke up to find the most beautiful eyes just inches from her face, a strange boy’s lips pressed against hers. 
 
    She shoved him away. “Who are you? Get out!” She leaped off the bed and threw a punch that connected with his mouth and then kicked him in the stomach, getting her foot caught in the hem of her dress. Wait—dress? She looked down. Why was she wearing a dress? 
 
    The young man doubled over, holding his stomach, gasping for air. He wiped a drop of blood off his lip with a hand covered in scratches. Where had those come from? “I was simply trying to wake you with a kiss.” 
 
    “Wake me? I wasn’t even a—” Jenny stopped short. What was going on? Her pajamas had been traded for a long, fine gown made of what—satin? She hoped no one had actually changed her. It had to be part of this whole strange dream. Her hair fell over her shoulder, and she grabbed on to it. It was usually shorter and kept in a ponytail to stay out of her face. Now it was almost to her waist. She whipped around, taking in the strange scenes woven into the tapestries on the walls. There were statues of women she’d never seen before, and the corners were draped with cobwebs. She didn’t recognize anything in the room. Was this real? Because if this was a dream, it was pretty vivid. She pinched herself and winced at the pain. 
 
    “A—are you all right, m’lady?” The concern on the young man’s face made his handsome features even more so. Well, except for his now-puffy lip. 
 
    “Is this a dream?” Jenny asked. 
 
    “Dream? I am not sure I understand.” He took a step backward. 
 
    Jenny stomped her foot in frustration, tears welling up. “Is this real? Did I really . . . are you okay?” She moved toward him. 
 
    He took several more steps away. “I assure you, this is no dream. You have been awakened from a long sleep.” The pity in his eyes sent a shiver of panic up Jenny’s spine. What was going on? 
 
    “Where am I? And where is my family?” Jenny had to get out of this place and figure out where she was. But not in this awful dress—it was too restricting. She paced the room, looking through the wardrobes and vanity to find clothes to change into. A pair of jeans, maybe a T-shirt. She was beginning to panic. There were fine gowns, beautiful cloaks, and underclothes, but no pants or shirts. Nothing looked familiar. She could feel herself hyperventilating and forced herself to take deep breaths to calm her heart. This was the last straw—she hated dresses. 
 
    “They are in other parts of the castle. They may not yet have awakened from the curse.” He continued to watch her, stroking his chin. 
 
    “Curse? What curse?” Jenny raised her eyebrows. “You know what—get out. I’ll figure it out myself.” She slumped on the bed and covered her eyes. Her family was here—and cursed? This was slowly going from bad to worse. 
 
    “What is the matter, Highness?” 
 
    “Highness? What in the world are you talking about? My name is Jenny, and I want you to get away from me.” 
 
    “Jenny? I must be confused. You are Princess Genevieve, are you not?” He still held his stomach. 
 
    “Geni—? No, just Jenny. Who are you?” Princess? He thinks I’m a princess? 
 
    “I am Gavin, prince of Chatham. My family settled in the land just to the west of here.” He straightened up and grinned. 
 
    “Thanks for saving me . . . from my sleep. I’d better get going and find my, um, parents.” She shooed him toward the door, regretting that she wouldn’t be seeing that amazing—yet, irritating—face again. She needed to get out of this place before someone figured out she wasn’t the princess. People could get imprisoned or hanged for impersonating royalty, right? 
 
    “You cannot just dismiss me. You should be honored that I came to save you.” His haughtiness was beginning to annoy Jenny. And she didn’t like it that his looks made her want to kiss him again. 
 
    “I should be honored? You kiss me without permission, and then assume I’ll fall in love with you and act like I should know you? Get out.” She pointed toward a door she hoped led out of the room. 
 
    He pouted. “But I had to fight my way through many an obstacle to find you, Highness.” 
 
    “Seriously? You think this whining is supposed to impress me?” 
 
    “But . . . I am a prince.” His shoulders drooped and his dazzling smile slid from his face. 
 
    “Out. I don’t care who you are. You don’t just sneak into someone’s room and kiss her. Don’t make me go all ninja on you.” She clenched her fists, ready to fight. 
 
    Prince Gavin held up his hands, confusion marring his perfect features. “Control yourself. I will go as you ask, but know that you are missing out on a great chance.” 
 
    Jenny rushed to the wardrobe after he left. She grabbed the long velvet cloak she’d seen earlier and slipped out of the room. 
 
    As she strode down the hall, she noticed thick dust on every surface. That wasn’t the strangest part, though. People were sleeping in the hallways, also covered in dust. 
 
    Jenny leaned close to a woman sitting on a bench, her head propped against the wall. She was wearing what looked like a servant’s clothing. It was gray and drab and rough to the touch. Jenny wiped the dust off the woman’s face and jumped back when an eye twitched. Jenny hesitated and then tapped her on the shoulder. 
 
    The sleeping woman stirred again, and Jenny backed away, heart pounding. She needed to get out of here. Gavin had said they’d still be sleeping from the curse. Would they think she cursed them? She continued down the hallway, passing more sleeping people. Some appeared to be servants, while others were dressed in fine clothing. Clearly she wasn’t in her own time anymore. Or if she was, this was not America. How had she gotten here? She needed to get home, and pinching herself wasn’t going to do it. She swallowed down the lump in her throat, trying to keep calm. All she really wanted to do was run screaming down the hallway. 
 
    When Jenny reached the stairs, she stopped abruptly, seeing the prince down below in the main hall. He was heading toward a large doorway. She hid behind a narrow column, her heart racing. This wasn’t going to work; there had to be a better place to hide. If he looked back, he would see her. A large tapestry depicting a family hung nearby and she darted behind it, staying there until she heard the large wooden doors close. 
 
    Jenny poked her head out, hoping that no one had awakened yet, and left the tapestry. She didn’t know who to turn to or where she would go. Her family was nowhere to be seen. The only person who seemed to be awake was Gavin, and she’d chased him off. Wait—he obviously knew the way out. 
 
    She quickly descended the steps to the large hall. She didn’t want to keep searching the castle for fear that the servants would wake up and lock her in the dungeons—or whatever it was they did here. Besides, Gavin was the only one she’d talked to so far, and as irritating as he was, he might be able to answer a few questions. She probably shouldn’t have sent him away. 
 
    Jenny slowly pulled open the door, amazed by how heavy it was. She slid through the narrow opening and stopped, her jaw dropping in awe. Huge vines with thorns the size of her hand nearly covered the entrance to the door. Gavin must have cut through them to get into the castle, judging by the vines on the ground nearby. That would also explain the scratches she’d seen on his hands. Jenny’s respect for him went up a notch. She carefully moved around the broken vines on the ground, running her hand along one. Her dress snagged on one of the thorns and tore when she tried to free it. Great, now I’m ruining the princess’s dress. 
 
    She reached the outer gate of the castle courtyard and stared at the rotting wooden bridge that covered a murky moat surrounding the castle. She didn’t want to try walking over the bridge for fear of whatever might be in the water below. Glancing around inside the courtyard, she found a ladder laying against the wall and set it on top of the bridge, hoping it would be sturdy enough. It wasn’t. It fell apart as soon as she took a step. She jumped back to the bank with a yelp. 
 
    She found a piece of vine that only had a few thorns on it, so she dragged it over to the moat. She tugged on it to make sure it was still attached to the main plant and then braced herself to throw it. It took a few tries, but she finally got it all the way across the bridge and tangled up in the bushes on the other side. She was sweating in the intense sunlight by that time, but she wanted to get out of the castle before she was caught and accused of being an impostor. 
 
    She had taken ballet classes when she was little, and that helped her balance as she walked along the vine. She wasn’t about to fall into the water, and the thought of stepping on one of the thorns was not very appealing either. She took the last step and smiled triumphantly. She turned back to the road and stopped. 
 
    “Where am I?” she said aloud. 
 
    She felt as though she’d just walked onto a medieval movie set. The plain wooden houses in the village had straw-thatched roofs, and the narrow roads were muddy from a recent rain. Chickens, cows, and geese ran freely throughout the village as people left their homes, yawning and blinking in the bright sunlight. She stepped quickly around the puddles, not wanting to ruin her thin slippers by stepping in the muck, and continued toward the villagers. She pulled the hood over her face, hoping to avoid recognition, but it was a lost cause. Her fine clothing set her apart from the others, who were wearing little more than rags. 
 
    A few people noticed her and dropped to their knees, heads bowed. Jenny felt her face redden and she crouched down by the nearest woman. 
 
    “Please, don’t bow. Stand up.” 
 
    “I beg you, Highness,” whispered the woman, her lips trembling. “Leave me be.” 
 
    The woman wouldn’t budge. This wasn’t good. Not only was Jenny in a strange place, but everyone seemed to know who she was except her. 
 
    “As you were. Just stand up and talk. I need to know what’s going on,” Jenny pleaded. 
 
    The villagers remained on their knees, heads bowed. Jenny glanced frantically from person to person, hoping one of them would look at her. After a few agonizing moments, several finally stood, but wouldn’t meet her eyes. Instead of talking to them as a whole, Jenny approached a young woman, noting how she almost cowered in fear. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid. I just want to talk,” Jenny said, trying to calm her. 
 
    The girl whimpered, but wouldn’t look up. Jenny sighed and tried one person after another, getting the same reaction each time. What had happened to these people? Her shoulders drooped in defeat and she walked back to the castle. She wouldn’t get the help she wanted in the village. She made her way back across the moat, her heart breaking for the people behind her. They seemed afraid of whoever lived in this castle. What kind of monsters were these royals? What about the princess she’d apparently replaced? Jenny glanced again at the vines climbing up the castle as she walked past and went inside. 
 
    The castle was filled with servants rushing about, cleaning. They must have awakened when she left the castle. There was no hiding now. If she could fool the villagers, she hoped she could fool the servants. 
 
    I guess I’ll have to play the part until I can get out of here. Her stomach growled as she caught the smell of food coming from somewhere. She’d have to search out the kitchen. 
 
    “Princess Genevieve, where have you been?” The shriek rang throughout the main hall. 
 
    Jenny winced, looking for the source of the yelling. At the top of the stairs stood a small, round woman who wore a deep-red dress and was loaded with pearls and rubies on her fingers, ears, and around her neck. Jenny gaped at her, unsure how to respond. Who was this woman? 
 
    “I—I went for a walk?” She cringed, hoping it wasn’t the wrong answer. 
 
    “You went for a walk? You do not go for walks. What were you really doing?” The woman descended the stairs, eyes narrowed. 
 
    Jenny noticed servants staring at her in shock. They looked down quickly and got back to work, scrubbing the floors and dusting when they saw that she was watching them. “I wanted to see the outside of the castle and figure out where Prince Gavin went.” 
 
    There was a collective gasp. Somewhere nearby, a plate clattered to the ground. 
 
    “What did you just say?” The small woman drew herself up, clearly angry. 
 
    “Prince Gavin. He was here. In my room. I kicked him out, though.” Goose bumps rose on her arms. “Why? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “My dear, in case you have not noticed, this castle is in ruins. Maurelle’s curse obviously backfired and hit us all. I can only assume this Prince Gavin broke the spell.” 
 
    The servants whispered amongst themselves. 
 
    That was the second time a curse or spell was mentioned. What kind of world was she in? “That would make sense because he obviously had to fight his way in, by the looks of massive vines outside the door.” Was this the queen? Jenny could hear the hysteria in her voice and she winced. 
 
    “Guards! Search for this Prince Gavin. Did he say where he was from?” The woman’s eyes flashed with anger, sending chills up Jenny’s spine. 
 
    “Uh, Chatham? A kingdom nearby?” Jenny sputtered. She was skating on thin ice, hoping she got the name right. 
 
    “Impossible! There is no kingdom around us called Chatham.” 
 
    “Well, maybe there is now. The castle is covered in dust and everyone has been sleeping for what seems like a very long time. Maybe they moved here?” 
 
    “Princess Genevieve,” the woman said quietly, but firmly, looking into Jenny’s eyes, “that is enough. Go to your room.” Her words were clipped, showing she meant business. 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Listen to your mother,” a man said from behind her. 
 
    Her mother? So this was the queen. Jenny turned to see who was talking. He could only be the king—not just by the crown on his head, but also by the way he held himself. He had a kind face that instantly put her at ease. 
 
    Jenny could have sworn he winked at her. She suppressed a smile. 
 
    “Y—yes, sir.” Jenny curtsied awkwardly and walked toward the stairs. She tripped over her skirts on the first step and grumbled as she picked up the hem and continued past the queen, avoiding her disapproving gaze. While walking down the upstairs hallway, Jenny watched the people around her clean the dust off the tapestries that had collected over what had to have been years. 
 
    Jenny slowed when she reached a corridor, trying to remember which direction she was supposed to go, conscious of the curious eyes following her. There were so many people she didn’t know, all expecting something from her. She wanted to get to her room before the panic in her stomach turned to tears. She finally decided to take a right turn, sure that it was where she had come from, and slipped through the doorway, sighing in relief when she entered the room she woke up in that morning. She pushed the door shut and threw herself on the bed, causing the gathered dust to billow up around her. 
 
    Jenny coughed and sputtered and stood up again. She could cry later when her bed wasn’t trying to kill her. She pulled the blankets off and shook them out, wondering where she could find new sheets. There was nothing in the wardrobe but gowns and cloaks, so that didn’t help. At least she could get out of this horrible dress. Since there were no pants or T-shirts, Jenny had to settle for a lighter gown that was easier to move around in. 
 
    Feeling a little better, Jenny looked around her room, lost in this strange new world. She did the one thing she could to keep things familiar—she cleaned. She found some kind of old undergarment—a shift?— in the back of the wardrobe and pulled it out to use as a rag. She wiped the furniture until the dust set loose in the air became too much to handle. 
 
    Jenny searched the windows, hoping to find a latch so she could get some fresh air. The latch had been rusted shut, so she used the metal comb from the vanity to scrape the build-up off enough to make it budge. Jenny pushed the window open as far as it could go and breathed. She crossed the room to open a second window and picked up her cloth again, enjoying the cool breeze. There was another castle in the distance, too far away to see many details. That must be where Gavin lives. The queen isn’t going to be very happy that someone actually did move in while they were sleeping, she thought. 
 
    She’d just finished cleaning the thick covering of dust off the last small table when there was a knock at the door. 
 
    “Come in,” Jenny called. The door opened and she glanced over. 
 
    A servant girl stood in the entrance, mouth open as she gazed around the room. Her clothing was old, but it appeared freshly pressed. She looked to be the same age as Jenny. She caught Jenny watching her, blushed, and dropped her eyes. 
 
    Jenny glanced down at her hand holding the dusty cloth and back to the servant. She threw the rag on the pile of dirty blankets. 
 
    “I’m sorry—I probably shouldn’t have been cleaning. Here are my sheets. I don’t suppose there are any clean ones?” 
 
    The girl remained silent, gathering up the blankets and curtsying before leaving the room. 
 
    Jenny sighed. She would die of boredom if everyone kept ignoring her. She dropped to her knees next to the open window, staring at the strange landscape outside. Green hills dotted with trees and a winding river were so different than the flat land she was used to seeing. Shepherds were out with their flocks while other villagers worked in their fields. 
 
    Her knees began to protest on the hard stone floor, so she pulled herself up and gazed around the room again. Then the large oak door slammed open. Jenny whirled around and found herself face-to-face with the queen, who stood in the doorway, fists clenched. 
 
    “All right, Genevieve, who is this Gavin you spoke of? You say he lives close, but that is not possible.” 
 
    Jenny sputtered and pointed out the window. “Well, what’s that castle out there?” 
 
    The queen stormed over to the window and leaned out so far, Jenny was afraid she would fall. 
 
    “How dare they? They are on my lands. Put on your armor. We are off to war.” 
 
    “War? What do you mean?” 
 
    Jenny glanced back at the castle in the distance. How in the world was she supposed to go to war? She had never fought anything. What kind of place was this? 
 
    “War, Genevieve. My goodness, dear girl. You cannot expect us to let them take over our kingdom without doing anything about it, can you?” She looked at Jenny strangely. 
 
    “Well, we were sleeping. Maybe they thought we wouldn’t wake up. Can’t we just talk to them? And why do I have to go?” 
 
    The expression on the queen’s face gave Jenny all the answer she needed. The queen whipped around and started issuing orders to the servants in the hall as she left. She turned one more time. “You had better be down by the horses in ten minutes.” She slammed the door behind her, rattling the windows. 
 
    Jenny stared at the door. Armor? Horses? This was getting to be way too much—not that waking up in a castle when she had just been doing laundry in a house full of craziness wasn’t already too much. She searched through the wardrobe for anything that looked like armor. Was it heavy armor like she’d seen in movies, or something else? The same servant girl came to the door, her arms full of new coverings for the bed. 
 
    “Hi. Could you possibly tell me where my armor is?” Jenny asked. “I may have sent it off to get it shined—or something.” 
 
    “I shall fetch it for you as soon as I put the linens on your bed, Highness.” 
 
    “Well, uh, the queen told me to suit up and meet at the horses in ten minutes. How about if I do the linens and you go get my armor?” 
 
    The look on the servant girl’s face showed that she was thoroughly confused, but Jenny held up her hand. 
 
    “Listen, do you want her in here, angry that I wasn’t ready on time? I can take care of the linens. Hand them to me and go before we both get in trouble.” 
 
    The girl shoved the bundle into Jenny’s hands and ran down the hall. The sheets were on the bed by the time she got back, and Jenny was pacing nervously. 
 
    “Sorry, Highness. I had to have it cleaned before I could bring it. It was terribly dusty.” She held the armor out, her head down. The pieces looked heavy, from the way the girl held them. 
 
    “Thank you. Could you help me put them on? I seem to have forgotten how.” 
 
    “Yes, Highness. Turn around so I can put on your jerkin.” She slipped the leather vest on Jenny like she’d helped do it many times before. The girl tugged and buckled the jerkin into place. It was tight enough that Jenny had a hard time breathing. 
 
    “Hey, could you loosen it just a little? Please?’ 
 
    The girl pursed her lips and loosened the jerkin slightly. Jenny sighed in relief. 
 
    “Thank you. So, does the queen do this often? Just run off to war?” 
 
    There was a pause. “Yes, Highness. Lift your arms.” 
 
    The girl slipped the metal armor over Jenny’s shoulders and helped her into the chainmail skirt before tightening both. She pressed a sword into Jenny’s hand and turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait! Could you at least tell me your name? I don’t want to keep thinking of you as ‘servant girl.’” 
 
    “Olive, same as it has always been, Highness. Are you all right? You seem to be out of sorts since we woke.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. Thanks, Olive. And please, call me Jenny.” 
 
    “I could not do that, Highness. The queen would have my head, and my family would be put in prison.” Olive did not look up. 
 
    “For calling me by name? That’s ridiculous.” 
 
    “It is the law, and you may want to hurry. Queen Esmeralda will not be happy if you keep her waiting.” Olive curtsied and left. 
 
    “Thank you!” Jenny called after her. 
 
    Jenny glanced at the sword in her hands and tried to swing it. It was too heavy and clanged to the ground. This was not going well. After a few attempts, she managed to get it into the sheath buckled around her waist and left her room. She hoped the horses were out in front because she didn’t know how to get anywhere else. She returned to the main hall, where people were still cleaning. 
 
    Two guards opened the door as she reached it, and she nodded to them. Outside, servants chopped down the vines and dragged them away. She found the queen just past the moat. The drawbridge had been replaced temporarily by a large plank of wood across the water. 
 
    Jenny crossed the moat and stopped, wondering where she was supposed to go. She noticed the king and headed toward him, but was distracted by movement near the front of the line. A little boy had wandered over to the horses and watched in awe. 
 
    “Move, peasant!” a massive soldier ordered. 
 
    The little boy glanced at him, but kept watching the horses. Jenny went closer, ignoring those around her who bowed as she passed. 
 
    “I said move.” The soldier pushed the boy down. 
 
    Jenny stood in front of the child, putting her hands on her hips. “How dare you? You can’t treat children this way.” She glared at him until he sneered and moved off. She took a deep breath, calming her nerves, before kneeling down to look at the boy. 
 
    Dirt was smeared on his face and his clothes were filthy. She ruffled his matted brown hair. 
 
    “Hey, buddy. You need to go back to your mom. These horses are dangerous.” 
 
    “Are you the princess?” he asked. His lisp made Jenny smile. 
 
    “Yes, I am. And what’s your name?” No need to tell him that she wasn’t really the princess and had no idea why she was there. 
 
    His deep-brown eyes widened as he glanced up at her. “Jim.” 
 
    Jenny looked around to find a large woman standing there, wringing her hands. She stood up. “Is this your son?” 
 
    “Yes, Highness. I apologize that he disturbed you. He shall be punished.” She wouldn’t look up from the ground as she continued to wring her hands. 
 
    “Please don’t punish him. He’s just curious. My br—” Jenny stopped, forgetting that in this world, she had no brothers . . . that she knew of. “Just take him home.” She smiled warmly and urged the boy forward. 
 
    Jim ran to his mom, and she ushered him away as he turned and waved. The smile on his face made Jenny homesick for her brothers. She turned to find the soldiers in formation, staring at her. She cleared her throat and moved to the back of the line. The queen was there, waiting impatiently. 
 
    “What were you doing?” she demanded. 
 
    “I was just helping that little boy. The soldier—” 
 
    “He was a peasant. You should not speak to them.” The way she said “peasant” made Jenny’s skin crawl. 
 
    “He’s one of your people. He was almost hurt,” Jenny argued. 
 
    The queen snorted. “He may be one of our people, but that does not mean you should speak to him. Now mount up. We are leaving.” 
 
    Jenny glanced at the king, but he was busy talking to his advisors. She sighed and walked over to the horse she could only assume was hers. She had never ridden a horse and hoped it wasn’t true that they could smell fear. She took a deep breath, stuck her boot into the stirrup, and pulled herself up. 
 
    The horse immediately began to buck wildly. Servants rushed over to control him, but not before she fell to the ground. She landed hard and felt her wrist pop. Gasping in agony, she held her arm to her stomach while servants helped pull her up. 
 
    Queen Esmeralda brought her horse closer. “Princess Genevieve, what is ailing you today?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Jenny winced at the looks of horror and murmurs that followed. “I mean, everything is fine, Your Majesty. I may just be coming down with something.” 
 
    She tried to hide the pain in her wrist, but she cried out when it was bumped by a servant. 
 
    “What did you do to your arm?” asked the queen. She turned to one of the servant boys. “You there, whelp. Get the princess up to her room and find the royal healer. Then report to the kitchen to work. You should not have let her get hurt.” 
 
    “But he didn’t do anything. I fell off,” Jenny argued. 
 
    “Well, I cannot punish you, can I? And someone must pay for the time that was wasted. Now go. Everyone else, mount up. It is time to get these intruders out of our land.” Queen Esmeralda sniffed and turned, ready to leave. 
 
    Jenny was furious as she was led off by the young servant boy. She stopped to say something else, but he tugged on her uninjured arm. 
 
    “It is of no use, Highness. You should know this by now.” He looked at her for a minute before continuing on. 
 
    She shook off his hand. “She’s horrible! Treating you like an animal, ordering people around.” 
 
    He stopped and studied her. “You are different. What happened to you?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You used to be worse than she is. Now you act as though you do not know what is going on in the castle.” His deep-blue eyes studied her. He had to be around her age—sixteen, maybe seventeen. He was cleaner than the boy she’d saved earlier, but he still looked like he hadn’t bathed in weeks. He led her inside and down a hallway. 
 
    “I’m not quite the same person. Maybe I grew up. Or finally got enough sleep.” Jenny brushed past, but stopped when she realized she didn’t know where she was. He had taken her in a side door and down a dark hallway. She turned to see him laughing. “What?” 
 
    “Was that a joke, Highness?” 
 
    “Yes, it was. I assume I knew how to joke before.” 
 
    “If you did, we never saw it.” He passed her and kept walking, grabbing a torch off the wall. 
 
    She hurried to catch up. “What’s your name? I assume it’s not ‘you there’ or ‘whelp.’” 
 
    He cringed. “No, Your Highness. It is Samuel. Call me Sam. Unless you are in the presence of other people—including other servants. Then it is best not to talk to me at all, unless you are giving me orders.” He turned and kept walking, not waiting for Jenny to keep up. 
 
    The sounds of her armor echoed off the dark stones. “Uh, Sam? Where are we going?” 
 
    “To the royal healer. We cannot have you heading off to war with a broken wrist, now can we?” he said dryly. 
 
    “Healer? Like a doctor?” 
 
    Sam sighed and turned around. “Yes, like a doctor. With magic. This way.” He gestured to a door and waited for her to enter before bowing and starting to leave. 
 
    “Magic?” A thrill shot through her. “Hold on! I don’t know how to get back. Please stay,” she pleaded. 
 
    “You heard the queen. I must go receive my punishment.” 
 
    He kept walking. 
 
    “Well, what if I command you? I can do that, right?” She was desperate for a friend, the homesickness for her family crushing down on her. 
 
    “Well, it should be more of a command than a question, but yes, you could. I am not sure you would like to go against the queen, though.” His smile revealed a deep dimple in his right cheek. 
 
    “I’ll take my chances. Stay, and I’ll make sure your punishment is light.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.” He bowed again. 
 
    He refused to enter the room with her, waiting in the hall, but Jenny was relieved that he would at least stay nearby. She looked around the room at the stuffed cupboards. She didn’t want to find out what was in most of them, judging by the smell in the room. 
 
    “H—hello?” she called. 
 
    “In here, dearie,” an old voice answered. 
 
    Jenny followed the sound and found an old woman slowly stirring a cauldron over the fire. She was stooped and dressed in black. 
 
    “Hello. I was told to come here to have my arm examined.” 
 
    “Ah, yes. I expected you to come. Let me have a look.” 
 
    Jenny held out her arm and winced as the lady poked and prodded at her wrist. The woman gasped, and Jenny jerked her arm back to her chest. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Jenny asked. 
 
    “Y—you are not the princess of this castle,” the old woman said, her eyes wide. 
 
    Jenny hesitated. How much should she tell? Who was this woman? “How do you know?” She held on to her wrist and backed up, afraid. 
 
    “I have cared for the princess since she was born. You are not her. What has happened? What is your name?” The woman hurried over to the table. She pulled out a bowl and added a few powders before staring intently at the contents. 
 
    “I’m Jenny. I come from the future, I’m assuming. Can you figure out what happened?” 
 
    “Ah. Someone pulled you here. Someone who meant harm to the princess and the kingdom. We must learn if they switched you, or if the other princess is gone.” She glared at Jenny as though she had the answer. 
 
    “You mean, someone else could be living my life right now?” From the way Sam had described the princess, Jenny wasn’t sure she wanted her set loose on the family she left behind. 
 
    “That is the question, but we will not know how to make this right until we find out the intent of the spell. How did you come to be here?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I remember lying in bed and wishing I was somewhere else, and then the next thing I knew, I was being kissed by some prince in this castle.” She shuddered again at the thought. 
 
    “True love’s first kiss. Hmmm.” The old woman wandered through the room, opening cupboards and moving pots, searching for something. “Ah. Here it is.” She pulled out a large book and put it on the table in front of her. 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘love’s first kiss’? I’ve never met the guy. That would have to mean . . .” 
 
    “That he is the man you are destined to be with. He woke you with his kiss. It is the only way to break the spell that was cast.” She flipped through the pages, but must not have found what she was looking for because she slammed the book shut, sending dust flying. She bustled over to another shelf and opened and closed books, muttering to herself. 
 
    Jenny watched in fascination. “But he’s a creep.” She winced in pain when she leaned forward and bumped her wrist on the table. 
 
    “Aye, but he is your creep.” The woman winked and opened another book. “Here we go. It looks like you were sucked into this world by true love’s first kiss and you are trapped here. That other place you were in may have been a dream world.” 
 
    “But that makes no sense. How could my family be a dream?” Everything was still so clear. She still remembered breaking her leg as a child. There was no way that wasn’t real. 
 
    The woman shrugged. “That is only one theory. You could have come from another time, as you say. You look identical to the princess. It could be that it was your soul that was pulled here, not your body. Again, another theory.” 
 
    That would explain why everyone thought she was Princess Genevieve. Jenny looked around for a mirror. “What happened to the other princess, then?” 
 
    “That is a very good question, and you must find the answer if you ever want to return to your previous life. I would steer clear of this prince if I were you, though. We would not want things to become complicated when it comes time to make the choice.” She winked again. “Now, let me see that wrist of yours.” 
 
    Jenny held out her arm. “What do you mean? Of course I want to go home. I don’t care about Gavin.” 
 
    The woman chuckled. “Just keep it that way.” She took Jenny’s arm gently, and as she moved her hand over the wrist, she whispered words in a language Jenny had never heard before. Her wrist grew warm and the pain subsided. When the woman finally let go, Jenny lifted her arm and twisted it, amazed that it had been healed. 
 
    “Thank you. There must be few deaths or sicknesses in this kingdom with you around.” 
 
    “That would be the case if magic was allowed.” She turned away. 
 
    “What do you mean, not allowed? You just used it on me, and you live here in the castle.” 
 
    “Aye, but my magic is just for the royal family. I am not allowed to use it for anyone else.” 
 
    “But that’s wrong. It shouldn’t be kept from other people.” This world was beginning to frustrate Jenny. With all the rules and the way everyone was treated, she was ready to scream. 
 
    “Magic comes with a price, they say. In this case, death to anyone who uses it. Now you had best be running off to bed. I would say you have about ten minutes before the exhaustion hits you and then you will have to be carried. This is another price that is paid for having magic used on you.” 
 
    “Thank you. But can you tell me who could help me figure this out? I want to go home.” 
 
    “Someone hates you and your family enough that they were willing to cast this spell. My guess would be Maurelle, judging by the vines left behind, but good luck trying to find her. She is a tricky one. Now off with you.” 
 
    “Goodbye. Thanks for healing me.” Jenny smiled at the old woman. She wouldn’t find the answers here, it seemed—she’d have to go find someone else to help her. 
 
    “Thank me later once you have recovered from the healing.” She cackled. 
 
    Jenny left the room to find Sam waiting for her. He pulled himself up off the ground where he’d been sitting and looked at her closely. 
 
    “All better?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you. She told me I needed to get to bed.” 
 
    “We will be heading straight there. I do not want to carry you the rest of the way.” He smiled and led her down the hall. 
 
    “Sam, why isn’t magic allowed?” 
 
    He stopped suddenly and turned to study her. “Who are you?” 
 
    “What do you mean? I’m Princess Genevieve.” She knew she wasn’t fooling him anymore. She cursed herself for making the mistake of trying to act like someone else. 
 
    “No. You are not. You hold yourself differently. You are nice to people. And you do not know what is going on. Who are you?” His eyes had grown dark, and he advanced slowly, causing Jenny to draw back. 
 
    “I don’t know anymore. I went to sleep as a girl in high school with too much to do and woke up suddenly in the world of castles and princesses. The old woman says I’m cursed, but I don’t know who would want to curse me. And apparently, Prince Gavin is supposed to be my one true love.” She slid down the wall and sobbed. She wanted her mom to hold her and tell her everything was going to be okay. She wanted her dad to go after whoever was behind this stupid curse. But they were far away. She’d never felt so alone. 
 
    “I am sorry, Your Highness. I did not mean to be rude.” He awkwardly patted her on the shoulder. “It is all right. I will take you back to your room. The magic must be hitting you harder and faster than it should.” He reached down to help her up. 
 
    “You don’t believe me?” Jenny asked. She pushed his hand away and stood up on her own. 
 
    “What I believe is that you are tired. It has been a long day. I should get you to your room.” 
 
    She nudged him to the side and grabbed the torch. She left him standing there, her head held high. 
 
    “Highness? Your suite is the other way.” He chuckled. 
 
    Jenny glared and turned the other direction, stomping past him. The loud creaking and rattling from her armor perfectly accented her anger. However, her pride was bruised even more when she had to stop at the next intersection and ask Sam where to go. She ignored his snicker as he pointed the way, exaggerating the gesture. 
 
    They finally made it to her room, where Olive was waiting for her. 
 
    Jenny turned to Sam. “Thank you for escorting me. Now please report to the kitchen and let them know you will be washing my dishes tonight. Only my dishes.” 
 
    Olive looked between Sam and Jenny, but kept quiet. Sam bowed, smirk still on his face, and walked off. 
 
    Exhaustion suddenly hit, and Jenny barely made it to her bed before she collapsed. She apologized to Olive for not being able to stand while the armor was taken off and slipped into a deep sleep.  
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    The next morning, Jenny woke and groaned in pain. Her muscles screamed at her and she tried to sit up. Where am I? She looked around the room, searching for her posters, then glanced down to see that she was still wearing the leather jerkin. Oh, right. I’m not home. Her eyes filled with tears, and she was hit hard with a pang of homesickness that threatened to break her. She rolled out of bed and startled Olive, who had been sewing in the corner waiting for Jenny to wake. She hopped up and helped take the jerkin off. 
 
    “Thanks, Olive. I’m starving. Where do I get breakfast?” 
 
    “Breakfast is brought to your room each morning, though it is long past time. Lunch will be served shortly. With the queen off at war, there will be no formal dining.” 
 
    “They’re still gone?” Jenny asked in surprise. 
 
    “Yes. They will not have gotten there yet. I will get you dressed. I suspect you will need to meet with the peasants while the king is gone.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Olive sighed. “Surely you remember. You must sit and listen to their pleas. It is long and tedious, but the villagers need you.” She searched through the closet and pulled out a deep-red velvet gown. “I think we will need to get you some new gowns. These have worn with time. For now, this will do. Where is your crown?” 
 
    “Crown? Are you serious?” Jenny couldn’t help grinning, delighted. Lucy would laugh hysterically if she knew that Jenny was going to be wearing a crown—she usually wouldn’t even wear a dress. 
 
    Olive pursed her lips, but kept quiet. After helping her younger siblings get dressed every day, Jenny felt strange having someone help her for a change. Any attempts to wave Olive off were met with harder tugs. Jenny finally gave in and allowed the girl to do her thing. It took ages to get the tangles out of her hair, and she wasn’t thrilled that she had to wear it down instead of in a ponytail. 
 
    Olive found the crown at the bottom of the wardrobe, and she polished it before she placed it on Jenny’s head. Jenny picked up her skirts and walked to the mirror in the corner of the room. Her jaw dropped at the princess staring back at her. Princess Genevieve looked almost like Jenny. The eyes were a little different, and Genevieve’s cheeks were thinner, but otherwise they were identical. They really had switched bodies. Jenny hoped Genevieve wouldn’t mind wearing glasses. 
 
    Her red dress brought out the blue in her eyes and her cheeks had a natural blush to them. She could get used to the gowns—but not the corset—and the tiara was lighter than she expected. Wearing her hair down would take getting used to, but maybe she could do this princess thing—until she could find her way home, of course. 
 
    Lunch was brought in by a group of servants, and Jenny dug in. The looks she got from the servants told her she wasn’t being very princess-like, but it was the first meal she’d had since she got to the castle. It was no wonder she’d been so exhausted the night before. 
 
    She glanced sadly at her plate as they whisked it away. She was ushered out of her chair by a rather stuffy-looking woman and met at the door by six girls, whom she assumed were her ladies-in-waiting. They smiled at her about the same way the popular girls at her school did—like they were looking for the best way to humiliate her. She tried to memorize the hallways as she passed through them, but gave up after several turns. She did spot a room she wanted to try to find later. There were several bookshelves inside and she hoped it was a library. It was curious that magic was banned in the kingdom, and she wanted to find out why. 
 
    They entered the great hall and Jenny stopped, staring around in awe. The room was covered in tapestries, thick velvet curtains, and other rich décor. Villagers stood in a long line, bowing low. Guards lined the walls, staring straight ahead. The woman servant nudged her toward the large, ornately carved chair. Jenny’s ladies-in-waiting took their seats on the steps and she looked around, trying to figure out where she was supposed to go. A servant cleared his throat and gestured for her to sit on the throne. She noticed with a jolt that it was Sam and wanted to say hello, but stopped when he shook his head slightly. She smiled to herself, happy to have a friend in the room, and plopped down in the chair. 
 
    “Your Highness, Princess Genevieve, will now call the royal court to order,” a small, squat man announced. 
 
    Jenny, who had been slouching down on the throne, suddenly sat up straight. Was she supposed to say something? Judging by the expectant looks, she was. She glanced back at Sam, who rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Uh, first up. What is your request?” It wasn’t quite what everyone expected, but apparently, it was enough. The villagers stood and the first woman stepped forward. 
 
    “Highness, my family is starving. Our fields were not planted on time. We ask thee for food.” She kept her head down, waiting for a response. 
 
    These poor people! Of course they hadn’t been able to plant their crops. Everyone had been asleep. But what was she supposed to do? What would the queen do? Jenny shuddered. She didn’t want to know what the queen would do. Okay, then. She’d be herself. “Well, I’m sure the castle has plenty. We’ll give you two bags of grain. Head to that servant over there and he will help you out.” Of course, that would only work if the castle’s grain was still good. How long did it last? She’d toured a farm with her class and she was pretty sure that it could stay good for years if stored right. The nutrition would be gone after about ten years, but at least it would bring them food. 
 
    The look of surprise and happiness on the peasant’s face was in direct contrast to the murmurs and angry whispers going around in court. The lady rushed over to Sam, who looked at Jenny with a hint of approval. He whispered something to her, and she stood to wait beside him. 
 
    “Next!” Jenny ordered. 
 
    Each of the peasants was there for food, so Jenny told them to go stand by Sam. She knew she would be in trouble by the looks from the servants and guards in the room, but she didn’t care. These people were starving. If the queen didn’t want to feed her people, she shouldn’t have left Jenny in charge. 
 
    When the last person hurried off to collect her food, Jenny hopped off the throne and looked around. “Well, that was fun. What’s next?” 
 
    “I believe it is time for your royal nap. Before you give away the rest of our food,” the small man said dryly. 
 
    “I’m not tired. I think I’ll go for a walk.” That sent a buzz around the court. “Through the castle,” she added. It was odd that they didn’t want her walking outside. Maybe she could find the reason for that in the library as well. She didn’t want to ask Sam or Olive—they already thought she was strange enough. 
 
    As she left the great hall, she realized she was being followed. She turned to her ladies-in-waiting. “You can all leave now. I’m going to the library. Very boring.” 
 
    They glanced at each other and back at her in disgust. 
 
    “When did you start going to the library?” one girl asked. 
 
    “Since I woke up from that sleep. Seems like I missed out on a lot of learning. I’ll see you later—uh . . . what’s your name?” There were way too many people here. 
 
    “My name is Sophia,” the girl said, fuming. 
 
    “Well, there are a lot of you. I think I’ll make a law for everyone to wear name tags. I’ll see you later when it’s time for your in-waiting job again.” Jenny turned on her heel, skirts pulled up, and walked off to find the library. She giggled at the grumbling she left in her wake. 
 
    Jenny tried to remember the twists and turns from before, but she realized she was lost. Sam was at the end of the hall talking to the peasants as they gathered their food. He looked up and nodded at her as she walked past. She smiled and waved. He’d probably know where to go, but his warning glance kept her away. This whole servant/princess thing was irritating. 
 
    When the hallway looked somewhat familiar, she began opening each door and peeking in. Most were bedrooms, and judging by the lines of beds, she was in the servants’ quarters. Maybe the hallway didn’t look quite so familiar. She turned to head back the other way and almost ran into Sam. 
 
    “Oh! You scared me. I thought you were busy.” Her heart pounded in her chest. 
 
    “I apologize. I wanted to warn you before you went any farther down this hallway. The rumors that would fly would be horrible. Where were you going?” His blue eyes searched hers. 
 
    “I was looking for the library. I thought I spotted it earlier, but for the life of me, I can’t keep track of where everything is.” 
 
    “Well, it is only your second day in the castle.” He gestured back the way she came and they walked together. 
 
    “So you believe me?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “I believe Rhoswen. That is the healer’s name,” he added, noting the look of confusion on Jenny’s face. 
 
    “Were you listening in last night?” Jenny tried not to be hurt that he didn’t believe her. After all, this wasn’t something that happened every day. 
 
    “No. She came to visit me while I was cleaning the stables. She knew I had brought you to her last night. She warned me about who you were and asked me to help out.” He smiled, his eyes searching her face for clues. 
 
    “Warn you?” Jenny stopped and turned to him, trying to ignore how his smile made her heart skip a beat. 
 
    “Yes. There is a prince who is supposed to marry you, and an evil witch coming after you.” His eyes danced. 
 
    “Oh, that. The whole ‘true love’s first kiss’ thing. I don’t believe it.” She started walking again. 
 
    “It is real. You forget, you are in a different time and place now. You are lucky. You already know who your true love is. Some will never know.” He sounded bitter, following behind. 
 
    Jenny huffed. “If that’s who I’m supposed to marry, I’ll eat my sock. He’s whiny and he’s full of himself. Where is this library, anyway?” 
 
    “Why do you want to go to the library? You used to desp—right. Different princess. It is just over here. What are you looking for?” 
 
    “I want to find out why magic was banned here, but since I should already know, I didn’t want to ask someone.” She blushed, embarrassed to think of the reactions of the other servants. 
 
    Sam studied her for a minute before opening the door to the library. This wasn’t the same room she’d seen earlier. It was massive, and books of all sizes were on the shelves that lined the white walls. The chairs and tables were a rich cherry color, and the fireplace on the far end of the wall burned brightly. She was in heaven. 
 
    “Wow. So what was that other place I saw, then? It was on the way from my room to the great hall.” 
 
    “It was probably the living quarters of one of our scholars. They borrow books from here. Sometimes the books come back. More often than not, they do not.” 
 
    “I don’t blame the scholars for keeping them.” Jenny went from one book to the next, looking at the different titles. 
 
    Sam cleared his throat. “I think the one you might want is here.” He pointed to a very large black leather book sitting on a table near the front of the room. “Rhoswen taught me to read using that book—” He suddenly stopped, realizing what he’d said. “Please do not let that information leave this room.” 
 
    “Of course not. You already know my big secret.” Jenny grinned, hurried over, and plopped down in the hard wooden chair in front of the book, ignoring her obvious lack of princess etiquette. She pulled her hair back, annoyed at how it got into her face and made her neck hot. 
 
    “What I wouldn’t give for a scrunchie right now.” 
 
    “A scrunchie?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Yes, I need to tie my hair back. It’s getting in my way.” 
 
    He walked over and gently took the hair from her hands. “You mean like this?” 
 
    Jenny tried to ignore the tingles running down her neck. “Yes, thanks. Although, I mean with some kind of elastic band.” 
 
    He dropped her hair and stepped back. “I apologize. Did I do something wrong? What is this elastic you speak of?” 
 
    “You’re fine. It was very sweet. I just meant that I normally use a band.” She looked down at her dress and realized it was made only of cloth, ribbons, and thread. “Elastic is like ribbon that stretches. Do you have a spare ribbon?” 
 
    “I do not, but I can find some. However, I am not sure you should do this. Here it is the men who tie their hair back.” He turned and pointed to his hair. 
 
    “Ugh. This whole princess thing is killing me. I want to go home.” She buried her face in her hands. 
 
    “While no one is here with us, I can fix it for you.” He moved closer and brushed her hair off her shoulders, swiftly braiding it before he laid it over her shoulder. 
 
    “How did you—Where did you learn to do that?” Jenny asked. Her shoulders and neck still tingled from his closeness. She stomped down her feelings and turned to him. 
 
    “My mother and sister used to ask me to do their hair. It must be undone before you leave this room, though. It would not be appropriate to have your hair off your shoulders. We must hurry and find the answer to your question.” 
 
    “Don’t you already know the reason?” 
 
    “Yes, but I only know what has been told to me. It is best that you learn it from the historian. I must leave in a few minutes—they will be wondering where I have gone. You caused quite an uproar by giving away all that grain.” He chuckled. 
 
    “Well, they were hungry. I couldn’t just let them starve.” 
 
    “That is exactly what you would have done before. The queen will not be happy when she arrives—that was our storage.” 
 
    “What about the fields? Haven’t we planted more yet?” 
 
    “By the position of the sun, we are at midsummer. We will be lucky to have a crop in by the time the frost comes.” 
 
    “So I doomed us all?” Her stomach fell. Great—her first decision as “princess” and she’d already messed things up big time. 
 
    “No. There is plenty of food saved here in the castle. The queen is very stingy with her food stores—she only uses them for those who are employed by her. But you did well.” He gave her an encouraging smile. 
 
    “Thanks—for everything. Now please go. I don’t want you to get in trouble.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness.” He bowed dramatically before he opened the door. “Oh, and Highness? You may want to turn near the back of the book. Otherwise, you could be here forever.” He winked and shut the door. 
 
    Jenny smiled at their conversation for a moment before remembering why she was there. She dragged the book toward her and opened it. The writing near the front was in fancy, faded lettering. 
 
      
 
    A History of Bavaria. Year of Our Lord 1156. 
 
     Jenny stared at the date on the book. 1156? That was almost a thousand years before she was born. No wonder everything was so different. Her heart beat rapidly. Was there any way at all that she would get back to her time? She shook her head, trying to push the thoughts aside, and opened the large cover. 
 
    She scanned a few pages, reading about the first kings before she went to the back. 
 
      
 
    Great celebrations begin today. 
 
    King George and Queen Esmeralda were finally granted their hopes for a child, and Princess Genevieve was born on this beautiful day. At sunset, the fairies of the kingdom shall bestow their gifts upon her. 
 
      
 
    Fairies? There were fairies here? How was that possible? And most importantly, when would she get to see one? 
 
    The history then went into the boring comings and goings for the day, so Jenny scanned ahead. She could tell he tried to add a little spice to the story, but how do you make the color of tablecloths (blue) or the number of doves that would be released as the sun went down (twelve) exciting? She wanted to learn more about Genevieve. 
 
    Even during the ceremony, the historian kept boring notes—who sat where and what was served. She didn’t know or care who the duke of Saxony was or that he was speaking with Adelheid, Duchess of Swabia, but it seemed to be a scandal because a duel was nearly fought over her dignity. 
 
    Nothing else caught Jenny’s eye until she found an entry from later that night. 
 
    The celebrations ended with gifts from the fairies. Princess Genevieve was blessed with beauty by the fairy Rhoslyn, followed by Tenyanye, who blessed her with wit. Shaylee blessed Princess Genevieve with grace, and Liliana bestowed the gift of dance upon her. Rhyannon had just blessed her with the gift of music when the hall filled with smoke. 
 
    Maurelle appeared within the smoke, anger flashing in her eyes. When she spoke, those around her cowered in fear. 
 
     “So, you neglected to invite me. How dare you!” 
 
    Rhyannon, who had been standing near the cradle, stood tall to face Maurelle. “Your kind is not welcome here. This is a glorious event, not one for dark magic.” 
 
    Maurelle struck her down with a swipe of her hand and approached the cradle. King George tried to guard the infant, but was knocked aside by a swift wind that could have only been conjured by the dark fairy. 
 
    “For this, your child shall pay. On her sixteenth birthday, she shall prick her finger on a spinning wheel and she shall die.” 
 
    Jenny stopped in shock. She knew this story as a fairy tale. Could it be real? She began reading faster. 
 
    Queen Esmeralda sank to the floor sobbing, for she had prayed for this child for many years. King George ordered Maurelle out of the court and comforted his wife. Maurelle disappeared in a flash of smoke, cackling. As the king and queen sat sobbing, the last fairy approached the cradle. Rhoswen touched the cheek of the princess before turning to the king and queen. 
 
     “I have yet to give my gift. I cannot rid your daughter of this terrible curse, but I can lessen it. She will not die, but she shall be in a deep sleep for one hundred years. It is the best I can do.” She bowed to the king and queen before joining her fairy sisters as they left the castle. 
 
    The day of celebration had turned into a somber evening. King George and Queen Esmeralda have spent many hours tucked away in their room, deciding what must be done 
 
    Jenny sat back, trying to remember to breathe. She had somehow stepped into the world of Sleeping Beauty just as the princess should have awakened. So what had happened? It made no sense that she was there. Sleeping Beauty was a story. It wasn’t real. And yet, she was here, in this castle. She stood and started pacing, trying to make her mind grasp what she’d just learned. Where was the real princess?  
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    Genevieve’s eyes snapped open. “It was not my fault!” she shrieked. 
 
    She sat up quickly when a burst of giggles erupted around her. The room she saw was not what she expected. It was crowded with icky little girls, and the walls were covered with portraits of boys that stared down at her. She scooted back on the bed away from the children and curled up in a ball. Where were her servants? These peasants should not be in her room. But . . . this was not her room. Her tightly held control snapped. 
 
    “Be gone, you little brats. Go find your mother and stay away from me!” 
 
    They looked at her in shock before one burst into tears and ran from the room. 
 
    “What did you do that for? Mary was excited to tell you she lost a tooth. You big meanie,” one girl said. She stuck out her tongue and followed the other child. 
 
    “Out!” Genevieve said when no one else left. 
 
    They scampered out and she jumped off the bed to slam the door. She looked around again, panicking at the mess that surrounded her. This was not where she should be. Where was her prince? A prince was supposed to come and rescue her, was he not? 
 
    Genevieve wondered what had happened. The last thing she remembered was seeing a beautiful, but frightening woman who handed her some kind of spindle and then a moment of pain. Now, suddenly, she was in a different place where nothing made sense. Was this part of the curse that had been put on her? The queen had warned her to stay away from spindles, but she could not help but touch it. She could not remember if she had been warned that she would wake up in a different place. She would have to learn what had happened. 
 
    Genevieve looked down at her clothing and grabbed a blanket from the bed, embarrassed that anyone had seen her like that. She was barely wearing anything—her clothes were up to her knees and showed most of her arms. She hurried over to the closet to find something more appropriate for her station and passed a mirror. 
 
    Backing up, she saw someone who looked like her, but clearly was not. This girl had messy blonde hair that looked like it had not been brushed in ages. The curious contraption on her nose was apparently used to help her see because when she took it off, she could barely distinguish anything beyond a few feet away. How terrible! 
 
    She threw open the closet and gasped in shock. Where were the gowns? Most of these clothes were meant to be used only when wearing armor. She finally found a long gown shoved in the back of the closet. She had no idea why it would be discarded in such a way. 
 
    She slipped it on, wondering why there was no corset in sight, and puzzled by how it was to be fastened. The metal teeth on each side came together as she slid the small lever up. How strange, but much easier than the ties on her other dresses. 
 
    She went to the dresser and picked up the brush, marveling at how soft the bristles were. She brushed her hair until it was silky and smooth. It was shorter than she was used to, but it would do. Satisfied with her appearance, but annoyed that she had been left to dress herself, she finally left the room. 
 
    Genevieve was instantly bombarded by chaos—little children running down the corridor, screaming. She jumped back against the wall, startled by the difference in décor. The floor was covered in the same soft rugs that covered the bedroom where she had just been. The stairs in front of her led to more rooms below. The overwhelming noise and confusion set Genevieve’s mind reeling. This was not right! Where were her parents? 
 
    Her stomach growled at the smells that must be coming from the kitchen. The cook would be rewarded for the breakfast she had made that morning. 
 
    An older boy wandered by, rubbing his eyes. His clothing was strange, but he was the closest thing to a servant she could find. 
 
    “You there. Fetch me some breakfast. I shall eat in my room this morning.” She turned to go, but stopped at the snort he made. 
 
    “Yeah, right. Get it yourself.” He kept walking. 
 
    “How dare you! Do you know who I am?” 
 
    “Jenny, give me a break. I have a calculus test this morning and I overslept.” He shoved his way into a strange room with water running from a pump into a small tub and slammed the door. 
 
    Genevieve clenched her fists and stomped her foot. No one ever ignored her like that! She pounded on the door. 
 
    A younger boy opened it, white foam pouring from his mouth. Genevieve jumped backward in fear of catching his awful disease. 
 
    “Whaddaya want?” he asked. 
 
    “I want my breakfast! Now!” 
 
    “Go get it yourself. Your feet aren’t broken. What’s wrong with you?” He shut the door as the older boy peeked around his shoulder. 
 
    She shrieked in anger. She would not be treated this way. Going back into the room she had come from, she slammed the door before collapsing on the bed. She had never been treated so poorly in her life. She would find the servants who were supposed to be waiting on her and have them thrown in the dungeon. 
 
    A few minutes later, a knock came at the door. 
 
    “Away. I will not be bothered.” 
 
    The door opened to a woman with the same frizzy hair Genevieve had when she awoke. 
 
    “Jenny, I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but you do not order your brothers around, and you do not slam the door. Now get downstairs and eat. School starts in twenty minutes.” She stood there with her eyebrows raised and arms crossed, waiting for Genevieve to move. 
 
    Genevieve stood and huffed. “My name is Genevieve. Not Jenny.” 
 
    “Excuse me? You don’t talk to your mother like that. And change that dress. You’ll have it ruined before prom.” 
 
    “My mother? What game is this? And what is this prom?” 
 
    “Young lady, I suggest you straighten up and get downstairs. Now.” The woman’s tone softened and she smiled. “What did you do to your hair? I like it.” 
 
    Genevieve touched her hair. “Thank you. I could not bear to go outside with it any other way.” She walked past—her mother? This was a strange place. She wanted to go home to where everything was in order. 
 
    “Uh, Jenny, don’t you think you’re forgetting something? You need to change out of that dress before you ruin it. And where’s your backpack?” 
 
    “My backpack?” 
 
    “Yes, that bag there in the corner? The one that had better be filled with homework? Come on.” She left the room and Genevieve followed after, backpack in hand. 
 
    When she followed the woman into what had to be the kitchen, she stopped. It was full of many things Genevieve had never seen before. A large contraption with food cooking on it stood in one corner. On top of a long counter sat something that looked like the tub she had seen upstairs. She walked over to it and played with the curious knob. She turned it one way and water poured out. When she turned it the other direction, the water stopped. She backed up. What was going on? 
 
    Something made a beeping sound, and she shrieked. She scrambled away from the noise, her heart beating rapidly. She had never heard such a thing. The older boy opened a box and pulled out food, looking at her with a strange expression. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you? Haven’t you ever seen a microwave before?” 
 
    “Of course I have.” She turned back to the tub and twisted the water on. 
 
    “No, not that. This.” He pointed at the box. 
 
    “Oh, I knew that.” She looked around for food that she recognized and sighed when she found a skillet full of eggs and bacon. She knew this food. 
 
    The boy handed her a plate and patted her on the head. “Wow, Jenny, you must have had a rough night.” 
 
    “Yes, that is it. Thank you, uh . . . Remind me of your name?” She scooped up her food, then slid past the children and took a seat. 
 
    “Did you hit your head?” He shoved the rest of his food in his mouth and left the kitchen. 
 
    One little girl burst into giggles. “His name is Ammon. You’re silly, Jenny!” She hopped down from the table. “I’m Bonnie. In case you forgot me too.” Her blue eyes danced. She turned and skipped out of the room. 
 
    Everyone else was staring at Genevieve, so she chose to ignore them. She cut everything precisely as she ate, and this caused more giggles. 
 
    “Jenny, why are you eating like that? And how come you’re wearing your prom dress? I thought you hated it.” This girl had food on her face, and her hair was a mess. 
 
    Genevieve glared at her. “I like this gown. And I eat like this because it is what princesses are supposed to do.” She slammed her hands on the table and stood to leave. How dare that child treat me like a commoner! 
 
    The woman who claimed to be her mother stood outside the kitchen, arms folded. “Jenny, what was that?” 
 
    “It’s Genevieve. And that . . . that girl in there dared to laugh at me. I should have her imprisoned.” 
 
    “Well, Genevieve, I don’t know who you think you are, but you don’t talk to me like that and you don’t imprison your sisters. Now get to school—and change your clothes!” 
 
    Genevieve climbed the stairs and took another look through the clothing in the closet. It was simply indecent, and she could not lower her standards to appear in public with so much of her skin exposed. She did not want to go against the wishes of the woman who called herself her mother, but she decided it must be done. She looked both ways before leaving her room, and when she did not see anyone coming, she crept down the stairs and out the front door, taking the bag she had been told to carry. 
 
    Outside, she saw trees lining the rows of houses. She was living among peasants? This village was much different than the one she remembered—the homes were nicer. And where was the castle? The road was hard and looked nothing like the dirt paths she was used to. Strange contraptions that looked somewhat like carriages moved along the path. She had been in carriages before, but these were not pulled by horses. It must be magic! She had always wanted to see magic but was never allowed to, unless it was for healing. 
 
    Ammon came out behind her. “You coming?” 
 
    “Coming? Oh! Yes.” She watched him walk to an old, beat-up carriage and followed. She did not want to pass up the chance to ride in one of the strange contraptions. 
 
    She climbed in and stared at all the gadgets inside. She rubbed the seat and copied Ammon in putting on a restraining device. He turned a key and she covered her ears to drown out the loud noise that came from the front of the car. It was like nothing she’d ever heard. “What is that?” she yelled. 
 
    “Music.” He chuckled and turned a knob, making the music quieter. He pushed his foot down and the carriage began to move. It was a much smoother ride than what she was used to. 
 
    Once she was accustomed to the movement, she leaned forward and touched the different knobs, making the music change. Below those knobs were ones that made the air blow hot or cold. She squealed in delight, forgetting the prim and proper demeanor she was always supposed to maintain. Her mother would be livid if she saw her acting in such a way, but she did not care. Magic! 
 
    Ammon shook his head. “You’re acting even stranger than usual.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Look at what you’re wearing. You hate that dress—Mom had to force you to buy it. I don’t know why she even bothered—you haven’t gotten a date yet.” 
 
    Genevieve looked down at it. It seemed perfectly fine, with all its ribbon and lace. “What is wrong with this gown?” 
 
    Ammon pulled over and turned to her. “Okay, what’s going on here? You’re not my sister. Who are you?” 
 
    Genevieve stared at him for a moment, trying to come up with something that did not seem crazy. “I . . . do not know who I am anymore. And I do not know what happened to your sister. I just woke up this morning like this.” She burst into tears. 
 
    He looked at her in shock, eyes wide. “Whoa, no crying. I was joking. You’re serious? Where is she?” 
 
    “I do not know. If I am here, she is probably at the castle. I wish her luck with my mother.” She thought of the horror back home. “I do not know what is going on. Most of what you have in this world is beyond me. I cannot believe you have magic. It was outlawed in my kingdom.” 
 
    “Kingdom? Castle? You mean—” 
 
    She sat up straight. “I am a princess, yes. Some kind of curse was put on me and my family. Something must have gone wrong when I was awakened because I ended up here.” 
 
    Ammon was staring at her with his mouth open. “That’s insane. But how—” He stopped for a moment and rubbed his face with his hands. “I guess that explains how you’ve been acting this morning. Plus, you don’t . . . feel like my sister. We don’t have the same twin connection.” He pulled back out onto the road and turned the carriage around. “Here’s a hint. Don’t order people around. They won’t take it very well.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “To a store. You wouldn’t be caught dead wearing that to school, and I can’t take you home to change without Mom wondering what’s going on.” 
 
    “Why would I want to be caught dead anywhere?” 
 
    “It’s an expression. Wow, I’m going to have to start at the beginning. I don’t have time today, but just try to follow everyone else. Remember to stay quiet when the teacher is talking, and raise your hand when asking a question.” 
 
    “What teachers are you talking about? They do not come to your home?” 
 
    Ammon laughed. “Definitely not. That would be scary. You go to school with hundreds of other kids.” 
 
    “Kids?” She looked over at him. 
 
    “You know—other people our age. A kid is a child. Or in our case, teenager.” He shook his head. 
 
    She panicked. Other people her age? Commoners? This was far beyond anything she thought she could do. It was enough to wake up into a house full of them. “I have never been around other kids. My mother would not allow me to converse with commoners, and the servants never spoke to me for fear of punishment.” 
 
    “Wow, talk about overprotective,” Ammon muttered. 
 
    He pulled into a large area with many carriages. The building in front of her was big, but nothing compared to the castle where she lived. She waited for him to open the door for her. When he noticed she hadn’t followed him, he went back and opened it, and she held out her hand 
 
    Ammon turned and walked toward the store. “I’m okay with opening the door, but sorry, I’m not helping you out.” 
 
    “Why not? Is chivalry dead here?” 
 
    Ammon laughed. “Some would think so. Now come on—we need to hurry. I’ll have to study for my test during homeroom, which means we need to get there before it starts.” 
 
    The doors opened automatically and Genevieve whipped around, looking for who could possibly have opened them. “Magic,” she muttered in awe. 
 
    “It’s not magic. It’s electricity,” Ammon said. 
 
    “Electricity?” She stumbled over the word. 
 
    “Yes. See the lights? The registers over there? Even my truck runs on some form of electricity or power. No magic.” 
 
    “Amazing.” She looked around. “Why are all these commoners—er, people—staring at me?” 
 
    “Girls don’t usually go shopping in their prom dresses. Over here.” He gestured to the racks of clothing. 
 
    Genevieve shivered. More clothes that made her feel bare. After arguing over any pants that were shown to her, they finally settled on a peasant skirt and blouse. It was nothing like Jenny would have worn, but at least Genevieve would not look like a princess out of a story book. 
 
    Ammon paid for the clothes using a strange card and then sent her through a door that said “restroom” on it to change. She peeked in and came back out. 
 
    “Why is this known as a restroom? There are no beds.” 
 
    He sighed. “I don’t know. That’s just what they call a bathroom. There are stalls with toilets in there.” He noticed the look on her face. “A toilet is where you relieve yourself. Seriously, what year are you from?” 
 
    “I’m from the year 1172. The year of my sixteenth birthday.” 
 
    “Whoa. No wonder you know nothing about anything.” 
 
    She huffed. “I know many things. Just . . . nothing about this time.” She lifted her chin and spun around, walking back into the restroom. Choosing the biggest stall to make room for her dress, she closed the door, finding a small knob to hold it closed. 
 
    She relieved herself and then stared at the toilet. “Now what?” She lifted the seat, but that didn’t work. After seeing the other amazing things today, she knew the refuse couldn’t just stay there. 
 
    She noticed a silver knob and pushed it up. That also failed to work, so she tried pushing it down. She jumped back when water poured into the bowl and down the drain, taking the waste with it. Ammon might not think it was magic, but to her, anything that could get rid of waste without having to wait for her servants to clean out the chamber pot was magical. 
 
    Genevieve pulled off the gown and put it in the bag. After she fought her way into the clothes Ammon had just bought, she checked herself in the mirrors. The blouse and skirt were nice, but they were not fitting for a princess. At least they covered her as they should. Then she washed her hands and glanced around for something to dry them on, but could not find anything. Poking her head out the door, she found Ammon waiting for her. 
 
    “Ammon? Where do I dry my hands?” 
 
    “There’s a white box hanging on the wall. Push the silver button and put your hands underneath the nozzle. The air will dry them off.” 
 
    “No towels?” 
 
    “Not sanitary. Hurry—we need to get out of here.” 
 
    She handed him the bag with her dress in it and went back in to find the white box. She pushed the button and jumped at the loud noise that came from the machine, then squeezed her eyes shut and shoved her hands into the blowing air. When she opened her eyes, she noticed a tall, thin woman standing at the door, staring. Genevieve smiled at her and left the bathroom. 
 
    “Shall we?” She held out her arm for Ammon to take, but he just turned and walked away. She glared and followed him. 
 
    They drove quietly to school as Genevieve took in everything around her. Where was she, and how had she gotten here? What had happened to the prince who would wake her? Was her family awake yet, and how long had she slept? She did not miss the place where she had come from—there had been too many rules and not enough friends. This did not help her feel any better about her surroundings, though. Everything was too strange. 
 
    They pulled up to a large red building surrounded by kids her age. It was like a large anthill full of activity, with people dressed in many different colors and styles. She took deep breaths, trying to calm down. 
 
    “It’ll be fine. Just try to blend in. Watch out for anyone in a blue jacket with white sleeves—you don’t want anything to do with them. Your best friend is Lucy. Please be nice to her. And maybe put in a good word for me.” He winked. 
 
    “You want to court this Lucy?” she asked. 
 
    He choked. “Uh, here we say ‘date.’ And yes. But don’t tell her that—I’m trying to be mysterious because you’re friends. Um, she and Jenny are friends.” 
 
    “Why do you not ask her? In my land, princes come and fight for me, or bring gifts.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, that doesn’t happen here. And if you slip and mention anything about your castle or anything about your old home, just tell people it’s from a book you’re writing.” 
 
    “Why? And girls can write here?” That was a very good change from the way things had been in the past. 
 
    “You mean you can’t write?” He looked at her with wide eyes. 
 
    “Of course I can. I am a princess. But the commoners cannot. They are not allowed.” 
 
    “Well, there’s no royalty here, so that doesn’t happen. Although, there are some politicians who think they’re kings or queens, and a few teachers do, too. Ready?” 
 
    “I suppose. Are we going to be together?” Her heart beat rapidly, thinking of doing this on her own. She could go to battle, but meeting other teenagers? That was frightening. 
 
    “No, but you’ll be fine. Well, we have the same first period class, but we’re not in any other classes together. We both requested it at the first of the year.” 
 
    “Why is that?” She followed him into the school. 
 
    “Let’s just say we’re both a little tired of being the twins of the school. We tend to avoid each other when we can.” He showed her to her locker and wrote down her classes and classroom numbers, along with the names of the teachers. “Now don’t lose this. The classroom numbers are right next to the doors. Your books are in your locker. Oh, let me write down the numbers you’ll need to open the locker door.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She smiled and picked out the books she needed. 
 
    “Oh, you won’t need that one.” Ammon put it back. “Now, unless you absolutely need me, don’t talk to me. People will wonder why we’re suddenly chatting.” 
 
    Ammon waved and left. Genevieve shut the locker door and found a tall girl with brown hair and brownish-green eyes standing on the other side. . 
 
    “Hello?” Genevieve was not used to people not bowing to her. 
 
    “What was he doing over here?” The girl blushed. 
 
    “He was reminding me of the books I need.” A loud alarm started ringing, and Genevieve ducked. 
 
    “You okay? Let’s get to class.” 
 
    “A—all right.” Genevieve followed the girl she could only assume was Lucy. 
 
    “Cute skirt. Where did you get it?” 
 
    “We bought it at a store this morning.” Genevieve stared at the lockers, curious that everyone would keep their belongings in such small spaces. 
 
    “Cool. Never took you for the skirt type.” 
 
    They sat down. There were so many rooms with small tables where people sat. It was loud, with everyone talking and laughing. Ammon turned around in his seat and grinned. Genevieve smiled back in amusement. He definitely had feelings for Lucy. 
 
    A tall, thin woman stood in front of the room. “Good morning, class. Please get out your assignments and hand them up.” 
 
    This must be the Miss Oliver on her list. Genevieve studied the other students. What was she supposed to turn in? Ammon glanced at her and pointed at the pile of books. She held one up and he shook his head, pointing again. When she held up a thin book, he nodded. She flipped through and found the last assignment in the book. She looked over at Lucy’s paper and saw that she had the same type of writing. Following Lucy’s example, Genevieve ripped out her sheet and passed it forward. 
 
    “Okay, class. Today we’re going to be reading tales from Charlemagne. He came long before the Grimm Brothers, but he is the reason we have a lot of writings from the tenth century. He died in 948, but he did a lot of good during his time . . .” 
 
    She continued to teach about Charlemagne, but Genevieve stopped listening. She knew of this man. If it was the same person, he was still alive in her time. Maybe the teacher spoke of his ancestor. 
 
    “. . . So today’s assignment will be doing more research on who Charlemagne was and the stories we gained from him. Read chapter ten in your textbooks. We’ll be having a quiz on it, so I suggest you study carefully.” Miss Oliver sat her desk and everyone opened their books and began reading. Genevieve glanced around before doing the same. 
 
    The bell rang and everyone started leaving the classroom. Genevieve grabbed her books to catch up to Ammon before remembering that he didn’t want to talk to her until after school. 
 
    “Isn’t that wild about all those stories he collected?” Lucy asked. 
 
    “Yes. He must have had quite the library. It is going to take hours to go through all those books to find more about him.” Genevieve was getting a headache just thinking about it. 
 
    “Hello? Library? What happened to the Internet? You can come over to my house, since you only have about fifteen minutes of computer time at yours.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Genevieve had no idea what an Internet was, but apparently it was in high demand. 
 
    “See ya! And don’t forget—you were going to get Erik to notice you today.” Lucy waved and turned to go to her class. 
 
    Erik? Why would he not notice her? Were they not in the same class? This world was so confusing. She checked the note Ammon had written for her and realized that the numbers meant nothing. He should have drawn a map. She looked at the different numbers on the classrooms near her and they were all in the hundreds. She was supposed to be in two hundred and twenty. 
 
    She stopped a boy passing nearby. “Excuse me? Can you tell me where to find room two hundred and twenty? I would be most appreciative.” She realized too late that he was wearing one of the blue jackets Ammon had warned her about. 
 
    He grinned at her. “Well, well. Look at Jenny all dressed up. How about I take you to class?” He put his arm around her and started her toward the stairs. 
 
    “Unhand me, you fool! I will not be treated like this!” She pushed him away and stormed toward the stairs. Apparently there were more classrooms up there. 
 
    “Fool? Did she just call me a fool?” His friends laughed behind her. 
 
    Genevieve found the right classroom and slipped into a seat just as the bell rang. That was one thing she could do without—apparently these people were ruled by alarms. How irritating. 
 
    She checked the note again and found that this teacher was Mr. Wood. She looked through her math book and sighed in relief. She had done some of this math with her advisor, Petrus. He wasn’t supposed to be teaching her anything but reading and writing because her mother had decided those were all that were needed in leadership, but he taught her anyway. His philosophy was that an educated queen was a good queen. 
 
    Class went quickly, and she was even able to answer a few questions, although she had to be reminded to raise her hand first. An incredibly handsome boy a few rows up looked back and smiled at her, making her stomach do flip-flops. She hoped this was the Erik she was supposed to make notice her. 
 
    “We’ll be splitting into groups for this test. Your mid-terms are coming up and I would like you to have set study groups. I’ll be putting you together so you have more of a studying team and less of a gossiping team.” He looked straight at the girls giggling in the back. 
 
    “Adam, Kelsie, and Sabrina, you’re one group. Let’s see. Anna, Brian, and Jake, you’re another group.” 
 
    He put the rest together, and Genevieve waited. She wasn’t used to being at the end of any list. 
 
    “Erik and Jenny, it looks like you’ll be together. If Ryan gets back from vacation on time, he’ll be with you as well. Now meet up and find a time to study. You have about ten minutes until the end of class.” 
 
    Erik walked back to where Genevieve was and sat backwards on the chair in front of her, arms folded on her desk. His brown hair fell in front of his eyes and she kept herself from reaching up to touch it. Many suitors had tried to win her hand, but not one had ever made her heart flutter like Erik did. Usually they thought only of themselves and had snobbish grins on their faces, but Erik’s shy smile immediately put her at ease. 
 
    “Hey, partner. Great job answering those questions. I didn’t think anyone ever paid attention in class. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Thank you. My advisor has done well in his training.” 
 
    “Advisor? You mean, like a tutor?” 
 
    She was so flustered by him that she had forgotten to be careful. “Um, yeah,” she said, trying to sound like those around her. “I wanted to get ahead.” 
 
    “Well, awesome. Maybe you can help me out, then. I’m having a hard time with this class and I need to get my grade up for baseball.” 
 
    Baseball? She would have to ask Ammon about that later. “Of course. I would love to help.” 
 
    “Great. I have practice right after school. Should I pick you up when I’m done?” 
 
    “Sure. That would be wonderful.” Her heart sped up. She knew the queen would be furious if she knew that Genevieve was talking to boys—let alone commoners—and it delighted her. 
 
    The bell rang. He winked and stood up. “Awesome. I’ll see you then.” 
 
    Genevieve floated out of class and did not come down from her cloud until she found Lucy. 
 
    “So, did you talk to him?” Lucy’s eyes sparkled. 
 
    “Yes. We are going to be math partners. He wants to pick me up after baseball.” 
 
    Lucy squealed and grabbed her in a hug. Genevieve stiffened, not used to people touching her like this. Lucy pulled away. “What’s wrong? Aren’t you excited?” She looked concerned. 
 
    “Of course! But I do not usually let people touch me. Unless they are helping with my gowns.” 
 
    “What in the world are you talking about?” 
 
    “Nothing. We must get to class.” Genevieve berated herself for slipping again. But who in the world just grabs and hugs someone they do not know? As she thought this, she glanced around the hallway at couples kissing or hugging, and realized it happened quite often. The outward display of affection embarrassed her and she hurried to her class, grateful to get away. 
 
    That was, until she realized she did not know anything about this class. Chemistry? Petrus had gone over the science of animals and plants and a little alchemy—her mother would have imprisoned him, or worse, if she had known—but Genevieve did not know this chemistry. 
 
    Lucy kept throwing her questioning looks, pointing at a piece of paper in her hand, but Genevieve just smiled and paid attention to the teacher. Thankfully, chemistry was a little like alchemy, but with no magical elements to it. 
 
    Mr. Jeppson obviously loved his subject. The excitement in his voice as he spoke of equations and chemical reactions made other students smirk, but it made Genevieve a little homesick for Petrus. He was much the same way. He was often gone on long trips, but when he came home, he would share everything he had learned with her. 
 
    The bell rang just after they’d gotten their assignments, and she collected her books. Lucy grabbed on to her arm and led her out the door. 
 
    “What’s up with you today? You were drinking in everything Mr. Jeppson said.” 
 
    “Why would I not? He is very wise.” 
 
    Lucy stopped. “Are you serious? You hate chemistry. Thus the after-school tutoring sessions.” 
 
    “Well, today I find him fascinating. I guess all those extra lessons finally sank in.” 
 
    She kept walking, but Lucy stopped her and grabbed her notebook, studying it. 
 
    “When did you start writing like this? Half of the words are misspelled, and it’s like you went all medieval with your penmanship. In fact, that’s what the spelling looks like as well.” She looked up at Genevieve. 
 
    Genevieve tried to shrug it off. “It is just something I picked up.” 
 
    Lucy stared at her for a minute, eyes narrowed. “Something’s going on. And I’m going to find out what. You’re acting really weird. I suppose you still like eating, right? Let’s get to lunch. I’m starving.” 
 
    They dropped off their books at their lockers and walked to the dining hall. Genevieve wanted to hide. There was so much noise and chaos. The trays for lunch contained all kinds of food she had never seen before. When they got to the front of the line, Lucy had to “remind” her of her last name. 
 
    They found a spot and Genevieve poked at her food while Lucy dug in. 
 
    “Ha! I told you something’s going on. You usually devour the burritos. So what’s up?” 
 
    Genevieve opened her mouth to reply, but just then, Erik plopped down with his tray. 
 
    “Hey, Jenny. I realized I didn’t get your address so I could pick you up.” He opened up a small carton and drank the contents all in one breath. 
 
    “Uh, address?” She stared at him blankly. Of course he would ask something she could not answer. Although, the list was rather short of the things she did know. 
 
    “It’s 39 Aspen Way. Huge house, full of kids. You can’t miss it,” Lucy piped in. “Don’t mind Jenny. She’s not quite herself today.” 
 
    “Really? That’s too bad—you were fine earlier. Are you still up for a study date?” 
 
    “Of course. I just forgot for a moment.” This was proving more difficult than she had thought. Addresses, last names, new subjects—Genevieve was beginning to think that castle life was much simpler. 
 
    “Well, as long as you don’t forget what we learned in math today.” He winked at her. 
 
    “I have it all written down. I will not forget.” 
 
    Genevieve took a small bite of the burrito and made a face. Jenny liked these? She managed to get the rest down before turning to the small carton. It said “milk” on the side, and she wondered what kind of milk they drank here. She tasted a small amount and then drank the rest. Much better than the goat milk she was used to. 
 
    She set the carton down and realized Erik and Lucy were both staring at her. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Wow, Jenny, way to guzzle. That was impressive.” Erik held his hand up, seeming to expect something. 
 
    “Slap his hand,” Lucy hissed in her ear. 
 
    “Oh!” She slapped his hand, which seemed to make him happy. Why would people slap each other in this way? Such strange customs. 
 
    Lucy stood and picked up her tray. Genevieve tried to follow, but Lucy pushed her back down. “I’m just heading off to a meeting. You stay here and finish. Talk to you later.” She winked and left. 
 
    Flustered, Genevieve turned back to Erik. He was grinning. 
 
    “That was really smooth of your friend.” 
 
    “Smooth?” 
 
    His smile slipped a little. “Yeah, smooth. She tried to get us alone together. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I am fine. My head aches, though. All this information I am supposed to remember.” 
 
    Erik took her hand, and she tried to pull back. 
 
    “Relax. I’m just going to try a pressure point to get rid of your headache.” 
 
    She hesitated a moment before she closed her eyes, ignoring the tingle of his hand touching hers, and concentrated on the headache that was slowly going away. She opened her eyes to find him smiling at her. 
 
    “Thank you. That was wonderful. Where did you learn this magic?” 
 
    He chuckled. “It’s not magic—it’s acupressure. My mom’s in to all this natural remedy stuff and I picked up on a few things. Did it help?” 
 
    “Yes, it did.” She suddenly realized he was still holding her hand and she pulled back to grab her tray. “I best be going. See you this afternoon?” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll see you later, Jenny.” He waved and moved off toward the door. 
 
    Genevieve smiled to herself and dumped her tray. She headed to her locker, but ducked into the doorway. The brute who had come after her before was standing there, waiting. She would have just gone to her next class, but she had no idea where she was supposed to go without the paper from Ammon, which was now in her locker. 
 
    “Miss Adams, why are you standing there? It’s time for class.” 
 
    Startled, she turned around to find a lady dressed in an odd assortment of clothing. Her skirt looked a little like Genevieve’s, but she had several layers of scarves and different types of jewels. 
 
    “Of course. I just needed to get my books and became lost.” She glanced around the corner, and the boy glared at the teacher before he left. He reminded Genevieve of a troll. 
 
    “Ah, yes. I would be scared of John too. Okay, dearie, off we go. Today I feel we should paint our lunch.” 
 
    “Paint our lunch?” Genevieve held back. She had just eaten her lunch. How was she supposed to paint it? 
 
    The strange lady grabbed her arm in a vice-like grip and pulled her along. They entered a classroom full of easels and paints. Genevieve was delighted. She had wanted to learn to paint, but she was told it was for peasants. She was restricted to making tapestries during her “free” time. 
 
    She took the only empty spot and glanced around at what the other students were doing. They were indeed painting their food. In front of each of the easels was a tray of burritos, potatoes, and various fruits. 
 
    She pulled out her palette and tried to find colors that matched the burrito sitting in front of her. Not finding the right shades, she began to mix them. When she was finally satisfied, she picked a brush. Watching someone else paint and doing it herself were completely different things. 
 
    She traced out the outline first and then slowly put in the shades. She was so busy concentrating that she did not notice when the teacher came up behind her. 
 
    “Jenny, what’s this? I see you’re finally practicing at home. Excellent shading. You certainly went out on a limb using that brush, but I see that it worked for you. Class! Look at Miss Adams’ work.” 
 
    “Ms. Thomas, come see mine.” 
 
    Genevieve glanced toward the voice and was shocked at the venomous expression on the girl’s face. She would have been beautiful with her sleek black hair and dark eyes if she did not look like she wanted to hurt Genevieve. 
 
    The class came over and looked at Genevieve’s painting, complimenting her on the use of color and how realistic the meal looked. 
 
    “One moment, Amanda. Now class, back to your paintings, and try to follow what Jenny has done.” 
 
    The students wandered off, a few checking the colors Genevieve had used to create the right mix. She could not understand the look Amanda gave her after Ms. Thomas had moved to her work and told her it was lovely, but not quite the same as Genevieve’s. 
 
    She chose to keep silent and finished with a background, thankful when the bell rang. She wanted to escape, but she still had to clean out her brushes. Following what everyone else was doing, she put her brushes back next to her easel. The other girl was nowhere in sight, so Genevieve slipped out the door. 
 
    “Who do you think you are?” Amanda spat. She stood in the hallway, hands on her hips. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Genevieve backed up, apologizing as she stepped on someone’s toes. 
 
    “I’m supposed to be the best student in that class. Everybody knows that. I’m watching you—yesterday you were painting stick figures. Today you’re at the top of the class.” She stomped off, fuming. 
 
    Genevieve stared after the girl and shrugged. She had not meant to paint so well—it had just happened. 
 
    She went to her locker to get Ammon’s note so she would know which class she was supposed to attend next. PE. What was this PE? She looked around and found Lucy heading her direction. She sighed in relief. 
 
    “What’s up with Amanda?” Lucy asked as Genevieve fell into step beside her. “She looked like she was ready to kill someone. What happened in art?” 
 
    “She does not like someone doing a better job than she did. Ms. Thomas liked my painting, and Amanda was not happy about it.” Genevieve shrugged. 
 
    “She liked your painting? Jenny, you hate that class. What’s gotten into you? And why are you talking so strangely?” Lucy shook her head and pushed her way into a room full of more lockers. 
 
    “Strange? I do not know wh—” Genevieve gasped and stopped, covering her eyes. Girls were undressing in this room! 
 
    “What are you doing?” Lucy asked. 
 
    Genevieve peeked between her fingers to see Lucy staring at her. 
 
    “These girls are indecent.” Genevieve blushed. 
 
    “They’re getting ready for PE. Seriously, what is wrong with you?” Lucy pulled open the locker they must have shared and grabbed some clothes, which she threw at Genevieve. “Here. Get dressed.” 
 
    “Um, is there another facility where I can dress myself, such as a restroom area?” 
 
    By this time, other girls were staring at them, causing Genevieve more embarrassment. Lucy raised her eyebrows and pointed toward a small room closed off by metal doors. Genevieve escaped inside, realizing it was just like the room she had seen that morning. She slammed the door and locked it before leaning against it. She could hear laughter outside, but she did not care. She would not lower herself to such standards. She was a princess, after all. 
 
    She cringed when she looked at the clothes she was supposed to wear. They would hardly cover her. She put them on quickly, not liking how bare she felt, and counted to ten before she left the stall. Everyone else had gone but Lucy. Genevieve avoided her gaze and threw her clothing into the open locker. 
 
    “I am ready.” Genevieve moved to the door, but Lucy stopped her. 
 
    “Jenny, what’s going on? It’s like you’ve never done this before.” Lucy’s expression and the tone of her voice showed her hurt. 
 
    Genevieve sighed. She did not want to explain this again. “I am not Jenny.” 
 
    The bell rang. 
 
    Lucy stared at Genevieve for a moment, one eyebrow raised. “You certainly look like Jenny. Except that your hair isn’t flying everywhere and you wore a dress.” Lucy pulled her leg up onto the bench she was sitting on and rested her chin on her knee. 
 
    “I do not know how it happened. I woke up and I was here. I think Jenny may have gone to my home.” 
 
    “And where is that, exactly?” Lucy looked skeptical. 
 
    “I come from the year 1172.” Genevieve held her breath. She did not even know what year she was in now. 
 
    Lucy started laughing, but stopped when she realized Genevieve was serious. “1172? How is that even possible? That’s almost a thousand years ago. Give me a break.” She stood and walked toward the door. “Come on. We’re late for class, and I’m already in enough trouble with Mr. Ellis.” 
 
    “You do not believe me?” Genevieve followed Lucy into a large area full of girls. 
 
    “I don’t know. How in the world would it happen? I mean, you’re completely different, but suddenly showing up from the past? That just doesn’t make sense. Let’s go sit on the bench—I assume you’ve never played volleyball before.” Two nets were strung between poles, and the girls were hitting balls over the nets. Fascinating. 
 
    “Never. I am not allowed to perform any type of strenuous activity unless it is training for battle. It is below my station—as my mother loves to remind me,” Genevieve said. 
 
    “Below your station?” Lucy snorted. “What were you? A princess?” She stopped when she saw the look on Genevieve’s face. “Hold on. You were a princess? Does that mean—?” 
 
    “That Jenny is a princess right now, yes. Or at least, I believe so.” 
 
    Lucy sat there for a moment, shock on her face. “Really? How will she survive in that time?” 
 
    “It is not bad. Unless she does not like wearing dresses or doing embroidery.” 
 
    Lucy snorted. “No, not Jenny. Do you have any siblings?” 
 
    “No, I am an only child. My parents were lucky even to have me.” 
 
    “And now you have six. That must have been quite a change for you.” 
 
    Genevieve was distracted by the game. “Yes, but that was not my biggest surprise. Your world is full of magic I have never seen before.” She paused. “How does this game work?” 
 
    “Basically, you just need to get the ball over the net. They like to make things more complicated by adding extra rules, but just watch for a minute. See that girl? She’s going to serve the ball. Now that girl will pass it, the next will set, and then they’ll try to hit—or spike—it over. The point is not to let the ball hit the floor on your side of the net. But you only have three hits.” 
 
    They watched the game for a minute so Genevieve could see how it was played. Every time they rotated, the coach would send the next girl in, and Genevieve’s turn was coming up quickly. 
 
    “So what do you mean by ‘magic’? There’s no magic here.” 
 
    “That is what Ammon told me, but you have amazing things that we could only dream of back home. Toilets—instead of chamber pots—are enough to make me want to stay here. The moving carriages with no horses and the loud music coming from nowhere? Heavenly.” 
 
    “You mean cars? I guess I never thought of it that way. I can see how you would think they’re magic. Oh, it’s your turn.” 
 
    Genevieve stepped out on the court and found her spot. The girl next to her served, and excitement fluttered in Genevieve’s stomach. The other team spiked it back—right at Genevieve. She was able to dive under it—like she had seen another girl do—and get it up off the floor. She winced at the pain from landing hard on the ground, but adrenaline rushed through her. She pushed her glasses back into place as she stood. 
 
    One of the other girls slammed the ball down on the other side the court. The game continued, and Lucy came in next. 
 
    “How did you do that?” she whispered. 
 
    “Do what?” Genevieve was only half listening as she watched the ball bouncing from one person to the next. It came to her again and she got it to the setter. The ball was spiked down and the other team managed to get it up. They spiked it back, and Genevieve’s team lost the point. 
 
    On the next rotation, she was in the front row. Lucy gestured for her to stand next to the net during the serve. Genevieve watched the ball go over, and as it was set up for a spike, she saw her chance and jumped up, slamming it down on the other side. 
 
    Everyone on both sides just stood there, shocked. 
 
    “What? It is our turn, correct?” Genevieve looked around, wondering if she had done something wrong. 
 
    Lucy nodded, eyes wide. 
 
    The ball was thrown to the server, and she served again. The setter sent the ball to Genevieve, and she jumped and slammed it down again. The girls on her team cheered wildly. The other team was not quite so thrilled. She was surprised to find that Amanda was front and center, staring daggers at her. 
 
    Genevieve was too slow to hit the ball when it came at her on the next play. The look of triumphant snobbery on Amanda’s face made Genevieve’s temper flare. The serve went over and the ball was sent to Amanda. She went up, a look of anticipation on her face. Genevieve jumped at the same time and felt the ball slap off her hand and down to the floor inches from Amanda’s foot. 
 
    “Okay, class. Good game. Time to hit the showers. Jenny, I need to talk to you,” Mr. Ellis said. 
 
    Genevieve looked back at Lucy, who shrugged and nodded toward the other side of the net. Amanda stood there, still fuming. Genevieve backed up and hurried over to Mr. Ellis. Duels were fought over petty things all the time, and she didn’t know how to fight in this new world. It felt wonderful to have triumphed this time, however.  
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    After Amanda finally stomped off the court, angry tears pouring down her face, Genevieve stood there, confused. What had she done to make Amanda so angry? 
 
    Mr. Ellis turned to her. 
 
    “So, Jenny. You decided to show up for class today. You also outplayed everyone on the floor. You’ve been holding out on us.” 
 
    “Holding out on you, sir?” 
 
    “Yes. You had a C+ in this class. You realize that, don’t you?” 
 
    “N—no. I did not.” She had no idea what he was talking about, but apparently it was not good. 
 
    “Keep it up and you may end up with an A by the end of the year.” 
 
    What he said made little sense to her, but it did not seem like she should disagree. She would have to ask Lucy what he meant. 
 
    “That sounds excellent. Thank you, sir.” She turned, cringing as she entered the locker room. She did not want to see more undressing. 
 
    Thankfully, everyone but Lucy had left. Genevieve quickly changed in the stall and they walked to their next class together. 
 
    “You’d better watch out. Amanda looked like she was out for blood today.” 
 
    “I simply played the game. Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    Lucy laughed. “Did you do something wrong? Jenny, you just beat half the volleyball team by yourself. I thought you said you’d never played.” 
 
    “I was not allowed, but things just come naturally for me. I think that is part of why Mother kept me away from the others. It was unbecoming to do such things. I was only allowed to go to battle.” They stopped at Genevieve’s locker to pick up her books. 
 
    “You went off to battle?” Lucy asked, eyes wide. 
 
    “Quite often, actually. If anyone threatened our land, Mother would declare war on them. It was rather dull. I had to go, but I never actually did any fighting.” She sighed. “I wanted to at least doing something while I was there.” 
 
    “Wow. And I thought it was crazy when my mom competed for the ‘Best Pie’ award at the county fair. Some of those women are scary.” 
 
    They took their seats just as the bell rang. Genevieve looked around the classroom and then quickly back at her desk. People were staring at her. She touched her hair, wondering if something was out of place. 
 
    “Okay, class. Let’s get going.” Mrs. Keller stood at the front. “I hope you’ve all been studying your countries. Your papers will be due this weekend.” She paused until the groans died down. “This will be half your grade for the trimester, so I suggest you get it right. I have other tests to grade, so I’m going to send you to the computer lab to do your research. I’m guessing a few of you may not have started on the assignment yet.” 
 
    A group of boys in the back snickered, and one winked at Genevieve when she glanced over at them. She shivered and turned to the front. 
 
    “Enough. I will send a note letting Mr. Wallace know that you’re all to be at your own computers. You’re dismissed. And please don’t make me regret this.” 
 
    Everyone stood, talking as they left. Genevieve followed them out and Lucy caught up to her. 
 
    “I’m so glad she’s letting us do this assignment today. I have to admit, I’m one of those who haven’t started,” Lucy said. 
 
    “I am not sure if Jenny has or not. I do not even know what country I am supposed to be studying.” Genevieve was wishing for her own bed by that time. She was exhausted, and this new world was giving her a headache. 
 
    “It’s okay. This is one class Jenny actually liked. It’s probably in your notebook somewhere.” 
 
    Lucy pulled the notebook out of Genevieve’s arms and flipped through it. “Looks like you have Germany.” 
 
    “Ah, I am familiar with that country. Or at least, I was. I am guessing it does not look quite the same as it did in my time.” Genevieve followed Lucy into a room filled with strange boxes. The other students were staring at them. 
 
    “What country are you from?” Lucy cocked her head to one side. 
 
    “I am not sure if it still exists. It was known as Bavaria.” Genevieve looked at the notebook in front of her, reading Jenny’s notes. She glanced up to see Lucy watching her. “What? Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    “Don’t you speak German?” Lucy asked. 
 
    “Everyone here does, do they not?” Genevieve asked, confused. 
 
    Lucy giggled. “No. We speak English. I just spoke to you in German. You do both and don’t even know it. Weird.” She looked over at the teacher, who gave them a stern glance. “Okay, we’d better get to work.” She patted the strange box in front of her and lowered her voice. “This is a computer. Everything you need to know is in here.” 
 
    “How is that possible? I know of libraries that are larger than this school.” 
 
    “Like this.” Lucy sat at the computer and tapped on a button, making the box blink. “This is a screen. When I typed on this keyboard, the numbers and letters end up on there. We look for links to pages that we want to read about and click on them. See?” 
 
    Genevieve jumped back in surprise, but found a chair and stared in fascination when letters appeared on the screen. 
 
    Lucy pointed at the page. “Okay, we’re going to search for Germany. What year do you want to look up?” 
 
    Genevieve skimmed through the notes. “It looks like I have the 1800s. This is so strange. We are looking at your past, but my future.” 
 
    “Just watch.” Lucy hit a button, and thousands of words appeared. 
 
    Genevieve’s mouth dropped open. “How do you know where to begin?” 
 
    “You just read the small summaries under each of the links.” 
 
    Genevieve sat back in her chair. “All these new words. What is a link?” 
 
    “Oh, sorry. This blue line here? That’s a link. It takes you to a page where the information is. See, watch.” Lucy clicked on a link about the foods of Germany and another page popped up. 
 
    “This is amazing. So do we just copy this?” 
 
    Lucy shook her head. “No, you can get in trouble for that. You use the information and write it your own way. Got it?” 
 
    “I think so. Thank you.” Genevieve scooted closer to the computer, and Lucy moved over to hers to do her own research. 
 
    Genevieve wrote down some of the foods and then sat there, wondering what to do next. She tried to turn the page on the box, but it would not move. “Lucy? How do I get out of this?” 
 
    “Use the mouse to back out.” 
 
    Genevieve stared at her. “Mouse?” 
 
    “Yes, that little thing right there. See?” Lucy clicked a button and it took her back to the first page. “There you go. Now just click on the next one you like.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Genevieve glanced at a few before she saw one on government. She was surprised to find that Germany was still an empire in the 1800s, but the different kingdoms, including Prussia, were slightly different. She quickly wrote it down and then went back to find other items. Looking at a map, she learned that the land owned by her family was split in many different ways, and wondered how it had happened. She made a simple sketch of the map—again, thanks to Petrus—and backed out of the page. 
 
    She had just started searching for the 1100s when the bell rang. Everyone hopped out of their seats and rushed for the door. She glanced around and continued searching on the computer, knowing she was done with school for the day. 
 
    Someone cleared their throat behind her, and she turned. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “School’s done. I would like to get home,” Mr. Wallace said. 
 
    Genevieve looked at the computer longingly and stood, gathering her things. “I apologize for the inconvenience. You are free to go.” She left the room and went to her locker, where Ammon was waiting for her. 
 
    “You ready?” He leaned against the locker and glared as the big brute she had run into that morning walked past, leering at Genevieve. “What did you do to him?” 
 
    “Nothing. I simply asked him how to get to one of my classes and he took it as permission to touch me.” 
 
    “Jerk. Let’s go.” He pushed off the locker and they left the school. 
 
    Students were everywhere, getting in their carriages—cars?—or riding on smaller contraptions that moved using pedals. Genevieve waved at Lucy and climbed into Ammon’s car. 
 
    “So, how did you survive?” 
 
    “It was difficult getting used to where everything was, but Erik and Lucy were very kind and helped me. Oh, and I played this new game called ‘volleyball.’” 
 
    Ammon burst out laughing. “You played volleyball? You hate sports.” 
 
    “I do?” 
 
    “Well, Jenny did. She was too busy dreaming of fairy tales and shopping. She’d be jealous that you’re actually talking to Erik.” He glanced over at her. “How did you manage to do that?” He started the truck and they pulled out of the school parking lot. 
 
    “We were partnered together in math. Oh, yes. He is coming to get me after his . . . baseball practice?” 
 
    “Huh. Impressive. Jenny’s had a crush on him since first grade, and you manage to get him to ask you out the same day you show up. Did Lucy mention me at all?” 
 
    “No. I am supposed to go over there sometime to use her computer, since I will not get time at your home. Why is that?” 
 
    “Seven children, two parents, one computer. There’s only so much time. That’s why I work. I want to get my own.” 
 
    There was silence in the car for a few minutes. 
 
    “So is it hard being a princess?” Ammon asked. 
 
    Genevieve thought about it. “At times. I had lessons on how to be a ruler, and I was constantly told what to do instead of doing what I want. But I did not have to do anything for myself.” 
 
    “That sounds stifling.” Ammon pulled onto their street. 
 
    “A little. I like the freedom here.” She thought for a moment. “Where are we? I mean, what country are we in?” 
 
    “We’re in America. In Idaho, to be exact.” 
 
    “America? I have never heard of the country. Is it in Europe?” 
 
    Surprised, he glanced over at her. “I guess you wouldn’t know anything about us. The United States has only been established for the last two hundred years. It wasn’t even discovered until 1492.” 
 
    “So this United States is part of America?” 
 
    “Yes. America is the whole continent, and the United States is part of it. It became its own country in the 1700s when we fought with England.” 
 
    “We are not in Europe anymore?” She had never even left her kingdom before except to go to war. 
 
    “No, that’s a whole ocean away. The United States is a free country.” 
 
    “Free? There are no kingdoms here?” 
 
    “We have a president and three branches of government. Okay, hop out. I need to get to work, and Erik should be here soon. Tell Mom I’ll be back around six.” 
 
    Genevieve smiled at him. “It is so strange having someone my age tell me what to do. Usually, I give the orders.” She climbed out of the truck. “Goodbye, Ammon.” 
 
    “See ya.” He pulled away, and she glanced at the house. It looked much like the other houses on the street, but with more things strewn around the yard. She should have had Ammon write down the names of the boys and girls here so she would not mix them up. 
 
    Genevieve walked through the door and up to the room where she had awakened that morning. She set her bag down and then went to find the computer Ammon had spoken of. She wanted to learn more about what had happened to her kingdom and about where she was now. 
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    Genevieve found the computer in the main room of the house. There were already two children sitting at it, so she went to find a snack. There did not seem to be a set time for when she could get food. She found some bread and then looked around and started opening cupboards, surprised when she found one that was especially cold. 
 
    “Jenny, shut the fridge. You’re letting all the cold air out. And I need you to start boiling the noodles. I have to run and get some sauce.” Jenny’s mother stood in the doorway. 
 
    “The noodles? Sure.” 
 
    “Thanks, honey. Do you know when Ammon will be back?” 
 
    “He said six. Oh, yes. Erik is going to pick me up after his baseball practice so we can study math.” 
 
    “That’s great! Do you know where you’re going?” 
 
    “No, he did not tell me the destination.” 
 
    “Okay, well, just have the noodles ready and I’ll be home soon. Wait—where did you get that skirt? And why are you talking so strangely?” 
 
    “Ammon helped me buy it. He did not think the gown I was wearing worked for the styles in the school we attend. And I do not know what you mean by ‘strangely.’” 
 
    “Ammon helped you buy it? Never mind—I don’t want to know. I’ll see you later.” Jenny’s mother took the smaller children with her and went to the car. 
 
    Genevieve stared at the kitchen, trying to figure out what she was supposed to do. She closed her eyes, picturing the kitchen in the castle, and then looked around. There was one machine that looked like the stoves in the castle. After finding a pot, she played with the knobs on the stove and shrieked when one of the burners flared up with fire. She found the right one and watched the fire for a moment, pleased with herself. It was a good effort for never having worked in the kitchens. 
 
    She searched the cupboards again for noodles. A bell rang in the house, but she ignored it, not knowing what it was. It was followed shortly by a knock at the front door, and she went to answer it. 
 
    She poked her head out. “Oh! Erik, welcome to my home.” She stood back and let him in. 
 
    “Hey, are you ready to go?” 
 
    “I need to boil some noodles first for my mother.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    “Come.” She gestured for him to follow as she went back to the kitchen. 
 
    The water was boiling by that time. She looked through the cupboards again, frustrated that she couldn’t find the noodles. 
 
    “You looking for these?” Erik held up two packages. “They were sitting here on the counter.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Thank you.” She tried to open them, but could not. 
 
    “Here, let me do it.” He took the packages and opened them, then dumped the noodles into the pot. 
 
    “Thank you.” She turned away from the stove. “Shall we go?” 
 
    “You can’t just leave them cooking.” 
 
    “Oh, of course not!” 
 
    Embarrassed, she turned to see the water begin to boil over. She yelped at the mess that covered the stove. 
 
    Erik grabbed paper towels and tried to soak up the water. “You grab a spoon and stir. I’ll clean the rest of this up.” 
 
    “Of course.” Shame burned her cheeks. 
 
    The door opened and children poured into the house, followed by their mom. 
 
    “Did you have a problem with the noodles? Oh, hello. You must be Erik.” She held out her hand. 
 
    “Yes, it’s nice to meet you. Is it okay if we take off now?” 
 
    “Of course. Will you two be eating out, or would you like to stay and eat first?” 
 
    “We’ll just take off. I need to get some studying in.” 
 
    “It’s no problem if you’d like to stay. Dinner will be ready in about ten minutes.” 
 
    Erik looked down at Genevieve and then back at Jenny’s mom. “Sure, I’d love to stay. Are you cool with that, Jenny?” 
 
    “S—sure. I am cool with that.” Cool? Such strange ways of speaking. 
 
    They went into the living room to study for math until dinner was ready. They were surrounded by giggling children, so not much got done. Erik finally started wrestling on the floor with the boys. 
 
    “Time for dinner. Jenny, can you help me set the table?” Her mother stood at the doorway. 
 
    “I can do that.” Genevieve followed her mother—she was beginning to think of this woman in a different way now—into the kitchen and pulled out the plates and forks. She was not sure how many forks they would need, so she made sure everyone had three. She folded the napkins how she remembered them looking at the dining hall in the castle and stood back, pleased with herself. 
 
    The kids came running in from the living room, followed by Erik. 
 
    “How come there are so many forks?” Emma asked. “I don’t want to have to wash all these.” She scooped up two forks from each spot and put them in the drawer. 
 
    “I apologize. I was not sure how many we would need tonight,” Jenny muttered. 
 
    Mary tried to sit by Jenny, but Emma nudged her out of the way. 
 
    “That’s Erik’s spot. Scoot down by Hunter.” 
 
    “No! Hunter eats with his mouth open.” 
 
    “Too bad. Get out of the way.” Emma put her hands on her hips. 
 
    Mary slid out of the chair, pouting. 
 
    “Emma, stop being mean to your sister. Mary, sit on the other side of Jenny.” Their mom swooped in with the large pot of spaghetti and dished some out on each plate. 
 
    Jenny’s father came in and sat at the end of the table. Genevieve smiled. At least some things were the same here as they were at home—the king sat at the head of the table as well. Her mother sat next to him, and they said a quick prayer before everyone began eating. Genevieve enjoyed the chaos this time as the kids joked and Erik joined in. It was much better than the silence expected in the castle. When the king was home, things were different and happy, but that did not happen often. He was too busy making treaties with other kingdoms after the queen overtook them. 
 
    “Is that true, Jenny?” her mother asked. 
 
    Genevieve jerked out of her thoughts. “Is what true?” 
 
    “Erik says you answered the questions correctly in math.” 
 
    “Yes. Is that so strange?” She watched their faces. 
 
    “For you, yes,” Emma muttered. 
 
    “Enough, Emma. That’s great.” Jenny’s mother smiled. 
 
    “Thanks. May I be excused? We must go study.” 
 
    “Of course. I’ll have Emma and Mary clear the table.” The look she gave the girls quieted their whines. 
 
    “Thank you, Mother. We shall return later. Shall we go, Erik?” 
 
    “Sure.” He pushed out his chair and put his dishes in the sink, causing Jenny’s mother to smile. 
 
    They went into the living room and worked on their math until it was time for Erik to leave. He was funny, and though Genevieve did not understand many of his jokes, it was nice to laugh. It almost made her feel guilty for going against everything the queen had taught her, but she finally felt like she could be herself. 
 
    She walked him to the door, said goodbye, and waved as he pulled away. She could not wait to see Erik again. Ammon came up behind her and made her jump when he spoke. 
 
    “Did he ask you to prom yet?” 
 
    “What is this prom? Everyone is talking about it, but I do not know what it is.” 
 
    Ammon thought for a moment. “It’s like a ball where you go and dance. Jenny had been hoping Erik would take her.” He looked away, and his shoulders drooped. 
 
    “You miss your sister.” 
 
    He smiled at her. “Yeah, I do. Just don’t tell her I said that. Night, Jenny—er, Genevieve.” 
 
    “Sweet dreams, Ammon.” She walked to her room and lay on her bed. The schoolwork she had been given lay next to her, so she pulled the books toward her and began studying. 
 
    “Hey, Jenny. Did you have fun with Erik?” Jenny’s mother stood at the door. 
 
    “It was pleasant. We got our math studies done.” Genevieve turned back to her work. 
 
    “That’s good. Did he ask you to prom yet?” 
 
    “No. Ammon wanted to know the same thing. I find it curious.” 
 
    Her mom came and sat on the bed. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You don’t seem like the same person. This morning you were snapping at your brothers and sisters, and I haven’t seen that before. You’re using formal words, and you even wore a skirt. I don’t get it.” 
 
    “I am fine. Things are different now.” 
 
    Genevieve’s relationship with her own mother was strained enough that she had a hard time opening up to Jenny’s mother. She was not sure she wanted to let her know what was going on. 
 
    Her mother searched her face for a moment. “Do you need any help?” 
 
    “Help? No. I need to do my work.” 
 
    “See? That’s another thing. You never do your homework unless I remind you.” She stood and went to the door. “Please help the girls brush their teeth.” 
 
    “Yes, I can help.” How in the world does one brush her teeth? 
 
    Genevieve left her room and knocked on Ammon’s door. He poked his head out, music blasting from his room. 
 
    “How do I brush my teeth?” 
 
    Ammon stared at her. “Wow, you didn’t even brush your teeth where you’re from? Come on.” He pulled her into the bathroom and took out a bright green toothbrush. 
 
    “This is yours. Don’t use any of the others. You take this toothpaste, put a little on the brush, and get it wet. Then you brush your teeth. Make sure you get everything. After that, rinse it out. It’s that easy.” 
 
    He handed her the brush and stared at Genevieve as she put it to her teeth and started brushing. She jerked it away. 
 
    “It’s peppermint!” She recognized the white froth from that morning when Hunter had come out of the bathroom. She stuck it back in her mouth and brushed, pleased with how it made her teeth feel. She had brushed her teeth with bristles, but it hurt, and never had the same effect as this toothpaste. 
 
    “Okay, now spit it out and rinse your mouth with water.” Ammon turned on the water and showed her how to do it. 
 
    She spit out the toothpaste and did just like he told her to. Fantastic! “That was amazing. I think I shall have to do that more often. Now I must help the children with theirs.” 
 
    “You don’t actually have to brush theirs. You just need to remind them.” 
 
    “All right. I think I can do that. Will you help me remember their names?” 
 
    Ammon helped get everyone to bed before he went back to his room. Genevieve followed him out of the bathroom and flopped onto her bed, exhausted from the day. Going to school was something that she could enjoy—even if it meant missing out on the life she had left behind. 
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    Jenny heard footsteps outside the library door and slammed the book shut, trying to find somewhere to hide. She didn’t want to be found in here. The steps continued past and she crept to the door. 
 
    She poked her head out and went back the way she and Sam had come, remembering to pull out her braid just as a group of servants came around the corner. 
 
    An older servant woman clicked her tongue and stuck her hands on her hips. “Princess Genevieve! What are you doing here? You should have been in your room being made ready for dinner ages ago. The queen will be here soon.” 
 
    “The battle is over already?” Jenny asked, surprised. 
 
    “No. She is here to gather supplies and wanted you to join her. Apparently, this Prince Gavin will only speak with you.” 
 
    Jenny groaned. She did not want to see him again. “I’m heading toward my room right now.” 
 
    “Yes, Highness. Pardon me for speaking, but you are going in the wrong direction. You are not planning to escape again, are you?” The corners of her mouth lifted slightly as she fought the urge to smile. 
 
    “Of course not. Why don’t you accompany me? I could use some help changing my clothing.” She dreaded wearing the armor again. She was still sore from sleeping in it. 
 
    “Yes, Highness. The queen wants you in a new gown so you will look your best. She plans to marry you to Prince Gavin so they will give back her lands peacefully.” The displeasure in the servant’s voice was loud and clear. 
 
    Horror washed over Jenny. “She wants me to marry him?” she yelped. 
 
    The servants looked at her sharply before bowing their heads. 
 
    “Aye. Petrus will meet with you after we have you ready to be on your way. He has information he insists on sharing only with you. You will then leave with your entourage so you may arrive before tomorrow evening. You marry in three days.” 
 
    Jenny’s heart pounded. She was sixteen—she couldn’t marry anyone. The servant seemed to notice her discomfort and smiled. 
 
    “You will be fine. Olive will be with you, as will your ladies-in-waiting—although they are not fond of the idea.” She chuckled and then opened the door to the princess’s room and stepped aside. 
 
    Six ladies-in-waiting sat around on chairs, glaring at Jenny when she walked in. She gave them a weak smile and turned to Olive. 
 
    “I guess you’re here to dress me.” 
 
    “Yes, Highness. Does the dress suit your taste?” Olive gestured to a deep-red gown covered in ribbons, lace, and rubies. It was breathtakingly beautiful, but something Jenny would never wear back home. She briefly wondered what the princess must think of clothing in her day, but brushed it aside. Thoughts of home brought heartache. 
 
    “Yes, although maybe fewer jewels.” She noticed Olive’s face fall. “It’s beautiful. It just seems that it would be too heavy to ride in.” 
 
    Olive brightened up again and started to help her dress. 
 
    “Hold on, Olive. Um, girls? Could I have some privacy?” Having six siblings at home, Jenny didn’t get a lot of alone time, but they weren’t usually all staring at her when she dressed. 
 
    The ladies-in-waiting huffed as they stood and left the room, one looking back and scowling at her. Jenny would have to watch out for that one. 
 
    “Now I’m ready.” Jenny helped where she could, but with the huge slips used to make the dress puff out, she could barely move—or breathe, for that matter, because of the corset. 
 
    After that was done, Olive brushed out her hair and began to add rubies throughout the mass of curls. Jenny’s hair was twice as long as it was at home and she itched for scissors to chop it off, but she was glad to have a break from the glasses that had plagued her before. 
 
    “There. What do you think?” 
 
    Jenny could only stare at the girl in the mirror. It wasn’t as clear as the mirror she was used to, but from what she could see, Genevieve looked very much the same, but there were slight differences. The princess’s nose was a little smaller and her face was longer and thinner. “You did a wonderful job.” 
 
    Olive blushed and curtsied. “Dinner will be served shortly, and then we will help you down to your carriage.” 
 
    “Thank you, Olive.” Jenny continued to stare at herself for another minute before a knock came at the door and her meal was brought in. 
 
    She ate carefully, hoping she wouldn’t stain her gown. She had no idea how they did laundry in this time, but she couldn’t imagine washing this dress would be very easy. There was a soft rap at the door before it opened. 
 
    An old man walked in, dressed in a robe of dark blue. His beard was long and white, and his eyes shone as he smiled at her. 
 
    She could tell she should know him by his demeanor, but she had no idea who he was. 
 
    “Ah, Princess. How is my favorite student?” 
 
    “I’m . . . good. And you?” 
 
    “I assure you that I am better off than you are.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You may have fooled the rest of the kingdom, but you are not the Genevieve I have taught all these years. I know there was a switch made when that young man kissed the princess.” 
 
    “How?” If he knows, who else does? “Do you know how to fix it?” 
 
    “I was told by the healer. And unfortunately, no, I do not know how to fix it. I believe there were two types of magic at work that occurred around the same time. There are a few who may know what happened. You must learn from them how to reverse this.” 
 
    Jenny’s homesickness hit hard. She tried to control her emotions, but it was difficult. She just wanted to go home. “Who is it? I really don’t want to get married right now. I’m supposed to be in high school. And I miss my brothers and sisters—being away from my twin feels like I’ve been torn apart.” Jenny wiped at the tears, angry at the world. School was never fun, but at least at home, she didn’t have to deal with marriage arrangements and crazy mothers. 
 
    “First, there are the fairies who granted blessings to Princess Genevieve when she was born. They could have clues, but I don’t think they can fix it. Charlemagne could help—” 
 
    “Wait—Charlemagne? I thought he died a few hundred years ago.” 
 
    The man chuckled. “No, though he made it seem as if he did. He is the collector of stories. He was once a great king, but grew tired of ruling. He now keeps track of all that goes on in the world. He would possibly know what you must do. However, he is quite a journey from here.” 
 
    “How is he still alive?” 
 
    “He created an elixir that he takes regularly to maintain his life. Now, here is something you must remember. You must not fall in love with the prince.” 
 
    “What? Why would I—?” Jenny clenched her fists. 
 
    He held up a hand to stop her protests. “I know you find him irritating. I hardly blame you. But if there is any possibility that you might fall in love with him, the curse will stick. You will stay in this kingdom, and Genevieve will stay in your land.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t know anything about this curse.” 
 
    Petrus waved his hand dismissively. “This is how true love works. It tangles curses and makes them a mess to deal with. Just ask the princess who kissed the frog.” He winked. 
 
    “You know that story?” Jenny stared at him in shock, dinner forgotten. 
 
    “Of course. It happened a few years back. They are quite happy together now. An excellent reason you must avoid falling in love.” 
 
    “So I stay far away from Prince Gavin and I’ll be able to go home?” It would be easy to stay away from him because he was so annoying—even if Jenny found him incredibly gorgeous. “I think I can handle that.” 
 
    “I suggest you dress for travel beneath that gown so you’ll be ready at a moment’s notice.” 
 
    “Wait. I have to go now? I can’t just take off in a country I’ve never been in before. I’ve never even left Idaho.” 
 
    “It is important for you to leave as soon as possible. Whoever put this curse on you will be coming to find you and I fear what they have in store for you. You will travel to see Charlemagne and you must stay hidden as much as possible on the way. I will provide you with what you will need, and we are working on getting a horse for the trip.” 
 
    “How will I know when it’s okay for me to leave?” 
 
    “You will know.” He smiled kindly. “I best be going. You will find everything you need in the bags that were left under the seat in your carriage.” 
 
    “Thank you—Sorry, what was your name?” 
 
    “Petrus. And forgive me, but you are?” 
 
    “I’m Jenny.” 
 
    “How curious that your name is so close to the princess’s.” 
 
    “It’s not just my name—we also look a lot alike, except that I need glasses in my time.” 
 
    “Even more curious. Something I will have to think on. Also, watch for Maurelle. She will not take kindly to this strange series of events. She is full of dark magic and will come after you if she learns you are not the princess.” 
 
    “I remember that name from a book in the library.” 
 
    “I see that you and the princess also share a love of books.” He chuckled. “Be safe. Magic runs wild in the land after you leave this kingdom.” 
 
    “Thank you, Petrus. I will do what I can to get your real princess back here.” Jenny smiled at him as he left the room. She stared at the last of her food before getting up and moving toward the windows. Fairy tales were her favorites to read, but she never thought she’d have to live them. She just hoped she wouldn’t have to fight dragons. 
 
    “Excuse me, Highness. It is time to go. Your ladies-in-waiting are here to escort you.” Olive stood at the door. 
 
    “Thank you, Olive. I’m glad you’re coming too.” Jenny smiled at her and walked past, barely registering the look of surprise on Olive’s face. If a wedding was supposed to be exciting, why did she feel like she was going to her death? 
 
    Jenny stayed silent as they walked toward the stairs. The stony looks she got from her ladies-in-waiting didn’t faze her—she was too depressed. 
 
    There was a crowd in the main hall, bowing low as Jenny walked past. Okay, so that was not something she was used to. She nodded to a few of the people who glanced up at her. Their eyes widened in surprise before they looked back down again. She could feel the weight of being a princess pressing down on her, even though she was no more a princess than they were. 
 
    She was met by Sam and other servants at the carriage. He winked as he opened the door for her. 
 
    “You’re coming?” she whispered, hope rising in her chest. Having a friend on this nightmare of a trip would make it so much nicer. 
 
    He nodded. “I could not let you go on an adventure without me.” He closed the door and moved on to help the rest of Jenny’s entourage. 
 
    Jenny yelped when she noticed the queen sitting inside with her. “Majesty! I didn’t see you there.” 
 
    “A princess does not shriek. And of course I am in here. I must give you last-minute instructions as you are leaving your home for the last time.” 
 
    “What do you mean? I’m not coming back?” Jenny stared in shock as the carriage lurched forward and they began to move. 
 
    “Of course not, dear. You will be with Prince Gavin. We are allowing him to keep his castle there under our rule.” 
 
    “So . . . you’re just getting rid of me?” 
 
    “Child, you are sixteen. It is past time you were courted and married off. Since Gavin broke the curse, he is the one you are to marry.” 
 
    “You don’t even know him. How can you just send me off? Don’t you care?” Jenny’s breath caught. Had she really just said that to a queen? 
 
    The queen studied Jenny for a moment, eyes narrowed. “You have been different since we woke. Perhaps the sleep addled you.” 
 
    “I am not addled. I just don’t want to be pawned off on the next available prince.” 
 
    The queen reached over and slapped Jenny. “How dare you speak to me like that?” 
 
    Jenny gasped and held her cheek, anger simmering below the surface. No one had ever slapped her before. Holding back tears, she chose to look out the window at the castle that was coming ever closer. The fields were full of villagers planting. They stood to watch as the procession went by and then bent back over to work. Curious. They don’t seem to care much for their queen. 
 
    “I am displeased with how you have spoken. If you behave in such a way with me, I fear what you will be like with your husband.” The queen sat back in her seat, her expression calculating. 
 
    Jenny hit her breaking point. “At least Prince Gavin isn’t cruel. He may be horrid, but he has a heart. Where is yours?” Jenny was shocked at her retort, but had to smile in pleasure at the gasp the queen gave and the disbelief on her face. 
 
    Silence remained in the carriage and Jenny glanced over at the queen, surprised to see a single tear running down the woman’s face. She quickly turned back to the window, pretending she hadn’t noticed. Jenny felt guilty for making the queen cry. She’d hit a nerve, obviously. She should have kept her mouth shut. 
 
    The night was long, and it was difficult to sleep. There were many bumps in the road and the benches weren’t comfortable. Jenny wanted to curl up in a ball on the seat, but the dress wouldn’t allow her to try. Plus, she figured the queen would flip out. They stopped once to stretch their legs before having to climb back in. 
 
    As they arrived at the castle, the butterflies that had been fluttering in Jenny’s stomach grew in size. She had no idea what to expect. The last time she’d seen Gavin, he was bleeding from being punched in the nose. Not that she regretted it—he deserved it for kissing her. Would he be angry with her? 
 
    Her travel clothes itched and the morning sun was stifling. She didn’t know how she was going to get the hidden bag out of the carriage without the queen noticing, but figured that was something she’d worry about later. 
 
    The carriage finally came to a stop at the castle. The view of the grounds was breathtaking. Butterflies attacked Jenny’s stomach as she thought about why she was here, and there was nowhere for her to hide. 
 
    The carriage door opened and Sam helped the queen out first, his eyes glancing quickly between Jenny and the seat. She waited until the queen was out and ordering her servants around before she lifted the bench, finding an old leather bag inside. She grunted as she pulled it out. What in the world is in this thing? 
 
    Sam came back and helped her down from the carriage, taking the bag as she walked past. “I will hide this in the stables,” he whispered. 
 
    She nodded and caught up with the queen, cringing when she saw Prince Gavin hurrying out to meet the group. She’d forgotten just how gorgeous he was. She decided to look at the negative parts of him instead. Like his cocky grin. Or his beautiful blue eyes—no. Wrong idea. 
 
    “Welcome to my castle. Ah, Princess Genevieve, you are as lovely as ever.” He bent down and kissed her hand. 
 
    She grimaced. Right. There was the irritating cheesiness. Focus on that.  Jenny caught the disapproving look on the queen’s face and smiled, remembering to play the part. “It’s my pleasure. Thank you for your hospitality.” 
 
    Prince Gavin took her arm and led her inside. She had to run to keep up with him, ignoring his long speech about the architecture of the castle. This was going to be a very long three days, especially when she had to ignore the tingles running up her arm. Sam. Remember Sam. He’s cute too, right? With a start, Jenny realized she hadn’t thought about Erik in ages. She used to spend all her time daydreaming about him, but she’d never actually spoken to him. Maybe that’s why she’d forgotten him so easily—her relationship with him had only been in her imagination. 
 
    Gavin took Jenny in to meet his parents, King Demetrios and Queen Helene. They were friendly, and Jenny liked them as soon as she met them. Queen Esmeralda was distant toward them, but still acted with civility. They were then given a tour of the castle by the prince. It was modest in size and décor. They had taken over the land in the last fifty years—much to Queen Esmeralda’s displeasure, since they were part of her kingdom. 
 
    “This is your room, where you may rest from your journey and prepare for dinner. I hope it is to your liking.” Gavin looked straight at her as he spoke that last part. His smile was kind, and Jenny melted just a little as he left. She shook her head. At least she had her own suite. She didn’t want to be stuck with someone who would prevent her from escaping. 
 
    The suite was enormous—it was larger than her home. Of course, that house was bursting at the seams trying to hold all of her family. Where the rest of the castle was plain in décor, her rooms were covered in silks and other rich fabric. The rugs were thick, and Jenny took her slippers off so she could enjoy them. The bathroom was simple, which made sense with no plumbing, but the variety of soaps and shampoos blew her away. 
 
    Olive and a few of Gavin’s servants helped her make the water a good temperature before they left the room by carrying in buckets of hot water from the fireplace. After her bath, Jenny wanted to investigate more of the castle so she could come up with an escape plan. She poked her head out the door and smiled at the servants guarding her door before closing it again. No luck there. She moved over to the windows and tried to open one. The clasp came easily and she threw the window open. There was a ledge just outside, and it connected with other windows. This could be a good way to escape, as long as she had a way down. 
 
    “Highness? It is time for dinner. King Demetrios and Queen Helene request your presence.” 
 
    The voice surprised her and she whipped around. The servant standing there looked bored and rolled his eyes when she didn’t respond. 
 
    “Oh, thank you. I will be down. Where’s Olive?” 
 
    “She is working in the kitchens. I am to accompany you. Everyone else is already seated.” The annoyed look turned to disapproval. 
 
    “No one told me after my bath. It’s not my fault I didn’t know.” 
 
    “I will be sure to have the servant flogged who was to tell you. Now, are you ready to go?” 
 
    “For crying out loud, they just forgot to tell me. I’m coming already.” Jenny glared at him and brushed past, smiling when she heard him grunt and run to catch up. 
 
    He stepped ahead and guided her to the dining hall. She nearly ran into him when he stopped. 
 
    “Announcing Her Royal Highness, Princess Genevieve.” 
 
    He stood aside and she stepped forward. Everyone at the long, packed table stared in her direction. She ducked her head and hurried to the empty seat by Gavin, who looked breathtaking in his fine blue satin clothing. It brought out the green in his eyes. Something that Jenny shouldn’t be noticing. He stood and pulled out the chair for her, smiling. She ignored the thrill she felt at being treated like a lady and dropped into the seat, murmuring her thanks. 
 
    Gavin sat down again and leaned over. “I had wondered where you were. I’m glad you could join us,” he whispered. His breath tickled her ear and she pulled away. She would not fall for him. Even if his brown hair fell just right on his forehead and his eyes made her melt. 
 
    “No one told me I was supposed to be here,” she muttered. 
 
    He looked at her in surprise. “The summons was supposed to come at sunset.” 
 
    “I was missed somehow. No worries. I’m here now.” She smiled at him and then looked down at her plate. There were so many forks and spoons, she was sure they’d set the table wrong. A glance at the other place settings showed her that everyone had that many. She was glad she wouldn’t have to be the one to wash the dishes that night. 
 
    “Is your suite to your liking?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s beautiful. Who decorated it?” 
 
    “When I learned that you would be coming, we pulled décor from other parts of the castle and used it in there. I hope it is not too much.” 
 
    Jenny was speechless. “You did that . . . for me? That’s so sweet.” She’d had to fight to get her own room at home, and they’d used whatever furniture they could find. Her parents had refinished everything so it wouldn’t look like it came from a flea market—which it had. 
 
    “Anything for my queen.” He winked at her and then turned as the king stood to speak. 
 
    “Welcome, my dear distinguished guests, Queen Esmeralda and Princess Genevieve. We hope you will enjoy your stay. We are saddened that King George took ill after the battle and will be unable to attend the wedding.” 
 
    Jenny was surprised and looked over at the queen. She hadn’t seen the king after the battle, but she hadn’t thought much about it because she’d been so rushed to get out of the castle. Queen Esmeralda nodded in acknowledgement. Why hadn’t anyone told her? Surely she—or at least the princess—had the right to know that something had happened to her dad. 
 
    Jenny turned back to listen. 
 
    “We are pleased to know that in three days’ time, our son and your daughter will join in marriage, creating a treaty between our kingdoms. While we welcome you to enjoy our castle during the day, we ask that you stay in your rooms at night. Bandits are loose in the land, and we would like to know that our people are safe. They have not yet reached the castle, but we are taking precautions. Now, please enjoy your meal.” 
 
    Bandits? That seemed strange, since they’d traveled through the night to get to the castle. Why hadn’t they traveled during the day? Maybe the bandits were further into the boundaries of Gavin’s kingdom. 
 
    Food was brought out on large silver platters by servants dressed in fine clothes, making Jenny lose her train of thought. Her mouth watered just looking at the dishes. She watched as everyone else served themselves and then picked out her own food. Duck, pork, and beef were complemented with all sorts of puddings and vegetables. Course after course came, and soon Jenny felt like she would never need to eat again. 
 
    Finally the king dismissed them, and Gavin helped Jenny out of her chair. He slipped his arm through hers and escorted her out of the dining hall. Jenny tried to get away, insisting she was tired, but he wouldn’t let go, wanting to escort her to her room. 
 
    “I am glad you came. I was worried after our first meeting that you would not.” He seemed nervous. 
 
    “I didn’t have much choice.” It came out more bluntly than she meant it to. Smooth, Jenny. “Thanks for the beautiful suite, and for welcoming us into your home.” She turned to leave. 
 
    “Is it so bad? To marry me?” The cocky prince who had been caught kissing her seemed to be gone, and in his place was . . . an unsure teenage boy. 
 
    Jenny stopped and turned to him. “I’m only sixteen. I’m not ready for this.” 
 
    He looked at her, confused. “Sixteen is not young to marry. What do you mean?” 
 
    “I just . . . want to learn more about the world before I settle down, I guess.” She started walking again. 
 
    “We could travel together. I would not want anything to happen to you.” Gavin caught up to her. 
 
    “You don’t even know me, though. Three days is hardly enough time to know the person you’re supposed to marry.” Three years would be a lot better. 
 
    “So you want to postpone the wedding?” Gavin asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’d like to, if that’s all right. I have something I need to do.” Hope rose in her chest. He would let her postpone? This meant she could possibly be home before the wedding even had to take place. 
 
    They arrived at her suite, and the guards opened her door. 
 
    “What is it that you need to do? Could I assist you?” Gavin took her hand in his and looked at her with puppy-dog eyes. Jenny cursed herself for melting and wanting to kiss him. 
 
    “No! I mean, this is something I need to do on my own.” There was no way she wanted him along for the trip—she was trying not to like him. 
 
    He studied her for a moment. “I am sorry, but I do not think the treaty will allow you to avoid the wedding. And it will especially not allow you to leave and go off on some quest.” He kissed her on the cheek and turned to the guards. “Protect her with your life. I will not have anything happen to the future queen. Good night, Genevieve.” He bowed and left. 
 
    Jenny stared after him for a moment, enjoying the way he looked in his suit before she shook her head. No, she wouldn’t look at him. He was annoying. And he wasn’t Sam. 
 
    The guards ushered her into her room and shut the door. She clenched her fists and growled in frustration. She couldn’t stay here. She needed to find Charlemagne and the fairies—without running into bandits. 
 
    She went to her wardrobe where the servants had emptied her many chests and found a gown that was simple, but would still hide her traveling clothes. She changed and hurried to the door, pausing to listen for any noises. She just hoped Olive wouldn’t show up when she was trying to leave. 
 
    Jenny moved back to the window and opened it. She wasn’t athletic, but she could be sneaky when she wanted to be. She and Ammon had climbed through his window many times to sit in the treehouse at night. This was a piece of cake compared to having to jump from the window over to a branch of the old tree next to the house. 
 
    After making sure no one was outside, Jenny pulled herself out on the ledge. She crept along the wall before making the mistake of looking down. This may have been easier than her escape route back home, but it was also higher up than she was used to. She closed her eyes and took deep breaths before continuing on. She came to a window that was slightly open and peeked in. 
 
    Queen Esmeralda was doing embroidery in a chair next to her bed. A knock came at the door, and a servant stood to open it. Jenny quickly slid past the window and onto the next ledge. She passed a few more bedrooms before she finally came to a hallway. She pushed on the window, but it wouldn’t budge. This wasn’t going to be easy after all. 
 
    Her hand brushed something rough and she jerked it back, holding in a scream. She felt it again and realized it was a rope. She looked up to find someone leaning over the edge of the roof, a finger to his lips. He gestured for her to go down the rope. 
 
    Jenny’s heart pounded. Am I really this desperate? She glanced up, but didn’t see anyone. She took a deep breath as she grabbed on and slid down the rope, thanking gym class for the skills—she’d been forced to practice until she could do it. She only hoped that whoever was up there was a friend. This was her only way down. 
 
    She got to the bottom and looked around. She slipped off her gown, uncovering her traveling clothes, and hid it in the hay, then tucked her hair into a cap. Where are the stables? She circled the castle, keeping to the shadows. 
 
    A group of soldiers marched past and she pressed herself against the castle wall, heart beating wildly. As soon as they were gone, she ran around the corner and into someone’s arms. Jenny let out a yelp in fear. Bandits? 
 
    “Shh! Jenny, it is me, Sam. We need to get you out of here. They will probably be checking on you anytime now, and they will not take kindly to their princess—and the only way to escape war—disappearing.” 
 
    “Which way to the stables?” 
 
    “I packed your horse—it is just up ahead. You need to head west.” 
 
    “You’re not coming?” She began to panic. After the warning from the king, she was sure there would be bandits around every corner. She could do some damage if they attacked, thanks to karate classes, but the thought scared her. 
 
    He put his hands on her shoulders and looked her in the eye. “I cannot. I have to be here to hide your absence. I will meet you in the next village when I feel it is safe. Do not speak to anyone. Now hurry.” 
 
    Jenny followed Sam to the horse and he helped her on, making sure she was secure. “Thank you. For everything.” 
 
    “It is my pleasure, Highness. I hope you find what you are looking for. Now go.” He urged the horse on. 
 
    Jenny looked back, tears in her eyes. He was the only friend she’d made in this place and he was sending her away. Olive had been sweet, but it wasn’t the same. Jenny pushed the horse into a gallop, the sounds of bells beginning to erupt around her. She only hoped the darkness would close around her before anyone thought to look for her outside the castle. 
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    Genevieve woke and tried to shake off the dream. She was back in her kingdom and saw herself going to war. Poor Jenny, who would have no idea what she was dealing with when it came to the queen. Genevieve could not understand why she had the dream. Perhaps she was just remembering a past battle. 
 
    She got up and stretched and tried to decide what to wear. After going to school for one day, she realized that she had stood out with the skirt she had worn. She grabbed the longest pair of leggings and the loosest tunic she could find before picking out a comfortable pair of slippers. 
 
    Genevieve smoothed her hair down like she had the day before and made sure she had everything in her bag before leaving the room. After scooping up some eggs and bacon, she sat down to breakfast. Serving herself was so much easier than waiting for someone else to bring it to her. 
 
    “Could you help me get breakfast out for your brothers and sisters? I have a PTA meeting in twenty minutes.” Jenny’s mother stood in the doorway. Only half of her hair was curled. 
 
    “Of course.” She dished out the food and set it in front of the kids who were waiting. 
 
    “Jenny, you know Mary can’t eat eggs. Get her some cereal.” She left the room. 
 
    Cereal? Genevieve saw no cereal on the stove. She looked through the cold box and the cupboards. 
 
    “It’s right there!” Mary said, pointing at a container. 
 
    Genevieve found a bowl to pour the cereal into and then set the bowl in front of Mary. 
 
    “Jenny, you forgot the milk,” Mary whined. 
 
    “Milk? Oh, right.” She got the milk out and poured it on Mary’s cereal. 
 
    “Everyone else have what they need? Yes?” She sat down and shoveled the food in her mouth—ignoring all princess etiquette—before anyone else could ask her for something. 
 
    Ammon came in and grabbed some bread to put into a contraption. When it popped out, it was brown. Toast! She loved toast. She would have to remember that for tomorrow. 
 
    “You ready? I need to get to school.” 
 
    “Yes, I have eaten and bathed. Your washing room is really quite remarkable. We can go to your car now.” Genevieve passed him and opened the door. 
 
    “Car?” He followed her out. “It’s a truck. See those over there? Those are cars.” He motioned to the carriages already moving on the road. 
 
    “Oh. I did not know they were different.” She sighed. 
 
    “Don’t be so hard on yourself. You’ve only been here for one day and you already got a date. We need to work on your vocabulary, but otherwise you’re doing fine. I see you tried on Jenny’s clothes today.” 
 
    “Yes. I noticed that not many girls wear gowns here. Strange place. In my kingdom, these clothes are indecent.” 
 
    “This must be pretty horrible for you, then.” 
 
    “Some of it. Other parts, I like.” 
 
    They pulled into the school and found a spot to park. Erik pulled in beside them and waved. 
 
    “Is that one of the parts?” Ammon indicated Erik. 
 
    “It helps.” She smiled. “Goodbye, Ammon.” 
 
    “See ya.” 
 
    Ammon climbed out, and Erik opened the door for Genevieve. 
 
    “Thank you. Good morning, Erik. How was your night?” 
 
    “It was great. Thanks again for helping me with math. Maybe I’ll actually pass this thing.” 
 
    “You will do fine. I think you know more than you realize.” 
 
    “Thanks. I guess we’ll see.” Erik followed Genevieve and waited for her to get her books out of her locker. 
 
    “Do you need something, Erik?” 
 
    “No, I just wanted to walk you to class. Is that all right?” 
 
    “Of course. But you are not in Miss Oliver’s English class, are you?” Did she somehow miss him yesterday? 
 
    He blushed. “No. I’m actually in shop, on the other end of the school. But I wanted to . . . Never mind. I’ll see you in math.” He walked away, head down. 
 
    “No. Wait, Erik.” She really needed to learn how to talk to boys. 
 
    He turned around. “Yeah?” 
 
    “I would love to have you walk me to class.” 
 
    His face brightened. “Great. Here, let me take your books for you.” 
 
    She handed them off. They passed Amanda, who was staring with her mouth open. When she saw Genevieve looking at her, she glared. Genevieve shivered. That was one girl she never wanted to meet alone. If girls dueled, she would be in so much trouble. 
 
    Erik handed her the books when they got to her class. “I’ll see you in math. Sit together?” 
 
    “That would be delightful. Thank you.” He wanted to sit by her in class! Genevieve was giddy as she found a chair and sat down, ignoring the mutters from the other girls. She was apparently not the only one to find him handsome. 
 
    Lucy came in a minute later and plopped down next to her. “Oh, man, Jenny, she’s so mad at you right now. And he carried your books?” 
 
    “Who is mad? And is it wrong that he carried my books?” 
 
    “Amanda. She’s seething. She was sure he was going to take her to prom. And no, it’s actually sweet that he took your books.” Lucy sighed, a dreamy smile on her lips. 
 
    “Amanda scares me. And Erik is indeed sweet.” 
 
    The second bell rang and Miss Oliver stood, holding a pile of papers. “Okay, class, I hope you did your research on Charlemagne. I have a quiz for you. When you’re done, head to the computer lab and find your favorite fairy tale. You will write the history and origin of the tale and turn it in on Monday.” 
 
    Miss Oliver passed out the quizzes and Genevieve stared down at the questions. Studying for this was one thing she had forgotten to do. Thankfully, she knew some of the answers from Petrus. She wrote down what she could remember and guessed on others. She was one of the last to leave the room and found her way to the computer lab. 
 
    Lucy waved her over and patted the empty seat next to her. “Which fairy tale are you going to write about?” 
 
    “I do not know. What is a fairy tale?” 
 
    Lucy stared at her. “Oh, boy. Where do I start? It’s a story that been passed on for centuries. Cinderella, Little Red Riding Hood, Sleeping Beauty. Have you heard of them?” 
 
    “I have heard of Cinderella. Red Riding Hood is vaguely familiar. What is Sleeping Beauty?” 
 
    “Maybe you should do that one. Type it in. I’m going to do Cinderella.” Lucy began to search on her computer. 
 
    “Okay.” Genevieve typed in the search words, but nothing came up. 
 
    “Lucy, what is wrong?” 
 
    Her friend glanced at the computer. “You need to learn to spell.” She typed it in and then went back to her computer. 
 
    Genevieve clicked on the first link, wondering what was wrong with her spelling, and began reading. A chill ran through her. 
 
    She went to the next link and read that one. She read page after page, the information overwhelming her. 
 
    “Hey, Jenny, check this—Jenny? What’s going on?” Lucy leaned over and waved her hand in front of Genevieve’s face. 
 
    “It is . . . me. This story is mine.” Genevieve’s mouth was dry. How could this be? 
 
    “What do you mean?” Lucy scooted her chair closer. 
 
    “I am Sleeping Beauty. I did not know that I had actually fallen asleep for one hundred years because I woke up here. But I remember the rest. I was given those gifts. The evil fairy came after me, but her name was Maurelle, not Maleficent. I remember the spinning wheel . . .” She trailed off. “Can I get a copy of these?” 
 
    “Sure, there are stories of Sleeping Beauty everywhere. Disney even made a movie of it.” 
 
    “Disney? Movie?” Genevieve’s eyes did not leave the computer. 
 
    “Wow, you really aren’t from around here. Okay, this weekend you and I are having a movie marathon. That will help both of us with our reports, actually.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful. What were you going to show me?” 
 
    “Nothing. It was just something I found. Your story is more exciting. I can’t believe I’m best friends with Sleeping Beauty.” 
 
    “Could you not say anything? I am trying to fit in, and this will not help.” 
 
    “Of course. We don’t want to give Amanda any more excuses to make your life miserable.” 
 
    The bell rang, so they gathered up their things and went to their next classes. Lucy waved and made Genevieve promise to tell her the second Erik asked her to the prom. Genevieve sat next to Erik, and he winked at her just as Mr. Wood started class. 
 
    She could not concentrate during math. After the third time of being called on and getting the answer wrong, Genevieve’s face was burning with embarrassment. Erik kept glancing at her, looking worried. The bell finally rang, and she quickly closed her books and stood. 
 
    “Hey, Jenny. Are you okay?” Erik caught up to her. 
 
    “I am fine. I just became distracted. I had better get to class.” She hugged her books to her, hoping he would leave her alone. 
 
    “Wait.” He grabbed her arm to stop her. “Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    “What? No. I just learned about my family history during English class and it is troubling.” 
 
    “You’re doing family history? Our class is doing fairy tales.” 
 
    “Ours is too. It is very difficult to explain. It will sound silly, so please do not ask more.” 
 
    “If that’s what you want. Is this your class?” 
 
    Genevieve looked around, surprised that she was already there. “Yes. I am in science now. Chemistry.” 
 
    “Awesome. I’ll see you at lunch, okay?” He was adorable when he looked so hopeful. 
 
    “Yes. That would be good. I will see you then.” 
 
    His face lit up and he headed to his class. Genevieve slipped into her seat by Lucy. 
 
    “So?” Lucy mouthed. 
 
    Genevieve shook her head. 
 
    Lucy frowned and turned to the front. They were going to be doing experiments, so Genevieve pushed all thoughts of her past into the corner of her mind where she kept thoughts of her family. Homesickness threatened to consume her if she was not careful, especially when she got things wrong or did not know the right word or phrase—which was most of the time. 
 
    During class that day, they experimented with acids and bases. Genevieve was fascinated by the effects on everyday materials. The math involved was easy for her and she was disappointed when the class was over. She hung up her lab coat and set her goggles with everyone else’s before grabbing her books. 
 
    Lucy and Genevieve walked to lunch and picked up their trays before sitting across the table from Erik. Amanda sat down next to him and smiled cruelly at Genevieve, almost daring her to say something. 
 
    “Hello, Erik. Thank you for saving me a seat,” Amanda said, almost too sweetly. 
 
    Erik grimaced. “Um, sure. It was the only seat left.” He looked at Genevieve and smiled. 
 
    Genevieve looked down at her lunch and began to eat, trying to ignore the hurt she was feeling. 
 
    “So, Amanda, do you have a date to prom yet?” Lucy asked. 
 
    “Not yet. But I’m hoping I will soon.” She scooted a little closer to Erik. 
 
    “I’m sure someone will ask you,” Erik said, still watching Genevieve, who was picking at her food. 
 
    Amanda huffed. “Well, I do have someone in mind. I’m just waiting for him to say something.” 
 
    “Well, good luck.” He smiled at her before turning to Genevieve. “Jenny? Would you like to go for a walk?” 
 
    Genevieve looked up, surprised. “I would love that. Thank you.” 
 
    Lucy grinned at Amanda and got up to sit with other friends. Erik and Genevieve took their trays to the front and dumped the barely touched food into the garbage. Genevieve glanced back at Amanda and shuddered at the fury evident on the girl’s face. She was not looking forward to art class after lunch. 
 
    They sat down on the ground next to a large tree in the school yard. Genevieve still was not sure what to think about what had just happened in the cafeteria. 
 
    “Hey, are you upset about Amanda?” 
 
    “Perhaps a little.” 
 
    “You know I would never go for her, right? She tries too hard.” 
 
    Genevieve shrugged. “She seemed to think you like her.” 
 
    Erik laughed, but stopped quickly. He lifted her chin so he could look in her eyes. 
 
    “Hey, there’s only one girl I like. I’ve been trying to get the courage to talk to you all year. I couldn’t believe my luck when Mr. Wood put us together.” 
 
    Genevieve searched his face to see if he was jesting. The look in his eyes showed that he was being serious. She smiled at him. “You like me?” 
 
    “Yes, I do. I’ve been trying to get the courage to ask you to prom, but I haven’t had the nerve. Now I figure I’d better get it out before Amanda invites me herself.” 
 
    “So you are asking me so you do not have to take Amanda?” Genevieve blinked in shock and stood up. She berated herself for being so hurt by a boy she only knew for a day. 
 
    “No, of course not.” Erik shook his head, looking confused. 
 
    “That is not how it sounded.” She turned to walk away. 
 
    “Jenny, give me a chance to explain. I had wanted to ask you anyway, only I’d planned for something much nicer. Please believe me.” 
 
    She stopped and looked back, confused about how she should feel. “I will think about it. You have been very kind to me. Consider it a ‘perhaps’ for now.” She hated to see the sadness on his face and the drooping of his shoulders, but she was also hurt. Was this how people treated people here? 
 
    Lucy found her as soon as she came into the school. “So? Did he ask you?” 
 
    “Yes, but I have not decided what my answer is.” She walked toward her art class, realizing she was hungry. 
 
    “What? Jenny! You’ve been waiting for years for him to talk to you. Why in the world you would think of saying no?” 
 
    “He told me he asked me because he wanted an excuse for when Amanda asked him.” 
 
    Lucy slapped her forehead. “Okay, so that wasn’t brilliant. But the point is, he asked you.” 
 
    “But he took advantage of me.” 
 
    “Did he say he was going to ask you anyway?” 
 
    “Yes, he did.” 
 
    “Jenny, he was a dork for saying what he did, but it sounds like he really wants to take you. Teenage boys aren’t always the best at saying what they mean. I’m pretty sure most guys aren’t. Or girls, for that matter. Give him a chance.” She leaned forward and patted Genevieve on the shoulder. 
 
    “I am learning that. I was not in contact with many people in my kingdom. I have much to learn, I see.” Genevieve sighed. She wished she’d been given the chance to associate with her servants and the villagers. 
 
    “Just don’t give up on Erik. He’s a good guy.” 
 
    “I will not.” Genevieve glanced up at the clock. “It is time for class. I will see you in PE.” 
 
    Lucy hugged Genevieve and hurried off. Genevieve walked into art and found her spot, ignoring Amanda’s glares. When she looked at her canvas, she gasped—someone had drawn a spinning wheel on it in black paint. How could anyone have known that she had nightmares of touching the spindle? She looked around to see who had done it and caught Amanda’s smirk. So this was how she would repay Genevieve for not being asked out by Erik. It was childish, but it hit home. 
 
    She chose to ignore the insult and stared forward, waiting for Ms. Thomas to start class. 
 
    “Good afternoon, students. Today we are moving from our lunch to a landscape. I want you to close your eyes and think of a place you want to paint and then do your best to put it onto canvas. Since I cannot say what the landscape will be, I will grade you on the shading and the color choice. This will take a few days, so just get as far as you can.” 
 
    Genevieve picked up a new canvas and sat at her easel, closing her eyes. There was nothing more beautiful to her than the rolling green hills and forests of her home. She mixed several paints to get the correct color she knew so well. She might not have left the castle much—except when sneaking away from her mother—but she spent many hours staring out her windows. 
 
    As the landscape came alive at her hand, she was shocked to find that a castle had found its way into the picture, a castle that had not been there when she left. Where had that come from? This was from her memory, was it not? Her heart beat rapidly. 
 
    Genevieve continued on with the painting, lost in the strokes. Ms. Thomas announced that it was time to clean out their brushes, making Genevieve jump. She stepped back and took in her painting. Except for that castle, home was just as she remembered it. 
 
    Genevieve looked around at the paintings other students had done. Some were of mountains and beaches, and one girl had drawn a city with a large black tower in the middle. Genevieve glanced over at Amanda’s. She could not see much of it, but it looked like a small farm with buildings and animals. Amanda’s art was really quite impressive. 
 
    She turned to tell Amanda how wonderful it was, but stopped when she saw the furious expression on Amanda’s face as she stared at Genevieve’s painting. Genevieve decided she would tell her later and hurried off to PE, wondering why Amanda disliked her so much. 
 
    She wanted to tell Lucy about the spinning wheel that had been drawn on her canvas. It was disturbing, and she needed to share it with someone who understood. 
 
    She grabbed her clothes out of the locker and changed in the bathroom stall again. She could get used to some things, but changing in front of other girls who were also changing was not one of them. 
 
    Lucy was running late and caught up just as class started. They were playing volleyball again. This time, the teacher put the school volleyball team together on one side, and he put Genevieve in as a substitute. Genevieve looked back at Lucy, sad that she would not be able to share her news since they were on opposite sides of the net. Lucy grinned and mouthed “Good luck!” 
 
    The game was far from fair. Genevieve worked well with the team and they won quickly. She was careful when Lucy was in—she did not want to hurt the first real friend she had ever had. 
 
    After class, Genevieve ran to catch up to Lucy. There were still too many girls around to tell her what was going on, so she took her time getting dressed. 
 
    “Jenny? Are you ready?” Lucy called. 
 
    “Yes. One moment.” She gathered up her clothes and came out of the stall, checking around all of the lockers to make sure they were alone before coming over to Lucy. 
 
    “How come you’re being all secretive?” 
 
    “Someone drew a spinning wheel on my canvas before my art class.” 
 
    Lucy’s eyes widened. “You mean someone heard us talking?” 
 
    “I guess so.” She rubbed her forehead. 
 
    “What did you do?” Lucy whispered. 
 
    “Nothing. I ignored it.” 
 
    “Good thinking. I wonder who did it.” 
 
    “I think it might have been Amanda. She looked suspicious when I tried to find out who had done it. It does not matter, though. It was petty.” And hurtful. Being around so many kids her age was giving Genevieve a headache. Give her a battle any day. 
 
    “Petty? Maybe. Amanda needs to get a grip,” Lucy grumbled. 
 
    They moved toward their next class. “I wonder if we’ll get more time on the computer today.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Genevieve replied. “I want to learn more about the history of my country.” 
 
    They walked into their classroom and sat down. Mrs. Keller must have decided that yesterday was enough research because instead of sending them back to the computer lab, she lectured the entire class on European history. Genevieve wrote pages of notes, fascinated. The wars and successions of kings and queens were all part of her future, and she wanted to figure out what had happened to her family. 
 
    Once school was over, Genevieve went to her locker to collect her books and found Erik standing there. She slowed down, trying to decide what she was going to say. 
 
    “Hey,” Erik said. He pushed his hands into his pockets. 
 
    “Hey,” she replied. There were so many different ways to say hello here. It was strange. “How was your school today?” 
 
    “It was . . . school, I guess. Look, I’m sorry about earlier. What I said was stupid.” 
 
    “I am sorry for making you sad. I do not understand how to talk to people sometimes. I have not had that chance.” She clamped her mouth shut, realizing Jenny would have been around people all the time. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Erik cocked his head to the side, making him look more handsome. 
 
    “Never mind. Yes, I will go to prom with you.” She touched his arm, something she would never have done before, but he seemed to need the reassurance. 
 
    His face lit up. “That’s great!” 
 
    She smiled. “Yes. It will be wonderful. I must go find Ammon.” Excitement burned in her chest. Finally, a ball she would actually enjoy. 
 
    “Sounds good. I’d better get to practice.” He waved and ran toward the locker room. 
 
    “Goodbye, Erik.” She turned and walked away, feeling like she was floating. 
 
    She had just gotten outside when the big brute from the day before stopped her. She tried to get past him, but he grabbed her arm. “Be gone. I will not have you bothering me.” 
 
    “Aw, Jenny. I was just going to ask you to prom.” He tried to pull her close, but she yanked her arm away, furious. 
 
    Ammon ran up next to Genevieve. “Hey, John. Leave her alone. She already told you to get a clue.” 
 
    John looked over at Ammon and smirked. “Yeah? Who’s going to make me? I could take you.” 
 
    “You are not taking him anywhere. Leave us alone.” Genevieve grabbed Ammon’s arm and walked toward his truck. 
 
    “You know you like me, Jenny!” John yelled behind her. 
 
    Ammon tried to turn, but Genevieve yanked him along. 
 
    “He is not worth your time.” 
 
    “You’re right. But he’d better leave my family alone.” 
 
    “He is right. He could probably beat you in a fight.” 
 
    “Nah, I have ninja skills. He couldn’t touch me.” 
 
    “Ninja skills?” Genevieve climbed in the truck and put on her restraining belt. 
 
    “Oh, come on. You have to know about ninjas. We’re totally having a movie night.” Ammon started the engine and left the parking lot. 
 
    “What are these movies? Lucy already told me we would have a movie night this weekend.” 
 
    “She did? Will it be at our house?” Ammon lit up. 
 
    “I do not think so. She invited me over there. We are watching her Sleeping Beauty movie.” Genevieve looked out the window and watched the trees as she passed by. People were out working in the dirt, planting new flowers. Others were pushing strange contraptions around their yard, cutting the grass. 
 
    “Oh. Why Sleeping Beauty?” 
 
    Genevieve stayed silent for a moment, trying to figure out how to word it. He knew she was from the past, but this was even more confusing. “Because I think that is my story.” 
 
    “Your story?” Ammon glanced over at Genevieve. 
 
    “Yes. I think it is about me.” 
 
    Ammon pulled in at the house and stopped the truck before turning to her. “You’re Sleeping Beauty? How is that even possible? I thought it was a fairy tale.” 
 
    “Fairy tales are based on legends. Some legends are based on truth. This one just happens to be one of those truths.” 
 
    “So . . . you were put to sleep?” 
 
    “Yes. The last thing I remember is the fairy with the spindle. I could not help but reach out and touch it. Maurelle must have put me in a trance. When I woke up, I was here. I do not know if that was part of her plan.” 
 
    “According to Disney, the prince comes and kisses you awake, and you live happily ever after.” 
 
    “But that did not happen. I came here instead.” 
 
    Ammon sat back, thinking. “So what happened?” 
 
    Genevieve shrugged. “I do not know. If Jenny is there, she will have to marry the prince.” 
 
    Ammon’s eyes widened. “My sister has to get married? That can’t happen.” 
 
    “Are you angry with me?” Genevieve watched his face. 
 
    “You? No. It’s not your fault you were cursed. But we need to get her out of there before anything bad happens.” 
 
    Genevieve looked down at her hands and smiled bitterly. “Of course, that means if she comes back here, I must endure whatever is to happen.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I’m sorry. I wish there was a way to make it okay for both of you. But then, I wouldn’t want to mess too much with the time continuum.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “Never mind. It’s something you see in sci-fi movies.” 
 
    “Thank you for the ride home. I must go see if I can do some research on our computer. I am behind.” 
 
    “Why don’t you go tell Mom I’m taking you to the library? I’m sure Jenny’s card is in her purse—that would be sitting on her dresser. Get that while I grab a snack, and then I can take you on my way to work.” 
 
    “You have a library here?” Her spirits lifted. 
 
    “Yes, we do.” Ammon hopped out of the truck and waited for her to follow. 
 
    “I would love that.” Genevieve hurried into the house to find Jenny’s mother. She was at the computer with the twins. “Mother, Ammon is taking me to the library to do some research. I shall return at a later time.” 
 
    “Okay, honey. Make sure you don’t stay too late. How was school?” 
 
    “It went well, thank you. I was asked to prom, as everyone hoped.” 
 
    “Honey, that’s great! Was it Erik? Tell me it was Erik. I like him.” 
 
    “Yes. He asked me during lunch.” 
 
    “That’s great! I’m glad I bought the dress for you after all. You’d better get going, though. Ammon needs to leave for work.” She hugged Genevieve before turning back to the computer. 
 
    Genevieve ran up to her room and grabbed the bag off the dresser before going to find Ammon. 
 
    “Ah, you found it. Let’s go.” He took his sandwich with him and they went out to the truck. 
 
    “What is a library card?” 
 
    “Let me see the purse.” He found another little bag inside and rummaged through it, then pulled out a small hard rectangle. “Here it is. You just show it at the front desk and tell them you need to use the computer.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She took the purse back from him and put it in her school bag. 
 
    They got to the library and Ammon dropped her off, telling her he would be back around seven. She waved at him and glanced up at the large building in front of her. The library was her favorite place in the castle, but she had to sneak in during the night because her mother would not let her anywhere near it. 
 
    Genevieve walked into the library and stopped. The smell was different from what she was used to, but the immense collection of books called to her. She would have to explore them later. 
 
    After giving her card to the librarian at the front desk, she sat at a computer. 
 
    She pulled up information on Germany and smiled at the references to Bavaria. She paused in her research for a moment to read about the country she was from. She could not find more about her family line, so she went back and wrote out everything she would need for her paper. When she was satisfied that she had answered everything, she did a search on Sleeping Beauty. She grew frustrated with references to movies and other useless information. The story had been passed around the world, and the details were different each time. She had been given many different names, but she preferred Genevieve. 
 
    None of the information gave her any clues as to how to get out of the trouble she was in, so she wrote down what she found for the English assignment and left the computer. The library was large, and she had no idea where to start. She had to get her card after using the computer anyway, so she decided to ask the lady sitting at the desk for help. 
 
    “Excuse me. I need to find a book.” 
 
    “Well, we have plenty of those.” The lady smiled. “Can you be more specific?” 
 
    “I need to know more about Sleeping Beauty. Also, do you have any books on Charlemagne?” 
 
    “I think we do. Follow me.” The woman led Genevieve to a section called “fantasy” and perused through the books for Sleeping Beauty. “Try this one first. I’ll see what else I can find. What is it that you need?” 
 
    “I want to know the real story. And what happened to her.” 
 
    “Interesting. She’s a fairy tale, but you never know what you might find.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Genevieve found a few more books about Sleeping Beauty and carried them to the table. Nothing she read was very helpful—the names were not even correct. She grumbled, wanting to know more. She tried more books with the same result. The story was always included with other fairy tales and included ridiculous twists to the story. She gave that up and went to find books on Charlemagne, but again she was at a dead end. How could a library be so full of books and still not have what she needed? 
 
    She glanced at the clock and realized that Ammon would be there soon. After putting the books back on the shelves, she thanked the librarian and hurried outside to wait for him. She sat down on the steps and rested her chin on her hand. 
 
    “You are looking in the wrong place.” 
 
    Genevieve jumped and looked around. Standing next to her was a woman who looked hundreds of years old. Wrinkles covered her face and she stooped over a cane. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    “No, but I can help you.” 
 
    Genevieve’s stomach lurched. Who was this? “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Princess Genevieve, I have been waiting a very long time for you. We must speak now. Please come with me.” The woman gestured for her to follow. 
 
    Genevieve’s stomach twisted in fear. Something was familiar about this woman, something that made Genevieve want to follow her, but she did not want to trust her, even though she knew her real name. “I would love to, but my brother will be here soon.” She looked around, hoping that Ammon would show up. 
 
    “I understand. When you feel you can trust me, give me a call. Here is my card.” She handed Genevieve a worn piece of parchment. 
 
    Genevieve looked down at it. There were strange instructions written on it about going out when the moon was up and saying an incantation. “What is this supposed to—” She looked around. The lady was gone. 
 
    Ammon pulled up to the curb while she was staring at the parchment. “Hey, did you find anything?” 
 
    “Not really,” she mumbled. “I got my work done for class, but there was nothing more about what happened after the princess awoke.” 
 
    “What’s that in your hand?” 
 
    “It is a card from a strange woman. She told me she has been waiting for a long time to find me and she can help. I told her I needed to get home, so she handed me this.” 
 
    Ammon looked it over. “Whoa. Are you going to call her?” 
 
    “I do not know. She seemed familiar to me, like there was a connection.” 
 
    “Maybe you should, then.” 
 
    “Maybe . . .” Genevieve could not get over the urge to follow the woman. It was not the same feeling she had when she was cursed by Maurelle to touch the spindle. This was more comfortable. A feeling of . . . home? 
 
    Dinner was ready by the time they got there, so they sat down and ate with the family. Genevieve was starving after skipping lunch that day. 
 
    “Jenny? Are you okay?” Jenny’s mother asked. “You’re staring off into space and you haven’t answered anything your sisters have asked.” 
 
    “What? Oh, yes. I am fine. I have homework that needs to be done. May I be excused?” She stood. 
 
    “You didn’t get it all done at the library?” Jenny’s mother asked. 
 
    “I got the research done. Now I must write it out on paper.” 
 
    “Just use the computer. It’ll go faster that way. I’ll keep the other kids off it.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mother.” She put her plate in the sink and went to her room to get her papers. She had no idea what she was supposed to do on the computer to complete her work. She passed Ammon on the way to the living room. 
 
    “It’s all set up. You just need to start typing. Tell me when you’re done and I can help you save and print.” 
 
    “Thank you. How did you know?” 
 
    “Genevieve, I’ve helped you put toothpaste on a toothbrush. If you can’t do that, I don’t expect you to know anything about computers.” 
 
    Genevieve blushed. “Thank you. I am a mess.” 
 
    “Maybe a little, but I admire you for trying. Most people would curl up in a ball and cry if this happened to them.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Genevieve sat down at the computer and found a blank screen in front of her. She tapped a few keys, and then pulled out her work. She had to search for each letter, but she eventually finished both assignments. She had not known how to switch to a new page, so she did them on the same one, hoping Ammon could help her. 
 
    She stood and stretched, glancing over at Emma and Hunter. “I am going to find Ammon. Do not touch, or there will be dire consequences.” 
 
    Emma burst into giggles. “Yeah, right.” 
 
    “Like you’d actually do anything,” Hunter taunted. 
 
    “I am warning you.” 
 
    When Genevieve and Ammon came back downstairs, Emma hopped off the computer chair and ran out of the room. Genevieve found that in place of her work, there were symbols and a few letters. Genevieve dropped to the chair in shock. All her work was gone. She would have to do it all over again. 
 
    “Emma!” Ammon shouted. “Don’t worry. I might be able to fix this.” He sat down at the desk and tapped a few keys. The symbols disappeared and then her document showed up. “Here you go. Let’s save this before anything else happens.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Relief flowed through her. She had enough other homework to do—she did not want to do this again. 
 
    Ammon stared at it for a minute. “Jenny? Have you handed in any other homework lately? And gotten the grades back?” 
 
    “Grades?” 
 
    “Your English is different than ours. The spelling is completely off.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “See this word? In England, it’s spelled ‘grey.’ Here, we spell it ‘gray.’ You have those kinds of mistakes everywhere.” 
 
    Genevieve groaned. “I should not speak English. Lucy said I speak German.” 
 
    “You do?” Ammon looked at her in surprise. 
 
    “That is what she said.” She dropped her head into her hands. “I will never learn this.” 
 
    “You’re doing fine. I’ll see what I can do with it. Right now, you need to go tell Mom that Emma messed up your assignment.” 
 
    “But that will get her in trouble.” She knew there must be a punishment, but she did not know what it would be. 
 
    “She erased your assignment. She needs to be in trouble.” 
 
    “But she is just a child.” 
 
    Ammon glanced up at her. “Jenny, did you ever have to give out punishments?” 
 
    “Only to those who broke the laws. Or those who were a nuisance.” Genevieve’s father made her sit and listen to the villagers at times. She shuddered. She had not been a kind person and had given harsh punishments for small wrongdoings. 
 
    “Well, I think Emma broke the law, and she’s a nuisance, right?” Ammon raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “But she is your sister.” How could one punish their sister? 
 
    Ammon grumbled. “Mom! Can you come here for a minute?” He turned back to the computer. 
 
    “Ammon, you know we don’t yell through the house. What do you need?” Their mom came in from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a towel. 
 
    “Could you please tell the kids to stay away from the computer while we’re working on it? Emma just erased Jenny’s homework. She’s lucky I was able to recover it.” 
 
    “I told her to stay away.” She went storming off to find Emma. 
 
    “Now, let me see what I can do. I’ll run the spell check and hopefully that’ll catch most of it.” 
 
    “What is spell check?” 
 
    “It’s something that will be your best friend when it comes to schoolwork.” Ammon started tapping keys, and Genevieve watched as the words were changed on the computer. It did not fix everything, but Ammon declared it legible. He moved the Germany paper over to a different document and then printed them both off. 
 
    “Thank you, Ammon. You are most helpful.” 
 
    “No problem. Now, can I steal the computer from you? I need to get my own homework done.” 
 
    “Of course.” Genevieve tucked the reports into her notebook and went up to her room. She had decided that she needed to know the rest of her story after seeing how much Bavaria had changed over the centuries. She planned to meet the old woman, but first, she wanted to rest.  
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    The woods were dark, and the trees muffled the alarms from the castle. Jenny stayed low and hung on tight to her horse, praying she wouldn’t fall off. The path she was on was clear, so she kept going at a gallop. 
 
    Jenny stopped when the horse was too tired to go on. She tried to ignore the feeling of being watched and concentrated on the path ahead. The woods were silent around her. The animal sounds she’d heard earlier were gone. To the right, she heard a small brook and decided to let the horse get a drink. She slipped off and pulled him over to the water. 
 
    “I would not let him drink from the spring if I were you.” 
 
    Jenny jumped in fright. “Who’s there?” 
 
    “I am no one of significance.” The voice was female, and decidedly old. 
 
    Jenny wished she had a flashlight. “Where are you? Come out where I can see you.” 
 
    She heard shuffling to the side and an old woman came from the shadows. Her hair was long and white, and had bones and other strange things stuck in it. She was short, and her nose was large. She reminded Jenny of the healer in the castle. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Just a weary traveler. You should not be out here at this time. ‘Tis a dangerous place to be.” 
 
    “I had no choice. I had to escape the castle so I could find my way home again.” Jenny stopped short. Why had she just said that? 
 
    “Running away from a marriage, I see.” She cackled. “Come. You had better stay with me tonight. They will not find you there.” 
 
    She moved on, and Jenny followed behind. She should have felt scared, but this lady brought her comfort for some reason. It was almost as if she had known her for years. After walking for a time, leading her horse, Jenny realized what had been bothering her. 
 
    “Do you live here? In these woods, I mean? The forest acts strange when you’re around.” 
 
    “That is because it knows me well.” The woman’s breathing became labored as she continued walking. 
 
    “Are you okay? Do we need to stop? You could ride my horse,” Jenny offered. 
 
    “That is kind of you, but we are almost there.” The woman stopped and snapped her fingers, murmuring an incantation. She waved her hand, and it was as if a curtain parted. There must have been some kind of shroud hiding the woman’s property. But from who? 
 
    There was a small cottage that looked like it could fall over at the slightest breeze. The old woman opened the door and gestured for Jenny to enter. 
 
    “Do not worry about your horse. He will graze on the grass, and my gnome friends will brush him down. He will be good as new tomorrow.” She did another incantation, and the curtain fell again. The magic sent a thrill down Jenny’s spine. Even though she had seen it a few times already, it still took some getting used to. 
 
    “Gnomes? There are gnomes here? None of this exists where I’m from.” 
 
    “That you know of.” She cackled again. 
 
    The magic in this house was a little different than the magic Jenny had felt in the castle. It had an almost earthy feel to it. The old woman walked in and bustled about, pouring things into a large pot, muttering to herself. 
 
    “Thank you for allowing me to stay here. Could I at least get your name?” 
 
    “I am called Rhyannon. I assume by your beauty and grace that you are Princess Genevieve?” She eyed Jenny with an appraising look. 
 
    “No. Well, yes. Sort of. It’s kind of complicated.” Jenny was thrown by the woman’s name. It seemed familiar, but she couldn’t place it. She didn’t know what to do with herself, so she sat at the table. 
 
    “How so? Either you are, or you are not.” Rhyannon stopped what she was doing and stared at Jenny for a moment. 
 
    “You would think so. Never mind what I said—what are you making?” The smells coming from the pot were wonderful. 
 
    “Our dinner, and do not change the subject.” After dropping another carrot into the pot, Rhyannon took two bowls and set one in front of Jenny. She placed her hands on her hips, waiting for an answer. 
 
    “Someone switched me and Princess Genevieve. I have to find out who did it and how I can get back.” Jenny blew a hair out of her face that had somehow escaped the cap. 
 
    “What brought you here? What action was performed?” Rhyannon leaned forward. 
 
    “A kiss fr—” 
 
    “From your true love? Oh, my, my, my. What a quandary.” She took a few vegetables from a basket and began chopping them up before throwing them into a pot. 
 
    “Yes, I guess so. The royal healer believes that it was the kiss that pulled me here when the princess was supposed to be wakened. I want to go home.” A pang of homesickness hit. She wondered how the princess was doing in her life. Had Ammon noticed a difference? What about Lucy? Jenny would most likely miss her prom. Not that it was a big deal—the one guy she wanted to go with didn’t know she existed. 
 
    “It will not be easy. There are a few who do dark magic, but they make it difficult to find them.” 
 
    “I know. I was supposed to find the fairies.” Suddenly Jenny perked up. “Wait—you said your name is Rhyannon. Are you one of the fairies from Sleeping Beauty?” 
 
    “Sleeping Beauty?” She studied Jenny for a moment. “So you have heard the story. Aye, I gave Princess Genevieve the gift of music. It is too bad that her mother tried to smother it out of her.” Her actions became harsher as she cut the vegetables. 
 
    “Why would she do that? Was she always this awful?” 
 
    “No, she was the kindest queen for many years. The curse hardened her. Not overnight, mind you. She began to fear for her daughter’s life and seeing the magic throughout the land made her feel threatened, so she started banning it. She burned the spinning wheels. Soon that was not enough, and she ventured out to conquer more lands so she could ban magic there as well. The less magic in the world, the better for her and for her daughter.” 
 
    “So why did she keep a healer?” 
 
    “For her own use. And for you—er, the princess, of course. Rhoswen became the queen’s most trusted advisor because she had attempted a cure. But she was also a prisoner—the queen forced her to search for a way to break the curse. We fairies all went into hiding around the kingdom to protect the princess, but the others left when Queen Esmeralda began banning magic. I returned when I heard that you had all awakened.” 
 
    Jenny sat for a moment, thinking over the story. Who knew that such horrible things had really happened in the Sleeping Beauty story? Of course, Maleficent had always made the story pretty creepy anyway. 
 
    “So . . . do you know how I can stop this? How I can get back home?” Jenny bit her lip. 
 
    “Sorry, dear. That is not my expertise. I work with wind and give the occasional blessing of music, since it works with the same elements. By putting all our magic together, maybe we fairies could come up with something, but we are not sure what we are up against. This is not part of Maurelle’s curse. Someone else put this curse on Princess Genevieve. The question is, who?” 
 
    Jenny sighed. “This just keeps getting better and better.” She yawned and laid her head on her arms. 
 
    “Time for you to rest. Here is your meal, and I will set up a place for you to sleep. Tomorrow you will continue on your way. Do you know which direction you are heading?” 
 
    Jenny took the bowl from Rhyannon and took a bite. “I don’t know. The servant boy, Sam, told me he would meet me at the next village. I’m not even sure where that is.” 
 
    “You would be heading west, then. I will make sure you have provisions. It will be a day’s ride from here. I would leave at first light.” Rhyannon laid some blankets on top of a pile of furs. “Here you go. It is not like your royal bed, but then I guess you are not used to that anyway.” 
 
    “It will work perfectly. Thank you.” 
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    Jenny awoke from dreams of home to the smell of eggs and meat cooking. She was home! She sat and stretched, her sore muscles protesting. The woman in the corner of the cottage was definitely not part of home. 
 
    Jenny groaned. No, she was still back in time. Right—she needed to go find Charlemagne. She wasn’t looking forward to another ride on her horse today. She limped over to the table and sat. 
 
    “Sleep well?” Rhyannon asked. She scooped food onto a plate and went back to the stove. 
 
    “Yeah. Thanks for a place to stay. Is there something I could help with?” 
 
    “I need that bread sliced.” The woman used her wooden spoon to indicate where the bread was kept. 
 
    Jenny found a loose piece of thread on the bedding and cut it off to tie her hair up before going to help Rhyannon. She sliced the bread and set it on the table, where they ate in silence for a moment. 
 
    “Do you know Charlemagne?” Jenny asked. 
 
    Rhyannon paused in spooning up her food. “He is well known. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Petrus told me to find him. He keeps the history, so we’re hoping he can tell us who put this other curse on me and Genevieve.” Jenny poked at the last of the eggs on her plate before pushing it away. The stress of what she had to do made her lose her appetite. 
 
    Rhyannon stayed silent for a few minutes, making Jenny squirm. Was she on the wrong path? 
 
    “I think that is your best option. The trip will take many days. I warn you, though, that you must not travel at night. With these people after you, there are precautions that must be taken. You are lucky you found me last night. I felt a great evil in the area—that is why I left my cottage. It fled when I found you, but I fear it is after you. There is an important reason you are here, and until we know what it is, you must be careful.” 
 
    Jenny shivered. It was bad enough to have Gavin’s people after her, but now there was something else? She wanted her life back. She might not have liked school, but at least no one was trying to kill her. 
 
    She picked up the dishes and took them over to the counter, where Rhyannon had poured water into a large tub so they could be cleaned. 
 
    “Petrus packed you currency, but I warn you to be careful with how much you use. You do not want anyone to know how much you carry.” 
 
    “He gave me that much?” Jenny asked, surprised. 
 
    “He gave you enough for traveling, but you do not want it stolen.” 
 
    “Oh, good point. How do I know where I’m going?” 
 
    “Head straight on the path and do not leave it. I meant what I said about drinking the water—your horse would have been dead within minutes. I would not trust the water you find along these paths. I have slung water jugs over his back, along with your other bags. Once you get to the village, look for the Goat’s Gut Inn. Yes, that’s the name. That is probably where you will find Sam. It is the safest inn, and you are less likely to be robbed there.” 
 
    “Awesome. I’d better get going. Thank you for your help—I won’t forget it.” Jenny walked over to the door. She wasn’t used to traveling alone after being around her siblings all the time, but she had no choice. 
 
    Rhyannon walked Jenny out to her horse, making sure the saddle was tight. She undid the protections around her home with the same wave and incantation she’d done the night before, and Jenny rode out of the clearing. 
 
    “Remember, do not travel at night. I wish you well.” 
 
    Jenny turned to wave, but the protections were already around the home again, making it invisible. She shook her head and made her way to the path. The many warnings Rhyannon had given Jenny spooked her, and she wanted to get out of the forest as quickly as possible. She nudged her horse into a gallop, keeping low. 
 
    She didn’t want to continue moving quickly for long periods of time for fear of injuring her horse, so she took turns between riding and climbing down to walk. She stopped long enough to eat her lunch, and then continued on. 
 
    It was late in the afternoon when she saw the end of the forest ahead. The sun was brighter and she could see fields in the distance. She was so close! She pushed her horse into a gallop and cheered silently as she passed through the last of the trees. The village was near the end of the fields. She looked over at the sun’s location to see that it was beginning to set. She slowed to a walk, letting her horse rest, and was startled when she heard pounding and shouting. Behind her, she saw three riders coming out of the forest, headed straight for her. 
 
    She urged her horse to go faster, but the trip had taken too much out of him. The other riders quickly caught up to her and passed by, shouting at her to go faster. When they realized she wasn’t following right behind them, one horseman turned around. 
 
    “Get off your horse. Grab your bag and climb on behind me—now. You need to get out of here.” 
 
    Jenny didn’t know whether she should trust these people, but the urgency in their voices and the speed with which they had been moving was enough to make her grab her bag and jump onto the other horse. One of the riders grabbed her horse’s reins and slowed to a walk, falling behind quickly. 
 
    The rider got her to the village and stopped just outside the gate. He dropped Jenny’s bag to the ground and Jenny jumped down. 
 
    “Now go! They’re right behind us. Run inside and get yourself hidden.” 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    “Rhyannon sent us to help.” He turned just slightly and Jenny caught the slight point to the man’s ears. Whoa. Are these people elves? 
 
    “Well, can you at least tell me what is following me?” She looked back up the road, but didn’t see anything. 
 
    The rider regarded her through the scarves that covered nearly all of his face. “Pray you never find out. We will be watching over you, but do not plan to see us again.” 
 
    “Wait!” Jenny called out behind them as they rode away, then grabbed her bag and hurried to the gate. She didn’t want to try to explain her situation to the guards, so she slipped inside as a wagon full of supplies went through. 
 
    Jenny searched for the inn and finally found it on a street littered with garbage. The sign was worn, but the inn itself looked well cared for. She poked her head in and found a clean room where waitresses were busy serving tables full of travelers. She couldn’t tell who the innkeeper was, so she made her way toward the bartender, winding through the tables. She prayed he wouldn’t recognize her, but since she had supposedly been asleep for the last one hundred years, the likelihood was pretty slim anyway. 
 
    “Excuse me. I’d like a room, please.” 
 
    “You’ll be wanting Ed over there. Oy! Ed, this pretty lady here needs a room.” 
 
    An old, kind-looking man sidled up to her, wiping his hands on a towel. “Good evening. We have a room available. Will anyone be joining you?” 
 
    “Um, the room is just for me. I’m looking for someone, though. His name is Sam. Have you seen him?” 
 
    “That name sounds familiar. I will have Helga here show you to your room, and I will see what I can find of this Sam fellow. Would you like anything for dinner?” 
 
    “Oh, that sounds excellent. Do you have any stew?” 
 
    The stew she’d had at the cottage with Rhyannon the night before had her craving more. It amazed her how hungry riding and running through a forest had made her. 
 
    “I will get you a bowl of soup dished up. Would you like your food in your room?” Helga asked. 
 
    Remembering the warning from the horseman, she decided to lay low. 
 
    “Yes, please. It’s been quite a day of riding—I could use a good rest.” She didn’t need to fake the yawn that escaped her. 
 
    “Come, I will help you get comfortable.” Helga led her to a small room that only consisted of a chair, a chamber pot—Jenny really missed having a real toilet—and a washing table. 
 
    “Is this to your liking?” 
 
    “It’s great. Thank you.” Jenny flopped onto the bed and sneezed at the puff of straw dust that came from the mattress. 
 
    “We will be up with soup. Thank you for staying at our inn.” Helga left the room. 
 
    Jenny climbed off the bed and peeked through the boards across the small window. The sun had nearly set. She couldn’t see outside the village because of the homes and businesses pressed close together. She washed her face and readied herself for bed. She didn’t know how long she’d be there, or even where she was going, and hoped Sam would be there soon. 
 
    A knock on her door made her jump. She climbed off the bed, finding an empty candlestick to use as a weapon. 
 
    Outside was Sam, looking sheepish. He had a black eye and his uniform, usually pressed, was rumpled. 
 
    “Sam! I’m so glad you . . .” She trailed off, noticing a sword pointed at him. He was apparently not the only one who had found her, and she wasn’t about to let whoever was threatening Sam to do anything to him. She grabbed his shirt and pulled him in the room, slamming the door behind him. She leaned against it. “What’s going on? Who’s out there?” 
 
    “I am so sorry. I was followed. You need to—” 
 
    “Oh, Genevieve, darling. Shutting the door in the face of your husband-to-be is not usually a good idea,” a voice drawled from out in the hallway. 
 
    “Gavin is here?” she whispered to Sam. 
 
    Sam nodded and Jenny panicked, not knowing what to do next. She needed to find Charlemagne, and she refused to let Gavin take her back to his castle to be forced into marriage. 
 
    “What should I do?” she asked. 
 
    Sam held his finger to his lips and picked up the table that held the washtub. He set it in front of the door and then gestured for her to help him pick up the bed. They moved that in front as well. 
 
    “Genevieve, dear, this is getting tiring. Please open the door. I do not want my soldiers to come in there after you. It would not be pleasant for anyone—most especially your servant boy.” The light-hearted tone he’d used at first hardened into a threat. 
 
    Jenny turned to Sam with wide eyes, feeling trapped. She threw her arms around him, worried for his safety. He stiffened for a moment before Jenny realized that princesses usually don’t hug servants. 
 
    “It will be all right,” he whispered. “He will tire at some point and then you can escape.” He brought his arms around her and patted her back. 
 
    Jenny lifted her head and met his eyes. Those wonderful blue eyes. This servant boy was always right where she needed him to be. He might have been below Genevieve’s station, but Jenny wasn’t a princess. She stood on her toes and kissed him lightly, surprised at her forwardness. His eyes widened before he bent down to kiss her tenderly, sending shocks throughout her body. He pulled away and her lips still tingled, wanting more. She tried to compose herself as she straightened her riding clothes, knowing she wasn’t dressed appropriately to meet the prince, but she didn’t care. 
 
    “I don’t want you to get hurt—I should go to him. I want you to find Charlemagne in case I can’t. If I do get away, which direction should I go?” 
 
    “You need to head northwest. Take the path that brought you into this village and continue on. There will be villages along the way, and I will try to leave signs as I go. You will need to go to the city of Aachen to find him, and the journey will take many days. I hope to reunite with you before then.” Sam caressed her cheek and kissed her one more time. 
 
    He walked over to the window and pried off the boards, wincing at the cracking noise as he yanked off the last one. He unlatched the lock and climbed out. 
 
    Jenny ran over to watch him. “What are you doing? I’m up on the second floor.” 
 
    “This from the girl who escaped through a castle window. I will be fine.” He waved and pulled himself onto the ledge before disappearing into the darkness. 
 
    She made sure he was gone before she opened the door and closed it behind her, trying to look submissive to the prince when she really wanted to strangle the man. 
 
    “There you are. Have you come to your senses? We will leave this . . . place and go to an inn in the village that is more fit for our station.” Gavin looked as though he had a bad taste in his mouth. He put his arm around her and turned to walk down the stairs. “Guards! Gather her bags and the servant boy and meet me at The Golden Swan Inn.” 
 
    She hurried with him, hoping to be gone when they found that Sam wasn’t in the room. She climbed into the carriage and pushed away when Gavin tried to put his arm around her again. His familiar pout was back, but she didn’t care. 
 
    The carriage took them to another inn with a maid on the sign. The main room was spotless, but she only caught a glimpse as she was guided toward the stairs. 
 
    “You will stay in my room tonight.” He laughed at the panic on her face. “You did not think I was going to give you the chance to get away again, did you?” 
 
    “What do you want from me? Why can’t you just let me go?” 
 
    “We have an agreement that you are to marry me in two days. Otherwise, your mother will take over my lands. I will not let that happen.” He softened. “You could be happy with me.” 
 
    “Please keep me out of this. I need to go on this journey—I’ll come back when I’m done.” 
 
    “What is so important that you would climb out your window and run away? I thought I had made your suite into everything you always wanted.” 
 
    “I do appreciate what you did for me, but I must go. Charlemagne has information I need.” 
 
    “Charlemagne? He lives several days’ journey from here. Why do you want to visit him?” 
 
    “It’s none of your concern,” she snapped. 
 
    Gavin smiled. “It is if my future wife and queen wants to go wandering off instead of attending our wedding.” He tried to touch Jenny’s cheek, but she pushed him away. 
 
    “You wouldn’t understand.” She glanced around and noticed there was only one bed. “Where am I supposed to sleep? I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “You’ll be—” 
 
    “Highness!” The servant who had been ordered to gather her things stood at the door. 
 
    “Yes?” He looked annoyed at being interrupted. 
 
    “The servant is gone. The window was open.” 
 
    Gavin cursed. “What is it with windows? Did you see which way he went?” 
 
    “No, Highness. He is gone.” The servant was out of breath from running. 
 
    Gavin turned to Jenny, smiling. “Well, your boy escaped without you. What a coward. Guards, go find him.” He gestured to a small mat on the floor. “There is your bed. We will return home tomorrow.” He turned away from her and began to undress. 
 
    Jenny spun around, face reddening. She lay down on her lumpy, uncomfortable mat and closed her eyes, knowing sleep wouldn’t come while she was in Gavin’s presence. A few minutes later, she felt him lay a blanket over her before the candles were blown out. She was very confused by his actions. He could be hard and uncaring one moment, and yet so gentle and sweet at other times. 
 
    She allowed her mind to drift to Sam. She hadn’t meant to kiss him. This had been her first kiss—aside from the one that awakened her—and it was nothing like she could have ever imagined. She couldn’t stop thinking about the next time she could steal another. She smiled to herself as she thought about the fact that back in her time, no one even looked at her, but in this time, she had two boys vying for her attention. 
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    Jenny dreamed that night of being home again with her siblings, but her smile disappeared when she woke up and saw Gavin sitting at the table across the room, watching her. 
 
    “Good morning. Would you like some breakfast? I had some delivered to our room.” He gestured to the many dishes. “If you would like to freshen up or clean your teeth, the supplies are over there.” He waved his hand toward a basin. 
 
    Toothbrush! That was something Jenny missed terribly. She stood and moved to the table. She filled her plate with eggs and sausage and began eating, avoiding Gavin and the way he smiled at her. 
 
    “I have been thinking that I want to go on this journey with you. It would be a good opportunity to get to know you more, just as you wanted. We will enjoy visiting other kingdoms on the way so we can invite them to our wedding. When we have accomplished what you need to do, we will return home and marry.” Gavin grinned at her. 
 
    “No!” Jenny burst out. “I mean, no, thank you. I appreciate the help, but I need to do this on my own.” 
 
    Gavin regarded her for a moment, rubbing his chin. “What is so important about this quest of yours?” 
 
    “It’s a long story.” She shoveled more food in her mouth so she could avoid talking to him. 
 
    “We have a long way to go. And if you do not tell me the reason, we will not go at all.” 
 
    Jenny glared at him. “Do you always get your way?” 
 
    He grinned. “Yes, I do. What is the fun of being a prince if I do not?” 
 
    She smiled. “I suppose you’re right.” She stopped, trying to decide what she should tell him. He had brought her here by his kiss. He seemed to want to please her, except when she tried to escape. She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly before answering. “A curse was put on me.” 
 
    He laughed. “I already knew that. I broke it, as you will recall. I was never thanked for that, by the way.” 
 
    “Thanks. It was a . . . great way to wake up. But there’s a problem with that. When you kissed the princess, it somehow switched me for the princess.” 
 
    “I do not understand.” He stiffened, his smile tight. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. 
 
    “I’m not from this time. I come from the future, where there is electricity and indoor plumbing. When one curse was broken, another one was put into place.” 
 
    “Not from this time? What does that mean?” 
 
    Right. Time travel wouldn’t make sense to him. “It’s hard to explain. Just know that I’m not who you think I am. I’m trying to reverse the spell so you can have the real princess back.” 
 
    “So . . . you are not the princess? You mean, I kissed a commoner?” The look of disgust on his face would have been comical if he hadn’t been talking about her. 
 
    “Technically, yes. You started kissing a princess, but then you ended up kissing me.” Jenny didn’t want to add that he was supposedly her true love. She wanted to forget that part. 
 
    Gavin studied her for a bit, making Jenny squirm a little. “How very odd. I shall have to think on this. I have never . . . heard of such magic.” He stood and paced, glancing over at her. 
 
    Jenny couldn’t stand watching him pace, so she stood up and moved over to the wash basin. She stared at the frayed stick sitting on the table and picked it up. She was supposed to brush her teeth with this? She put it in her mouth and brushed back and forth, cringing as the wood scratched against her teeth and gums. She wanted her soft bristles back! She finished and washed off the brush before going to back to sit at the table. 
 
    Gavin stopped pacing and sat across from her. “Come. We will travel to Charlemagne’s home. I have been anxious to meet him anyway.” He smiled again, expecting her to be thrilled with the idea. 
 
    “You mean, you’re coming? You’ll let me go?” She really didn’t want to travel with him—especially since she was dying to meet back up with Sam—but if it would get her where she needed to be, she would deal with it. 
 
    “I suppose we have no choice. After all, I must find the princess. I would not want to marry a commoner.” 
 
    “Okay, enough with the commoner remarks. I’m still the same person you were so nice to before, the same person you came here to get.” 
 
    “Ah, but at that time I thought you were the heir to the throne.” 
 
    “Wow. How shallow can you get?” She snatched her bag off the bed and stomped downstairs. “So are we riding all the way there?” 
 
    Gavin came down the stairs as well, chuckling. “The carriage will be much more comfortable than that old horse. If you had just asked, I could have provided you with a better animal.” 
 
    “I did, remember? You told me I couldn’t go anywhere because of your stupid treaty.” 
 
    Gavin’s eyebrows drew together. “Stupid?” 
 
    “Lame? Foolish? Ugh, never mind. I could take the treaty and stomp on it right now.” She clenched her fists and took deep breaths, surprised at her own anger. 
 
    “My, my. You have the same temper as the queen. Are you sure you are not her daughter?” 
 
    “Funny. Now we can we go?” 
 
    “As my lady wishes.” He bowed and motioned for her to go out the door first. 
 
    She walked to the carriage, head held high. A servant helped her in and she sat close to the far window, staring outside intently. She hoped Sam was safe, wherever he had managed to hide. 
 
    Gavin climbed in and took a seat next to Jenny. She turned and glared at him until he moved over to the other side. The door closed and they were soon off. 
 
    “You are taking me to Charlemagne’s castle, right? You’re not tricking me? I’ll escape as many times as I need to.” 
 
    He smiled, stroking his chin. “As much as I would like to see you attempt another escape, we are indeed heading to see Charlemagne.” 
 
    “Good. And thank you.” She turned her attention back to the window and slouched down in her seat. She dreaded the long days she was about to spend with this prince. 
 
    “You are most welcome.” He stayed silent for a moment. “Highness? I mean, Lady? What did you mean, that you are from a different time?” 
 
    Jenny sighed. Obviously, she wasn’t going to have much peace on the way. 
 
    “What year is this?” 
 
    “The year of our Lord twelve hundred and seventy-two. Why?” 
 
    “Where I come from, we are in the year two thousand and fourteen. I come from a country that hasn’t even been discovered yet in this time.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” 
 
    “We’re trying to figure that out.” She turned back to the window. 
 
    Gavin stayed silent for a few more minutes while Jenny watched the hills and forests pass by. 
 
    “So what country are you from?” 
 
    “It’s called the United States of America. But I don’t want to get into it too much or it might mess up time as we know it.” 
 
    Gavin stared at her for a moment. “Time? What do you mean? And where is this United States?” 
 
    “Never mind.” She smiled, and he turned away. 
 
    Jenny studied him. If he went to her high school, girls would be drooling over him. His suit was cut to show off his muscular build, and his hair fell into his eyes just right. She remembered the kiss that brought her to this time and shook her head. Wait, what was she thinking? She’d punched him when she woke up to that kiss. She would not do this. She could not like this prince, no matter how good-looking he was. She needed to get home. 
 
    “Gavin, what country are we in?” 
 
    “Bavaria. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Bavaria? How in the world . . .? “They speak English in Bavaria?” 
 
    Gavin looked at her strangely. “Why would we do that? We speak only German here, although I learned English for diplomatic reasons.” 
 
    “Oh.” How did this work? She understood him perfectly. Maybe that was a perk of this whole body-switch thing. What was Genevieve speaking? That could be messy. Lucy had taken German, but none of Jenny’s family would know what she was saying. 
 
    Memories came flooding back. Vacations, her job as a swimming coach, camping with her family. Life had been hard being the oldest, but she missed her brothers and sisters. She missed the computer and her bedroom. Thoughts of her mom and dad brought tears to her eyes. 
 
    “Why are you crying?” Gavin slipped off his chair and sat next to her, taking her into his arms. “There, there. It is not so bad.” She leaned on his shoulder and sobbed until she had no more tears left. She sniffled and sat up, and Gavin lifted her chin to look at him. “Can you tell me what is wrong?” 
 
    “It’s nothing. I just miss my family.” 
 
    “That is not ‘nothing.’ We will get you back to them.” He touched her cheek. 
 
    She stiffened and pulled away. He was too close to her. She couldn’t let her moment of weakness allow her to feel something. “Could we stop? I would like to stretch my legs.” 
 
    Gavin blinked. “As you wish.” He tapped on the ceiling of the carriage and poked his head out through the window. “Please stop for the lady,” he called. 
 
    The horses slowed to a stop and the driver opened the door. Jenny jumped out of the carriage before he could put the step in place. She walked toward the forest they’d been traveling next to and Gavin hurried to catch up, reaching for her arm. 
 
    “You are not trying to escape again, are you?” 
 
    “No. I just needed to . . . relieve myself. Can I be alone for that?” She could feel her face redden. 
 
    Gavin stopped suddenly and backed up. “Of course. I shall stand over here while you go behind the trees. Just do not go too far.” 
 
    “I’ll keep my promise and stay with you. As long as you keep yours.” She smiled and hurried into the trees near the road. The day was hot and the shade of the trees felt cool on her skin. She didn’t know which bushes were safe and which might be poisonous, so she avoided them all. 
 
    When she was done, she looked around at the forest. She walked for a moment, trying to get thoughts of her family out of her mind so she could remain calm. More importantly, she tried to smother any thoughts of Gavin. He made it difficult to dislike him, even though he could be annoying. She couldn’t blame him for a lot of it—this was the world he lived in. Of course, Sam was also from this time, and he was different. Her cheeks colored at the thought of him. She hoped she would see him again soon. 
 
    “Princess? Princess!” Gavin was coming closer. 
 
    Jenny felt her hair to see if it was flying everywhere. It had been tied back for her trip and she was sure it was a disaster. She pulled out the ribbon and ran her fingers through her hair as she left the forest and met Gavin. 
 
    “Ah, there you are, Princess. It is time to be on our way.” 
 
    He helped her into the carriage and they continued on their journey. She watched the hills and mountains pass by as the day went on. She saw deer and rabbits in the woods, looking up as the carriage passed. Gavin allowed Jenny to sit in peace instead of asking questions. She could feel his eyes on her, but she chose to ignore him. 
 
    They arrived in another village near evening, and the carriage pulled up to an inn that looked somewhat respectable. After a few moments, the driver opened the door and put the step down for Gavin. Jenny followed, looking around for any sign of Sam. She hoped to escape from Gavin, but wondered if there was any point. He would most likely follow her. She just didn’t see how she would find the fairies along the way if she was stuck in the carriage the entire time. 
 
    Gavin walked with Jenny to her room and ordered guards to stand at her door. 
 
    “Hey, what if I want something to eat? I can’t get out.” She understood why he was doing it, but it still bothered her. 
 
    “It is for your own protection, Highness.” Gavin smiled and walked into his room across the hall. 
 
    She growled in frustration. At least she wasn’t stuck in his room this time, right? The windows here weren’t boarded up, and she ran over to them. The latch protested as she flipped it and pushed the windows open. The breeze was cool and felt wonderful on her face. She looked below and noticed more guards under her window. They aren’t taking any chances, are they? She scanned the rooftops, but didn’t expect to see anyone yet. She’d just shown up a few minutes ago, after all. 
 
    She flopped onto her bed, wishing for some music or something to read. Her stash of books at home was screaming at her. Even homework sounded good right now, and that was saying something. 
 
    “Princess Genevieve?” 
 
    Jenny jumped. She must have dozed off thinking about homework. She sighed and rubbed the sleep from her eyes before she opened the door. Gavin stood there holding the most beautiful dress she’d ever seen. She couldn’t speak, so she stepped back and let him in. 
 
    “I did not think you should be riding around in those traveling clothes, so I went in search of something more suitable. After all, you are a princess.” 
 
    Jenny didn’t bother correcting him as she fingered the delicate, deep-purple fabric. The dress just seemed perfect for her somehow. She looked up and met his eyes. 
 
    “It’s beautiful. Thank you.” The smile on Gavin’s face sent her heart racing. 
 
    “Please. Try it on. We could have it fitted to you, if needs be.” He laid it gently on the bed. “I will be out in the hall. Please let me know when you have finished changing.” 
 
    Jenny blushed. “Okay. Thank you.” 
 
    She shut the door and stared at the dress, not knowing where to start. Instead of a zipper like she was used to, it had ribbons to tighten it up in the back. She closed the windows and the shutters and quickly undressed. She slid the dress over her head and tightened the ribbons the best she could, wishing Olive were here to help her out. The long, flowing sleeves of white chiffon kept getting in her way. She blushed as she saw how low the dress dipped and wished she had a shawl to cover up. 
 
    She heard a soft knock at the door and went to answer it. “Who is it? I’m not quite ready.” When no reply came, she opened the door a crack and saw a girl standing there. 
 
    She curtsied. “Highness, I’m here to help you with your gown. The prince felt it would be too difficult for you on your own.” 
 
    Grateful for the help, Jenny opened the door wider and let the girl in. 
 
    “Thank you. I had no idea how to make this work.” 
 
    “Do not worry, Highness. I will have you ready soon enough.” 
 
    She yanked and pulled on the ribbons until Jenny could barely breathe. Once the servant girl was satisfied, she led Jenny over to a table to have her hair brushed. Jenny nearly tripped over the full skirts and had to lift them out of the way. 
 
    Jenny cringed as the tangles were combed through. Travel hadn’t been kind to long, thick hair, and the servant girl constantly muttered under her breath about how impossible it was. Jenny wished again that she could chop it all off. She promised herself that when she got her own body back, she would cut her hair above her shoulders. Finally the girl was done and stepped to the side. “Now we must see what the prince thinks of you. He will want to marry you first thing for sure.” 
 
    “I hope not,” Jenny muttered under her breath and lifted her skirts to walk over to the mirror. The girl noticed her shoes. 
 
    “Oh, those will not do, but we will take care of that later. What do you think of your hair?” 
 
    The girl staring back at Jenny in the mirror looked older and refined. She tried to ignore the dipping neckline and paid attention to how well it hugged her. Her hair was tied up in a knot on her head, tendrils falling down around her face. She’d have to remember how to do this for prom—if she ever got home. 
 
    “You did beautifully. Thank you. But do you, um, have some kind of shawl to cover up the top?” 
 
    “This is how royalty wears their dresses, Highness.” 
 
    “That might be so, but I’m not quite used to it. The gowns from my kingdom look nothing like it.” 
 
    The girl hesitated. “May I ask where you are from?” 
 
    “I’m Princess Genevieve from Bavaria.” 
 
    The girl stood there and stared. “You mean, you are the girl who was asleep for one hundred years? How did you awaken?” 
 
    Jenny gestured toward the door. “Prince Gavin kissed me. It broke the spell, and here we are.” 
 
    She clapped her hands in delight. “Oh, I love it! How romantic! But . . . what are you doing so far from your kingdom?” 
 
    “We wish to see Charlemagne.” 
 
    “I see. Oh, I nearly forgot. I was asked to give you this.” She handed Jenny a note and curtsied as she left the room. 
 
    Gavin was still waiting in the hallway, so Jenny slipped the note into her sleeve and smiled at him as he entered the room. 
 
    “My, my. I knew the dress was beautiful, but it looks as though it was made for you.” He took her hand and kissed it, pleasure showing in his eyes. 
 
    “Thank you. The dress really is beautiful. I don’t know how I’m going to do anything in it, though—I can barely breathe.” 
 
    “Oh, dear. That will not do.” He opened the door and ordered one of the guards to bring back the servant girl. “There. She will take care of it.” Gavin stepped closer to her. “Every time I see you, I am amazed by your beauty.” He rubbed his hand along her cheekbone, causing her knees to go weak. “Would you do me the honor of accompanying me to a ball tonight? It seems as though we have arrived just in time for a masque.” His eyes were inches from hers, as if he were looking into her soul. 
 
    A ball! No matter how much she’d sworn off dresses, she was still a girl, and the thought of going to a ball was exciting. It was like all of her favorite princess stories were coming to life. “I would love to.” 
 
    “That is good, because you would have gone anyway.” He pulled her toward the door. 
 
    “Right now?” She could barely catch her breath. 
 
    “As soon as your dress has been fixed. The sun has set.” 
 
    The door opened and the girl came in to loosen the ribbons. She set to work and then backed up. “Is that to your liking, Highness?” 
 
    “Yes, thank you.” Jenny smiled and the girl curtsied and left. “Prince Gavin, do you think I could get a shawl? 
 
    “A shawl?” Gavin asked, eyebrows raised. 
 
    “Yes, a covering. I feel somewhat . . . exposed.” She could feel her cheeks redden. 
 
    “Ah, yes. You would not be used to such styles. I will see what I can do.” He kissed her hand and left. 
 
    She wiped her hand self-consciously, trying to get the thrill to go away. That was one hot prince. And the way her hand tingled reminded her of—oh, Sam! She pulled out the note and unfolded it. It was poorly written, but she did her best to understand. 
 
      
 
    Here in the village. 
 
    I will try to help you escape after the ball. 
 
    My love, 
 
    Sam 
 
      
 
    The note made Jenny smile. He’s here! And the way he’d signed his name? She giggled and held the note to her. Oh, what a mess she was in. She would just have to make it through the ball and she could see him again. She only hoped she’d be able to change—she didn’t want to travel in such a beautiful dress. 
 
    She opened the door just as Gavin raised his hand to knock. He held out the shawl and helped her put it on. 
 
    “Thanks! Let’s go!” She swept past him, excited for her first ball. True, she went to Homecoming, but she doubted this would be like a school gym full of crepe paper streamers. Too bad this dress wouldn’t go with her when she went back. 
 
    A servant helped Gavin and Jenny into the carriage and Jenny watched out the window, her excitement growing as they rode toward a palace. It was smaller than the one Genevieve lived in, but a little larger than Gavin’s. She watched as other couples moved toward the entrance. Soon, it was her turn, and she could barely wait until Gavin helped her out. 
 
    “You look happy,” he commented. 
 
    “I’ve never been to a ball before.” She couldn’t pull her attention away from the castle. 
 
    “Ah, yes, I had forgotten. Well, it is my pleasure to accompany you to what I hope will be the first of many nights at a ball together.” 
 
    Her stomach clenched. While the thought appealed to her, she could not stay here. “It’s not me you want, remember? I’m not the princess.” 
 
    “That may be the case, but it is you I am falling in love with.” He smiled and kissed her hand. 
 
    “Falling in love with?” Jenny stopped, shocked. That was saying a lot coming from Gavin, considering he’d been so adamant that he wouldn’t marry a commoner. Was he lying? The tender look in his eye told her he wasn’t. 
 
    Gavin guided the silent Jenny to the castle doors and handed a card off to a servant who was announcing each of the guests. They continued on to a large banquet room. There were five tables all lined with people talking amongst themselves. Gavin walked Jenny up to the front to a table where the king and queen of this kingdom were seated. He pulled her chair out and waited for her to sit before taking his chair. 
 
    The king stood. “Welcome, my dear guests. We are happy you have come to join us in celebrating our new child. We hope you feel welcome. Please let our servants know if there is anything else you might need.” He sat again and trays of food began to arrive, carried by dozens of servants. 
 
    After several courses, Jenny decided her favorite dish was the roast duck. It was almost worth staying in the past. Dessert was next, and the puddings were delicious. By the time their dishes had been taken from them, she was so full that she didn’t know how she would possibly dance that night. 
 
    The guests followed the king and queen from the dining hall into the ballroom. Jenny’s jaw dropped as she stepped into her dream come true. Hundreds of candles lit up the room, and everything she saw was coated in gold. Windows lined the walls and reached from floor to ceiling. Gavin chuckled at her reaction and pulled her onto the floor. 
 
    It was good that her gown had a full skirt because it hid her stumbling feet as she tried to keep up. Her mom had put her in dance classes, hoping to improve her coordination, but sadly it had never happened. She was happy to get through the first song without stepping on Gavin’s toes. 
 
    She was asked to dance by other men, but Gavin always came right back for her afterwards. During a dance with Gavin, she felt a strange sensation begin to go through her body. It started out with her feet. Suddenly they knew what steps to take and where to be, and the feeling moved up into her legs. Her body glided through the motions, and she was shocked that she felt comfortable dancing instead of incredibly awkward. What had just happened? She could tell by the confused look on Gavin’s face that he noticed the change as well. He then smiled and whirled her in his arms, taking over the floor. 
 
    The song ended and they stopped, breathless. He held her close and leaned toward her. She nearly gave in to the kiss, but remembered the warning and backed up. His disappointment was apparent by the tightness in his jaw, but he said nothing. Instead, he led Jenny over to the reception line. He stayed silent as they waited, making Jenny squirm. 
 
    When they reached the royal couple, Gavin bowed low and Jenny followed suit. “Thank you for your hospitality, and congratulations on your new little one. I must get Princess Genevieve back to her room so we can continue our journey in the morning.” 
 
    Jenny squealed as she leaned forward to peek at their baby girl. “Oh, she’s so sweet! Can I hold her?” 
 
    The king and queen looked at each other in surprise. Whoops—apparently princesses don’t ask to hold babies. The queen held the princess out to Jenny, and she cradled the baby in her arms. 
 
    “She’s so beautiful.” The baby started crying, and Jenny rocked her to make her happy before handing her back to the queen. Man, she missed her brothers and sisters. 
 
    “How did you know to do that?” the queen asked. 
 
    “I . . . had to practice?” 
 
    Gavin jumped in. “We will be going now. Thank you.” He whisked Jenny out of the castle, speaking to her under his breath as they walked. “You must be more careful with how you talk and act. No princess would ask a queen to hold her baby.” 
 
    “But she was so cute. And I miss my family. I just needed to hold her.” Jenny cringed at the tightness on her arm. 
 
    “Forget that family for now and concentrate on being the princess here, or you will cause problems on the way to Charlemagne’s.” He helped her in the carriage and sat across from her. 
 
    Gavin was silent on the way back to the inn. Jenny regretted the heartbreak she must have caused him by rejecting his kiss, but she knew she had to protect her heart or things would be even more messed up. And it was lame that she couldn’t just hold a baby without causing drama. 
 
    The carriage pulled up to the inn and the driver let them out. Gavin climbed down and then helped Jenny. She couldn’t get to her room fast enough. She wanted to get away from Gavin’s grumpiness, and she knew that Sam would be coming. 
 
    When she reached her room, Jenny found a chest sitting at the end of her bed. Where had this come from? She dropped in front of it, grunting at the discomfort from her gown. Inside she found more gowns, underclothes, shoes, and stockings. There was a note hanging off the side of the chest. 
 
      
 
    These gowns are more suitable for a princess. 
 
    They have been fitted according to the dress you are wearing now. 
 
    All my love, 
 
    Prince Gavin 
 
      
 
    Wow. What an awesome gift. Of course, she was running away, so she’d never get to wear them, but he didn’t know that. She found a light, comfortable gown and tossed it on the bed before throwing the rest of the clothes back into the chest. 
 
    She was eager to take off the fancy dress and put on something more comfortable, even if it was just another gown. She had to fight the ties on the dress and sighed in relief when it was finally off, grateful that she hadn’t needed to call for help. The second dress laced up the front, thank goodness. 
 
    She heard a tap at the window and ran over to open it. He was here! She wiped her hands on her dress, nervous and excited to see him again. The guards were still posted below, and she wondered how anyone could have gotten up this far without attracting their attention. 
 
    She shrieked and clamped her hand over her mouth when Sam dropped down from the roof and through the window. She ran into his arms, but he lightly pushed her away, looking uncomfortable. 
 
    “I wondered how you were going to get here.” 
 
    He played with the curls surrounding her face. “You look the part of princess tonight,” he said. Jenny noticed a hurt in his eyes that she’d never seen before. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” She touched his arm. 
 
    “I cannot forget that you are above my station.” He turned away, his shoulders drooping. 
 
    “Sam, this is me—Jenny, remember? I’m not the princess.” She grabbed his arm and pulled him back toward her. 
 
    He sighed and took her in his arms. “These eyes of yours are filled with excitement and wonder. Princess Genevieve never gave the servants the courtesy of looking at us. On the rare occasion that our eyes met, hers seemed bored—empty, maybe. There was no evidence that she enjoyed her life. Yes, you are very different from Her Highness.” He smiled and bent to kiss her. 
 
    The tenderness of the kiss made Jenny’s legs go weak. “That’s better,” she said when he pulled away. “Now, what are our plans? I want to get to Charlemagne as soon as we can.” 
 
    “Are you sure you do not want to travel in a carriage and sleep at inns along the way? I will be taking you through forests, and we could be sleeping on the ground.” 
 
    “As tempting as it sounds to sleep in a bed every night, I need to get there faster. And more importantly, I need to find the fairies. I’m afraid I won’t be able to find them if I go with Gavin. I can’t say, ‘Hey, pull over so I can look for fairies in the woods.’ I don’t think that would go over well.” She thought of the way she had felt in Gavin’s arms at the ball and wondered how she’d gotten into this mess. 
 
    “That is a problem.” He took another curl in his fingers and twisted it around his finger. Thoughts of Gavin fled. This was where her heart belonged. 
 
    “That’s only one problem. I don’t know where the fairies are.” 
 
    “Well, good thing I have this trusty map from Petrus, then.” He pulled out the map from the bag over his shoulder. “It has magic, so it will let us know if we are off course. It looks like the next fairy we must visit is off the path a bit, but she is close by. From what I understand, she helped the king and queen bless their baby girl.” 
 
    “Great. When do we leave?” 
 
    “We must go now. I do not want to wait until morning.” 
 
    “Princess? May I come in?” Gavin’s voice called from the hallway. 
 
    Sam looked around for a place to hide and slid under the bed. Jenny made sure that he was well hidden before she opened the door for Gavin. He looked tired, but he perked up when he saw her. 
 
    “Ah, there you are. I just wanted to wish you a good night.” 
 
    Jenny tried not to glance over at the bed. “Oh, well, thank you. I’ll see you in the morning.” She cringed, knowing it sounded fake, but she wanted him to leave. 
 
    He hesitated for a moment before he leaned forward and kissed her lightly. The tingle she felt running through her body was almost electrifying and left her breathless when he pulled away. He caressed her cheek and turned toward the door. “We leave at first light.” He smiled and went to his room. 
 
    Jenny stood there for a moment, emotions running wild. Why did he have such control over her? She closed the door and knelt by the bed. 
 
    “He’s gone. How are we getting out?” 
 
    He pulled himself out and dusted off his clothes. “Rhyannon sent help, so there should be a rope ready for us. Are you all right?” 
 
    She pulled her eyes from the door, thinking of the kiss, and looked up at him. “Huh? Oh. Yes. Let’s go.” 
 
    “You have gone down on a rope, but can you climb one?” 
 
    “Thanks to gym class, yes.” 
 
    “Gym class? Never mind. Here is a bag for you.” He peeked out the window. “There is our cue.” 
 
    Jenny joined him at the window and saw a riot breaking out a few streets down. There were small explosions of light, followed by screams. A rope came down and Jenny grabbed on. She climbed up and strained to pull herself up—just because she’d done the rope pull in PE didn’t mean she was actually good at it. Her arms were yelling at her by the time she got to the roof and pulled herself up and over. 
 
    Sam came soon after. He led her along the roofs, careful not to slip on the tiles. Jenny’s fear of heights was really getting a run for its money. She focused on the steps ahead instead of the horrible drop on either side of her. They came to the edge of the village and used the same rope to climb down from the buildings and over the city wall. Jenny’s arms were jelly by that time. She was thankful when they found their horses packed with supplies because that meant she could finally sit and rest. 
 
    “Quickly now. We need to be out of here before the guards are alerted.” 
 
    Jenny climbed on her horse, trying to get comfortable in her dress. She thought of the fear she’d felt just days before. She hoped she would be able to escape this time, and she worried that being around Gavin much longer would be dangerous for her self-control. He was too adorable for his own good. 
 
    They galloped through the woods and were enveloped in silence. Jenny didn’t dare speak for several miles, worried that they’d be caught. Had Gavin noticed she’d left yet? 
 
    When they felt they were far enough away, they climbed off their horses and started walking. The moon peeked through at intervals, but otherwise it was dark under the trees. 
 
    After walking for a bit, Jenny noticed how silent it was. There were no animal noises, and the rustling of leaves had been muffled. She recognized the quiet from the first night she’d left. 
 
    “Sam, I think we’re close,” she whispered. 
 
    “Close to what?” A voice spoke out of the darkness. 
 
    Sam and Jenny jumped. She whipped around, trying to find the source of the old woman’s voice, and Sam put an arm around her. 
 
    “Hello. I’m looking for someone,” Jenny said hesitantly. 
 
    “Who is this someone?” The woman remained hidden. 
 
    Jenny looked over at Sam. She had no idea which fairy they were supposed to be visiting. 
 
    “The fairy Rhoslyn. Have you seen her?” Sam asked. 
 
    “Aye. I am Rhoslyn. Better follow me—I sense a presence in this forest.” She stepped out of the shadows. Rhoslyn was old and stooped, with more delicate features than the other two fairies Jenny had met. 
 
    “Would you like a ride, mistress?” Sam asked. 
 
    “A young man with manners—you do not see that every day. Yes, a ride would be appreciated.” 
 
    Sam climbed down and helped her up into the saddle. Rhoslyn grunted as she pulled her leg over the side and got settled. Sam made sure she had a good hold on the horse before he took the reins and began to walk. 
 
    “Unless you can run as fast as the horses, you will need to ride as well. We must get back to my house quickly. Climb up there with your lady.” 
 
    She took off while Jenny waited for Sam to climb up. He pulled himself on the horse behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. Jenny smiled, enjoying the closeness. She urged the horse into a gallop and caught up to Rhoslyn. She could sense the darkness coming after them—it felt evil. She shuddered and urged her horse to go faster. They raced through the forest, praying there were no roots that would injure the horses, but the trees seemed to move out of the way as the old woman passed by. Whoa, how did she do that? Jenny wanted that kind of magic. It would help her a lot in the hallways at school. 
 
    The lady came to a stop and waved her hand, muttering an incantation. The shroud parted and Rhoslyn led them inside. The haven inside the dome of protection was breathtaking—flowers of all shapes and sizes were everywhere. There were small fountains throughout the garden, with little sprites flitting along the water. 
 
    “Quick! Into the house. The darkness is coming.” Rhoslyn turned to the veil and began her magic. 
 
    Beyond it was a blackness that wasn’t touched by the lights in the haven. Jenny stood, frozen in panic. What was that thing? As the last part of the veil closed, a few wisps of blackness were left behind. The woman opened the veil again slightly and swept the blackness out before closing it again. Jenny forced herself to breathe, panic still running through her. 
 
    The old woman sank to the ground, exhausted. Sam rushed over, picked her up, and carried her into the cottage. Jenny followed, looking back to where the shroud hid them from the forest. Was the darkness still out there? 
 
    She closed the door to the cottage and latched it just to be sure. Rhoslyn sat at the table while Sam got her a drink of water, and Jenny sat across from her. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Jenny asked, noting Rhoslyn’s pale face. 
 
    “Aye. It takes great amounts of energy to keep that veil shut when something is trying to get in. You must travel during the day to avoid the evil that is following you.” 
 
    “She cannot travel during the day.” Sam sat next to Jenny. “We are trying to get her away from a prince she is being forced to marry. We are on our way to find Charlemagne so he can help her get back to her home.” 
 
    “Ah, so you are Princess Genevieve. My sisters told me you would be coming. When I heard you crashing through the forest, even though the darkness was getting closer, I had to take the chance that it was you.” 
 
    “What’s following me?” 
 
    “We assume it is Maurelle, but we hope to be wrong. She would be furious if she knew you still lived.” 
 
    A shiver ran down Jenny’s spine. “So let me get this straight. I’m supposed to find each of you and Charlemagne, and I have this black something following me? How do you know all this?” Jenny’s stomach tied in knots. I’ll never get past this fear, will I? 
 
    “My sisters. We keep in contact.” Rhoslyn snapped her fingers, and a cup of tea floated from the stove over to the table. “Would you like some?” 
 
    Jenny smiled as she felt the panic begin to dissipate. She couldn’t get over the magic of this place. “Yes, please. So how do we stay safe, then? Besides traveling during the day, that is.” 
 
    “The magic only seems to follow you at night. You will stay here tonight and travel in the morning. Also, you must travel from one fairy’s house to the next so you have somewhere safe to hide at night. While traveling between our homes is not the fastest route to Charlemagne, it is necessary.” 
 
    “That’s great and everything, but how do I stay away from the prince at the same time?” 
 
    “You will keep to the trees. It will be harder to track you that way, and he will want to go through the villages. Only leave the trees when you need supplies, and even then, it is best to send this young man instead of going yourself.” 
 
    “Thank you for all your help. If we are leaving in the morning, I should probably sleep.” She stood and stretched before going over to the mattress that had been provided. She took off her shoes and tried to find a comfortable position on the lumpy bed. 
 
    Jenny wondered what was going on at home to keep her mind off the blackness that followed her. Even if Charlemagne had the answers, how would she ever escape whoever was after them?  
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    Jenny jolted awake. Her dream had been so real, with witches, curses, and love’s first kiss. Only the prince who wakened her in her dream was not Gavin. It was Sam. She rolled over and found that sometime during the night, Sam had lain next to her, facing the other way. She watched him breathe, enjoying the silence. 
 
    She stood and brushed the straw out of her hair. Rhoslyn was still sleeping as well, so Jenny decided to make breakfast. She looked around and admired the cottage. She could tell that the old woman cared a lot about beauty. Her dishes, décor, and plants were in perfect order. Even her pots and pans were cleaned until Jenny could see her reflection. 
 
    Jenny found what she was looking for, and soon the house smelled of bacon and eggs. Sam woke up and wandered over to the table, stretching. 
 
    “Now I know you are not the princess. Genevieve would not be caught anywhere near the kitchen, and here you are, making a feast.” He leaned down and kissed her on the cheek. 
 
    “I have six siblings at home, and I’m the oldest. I was stuck with cooking a lot.” Jenny dished up a spoonful and fed it to him, apologizing when he gasped because it was too hot. 
 
    She pulled plates from a shelf and scooped up food for the three of them. 
 
    Sam took the plates to the table, insisting that he help in some way. 
 
    By that time, Rhoslyn was up and bustling about. She washed the dishes Jenny had used to cook before she sat. 
 
    “Are you always this organized?” Jenny asked. 
 
    Rhoslyn smiled. “When the princess was an infant, I blessed her with beauty. That is my talent.” 
 
    “Well, you did a great job because Genevieve is definitely beautiful.” Sam winked at Jenny. 
 
    Jenny blushed. “You’re too sweet, Sam.” She took another bite, thinking over their plans. “So what is the point of coming to each of your homes if none of you can help me?” she asked Rhoslyn. 
 
    Sam stopped chewing, his eyes wide. 
 
    The lady chuckled. “Sharp tongue you have, but it is a fair question. You were blessed with gifts from each of us. When you come into our homes, you activate those gifts.” 
 
    “But I’m not the princess. How am I activating the gifts?” 
 
    “You are here in her place. That is enough.” 
 
    “So the princess does not have the gifts?” Sam asked. 
 
    “I believe she does. She is the one who received them. But whether Jenny is taking them from Genevieve, or if she still has them, only time will tell.” 
 
    There was silence as they finished their food. Sam gathered the dishes and took them to the sink to wash, but Rhoslyn shooed him away. 
 
    “It is time for you to go. Be safe and make haste to my sister’s haven. Head straight west from here. You will then go straight north after visiting her.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Rhoslyn helped Sam and Jenny pack up food and another supplies. Jenny hugged Rhoslyn, thanking her for the stay. They left the cottage and put their supplies on their horses before climbing up themselves. Rhoslyn closed her eyes and concentrated for a moment before she moved the curtain. “All is clear. Now go.” 
 
    Jenny and Sam waved and then they broke into a gallop. The forest was alive with animal noises and branches breaking under the horses’ hooves as they rode along, and Jenny was more at ease today. They rode for a few hours through the trees before they climbed off and allowed the horses to walk. 
 
    Jenny suddenly noticed that the main road was near the forest. She watched the carriages, and a jolt went through her when she recognized one of them. 
 
    Fear shot through her. 
 
    “Sam, we need to move further in. Now.” She climbed into her saddle, almost falling off the other side in her haste. 
 
    “Why?” He followed her gaze and cursed before jumping onto his horse. 
 
    She followed him as he turned away from the road and broke into a gallop. They had to go southwest in order to stay somewhat on their path. Soon, they couldn’t see the road anymore, and Jenny relaxed. 
 
    About midday, Jenny sat up straight and whipped around. Something had changed in the air. The feeling she’d had the night before when she’d seen the darkness was back, only stronger, and fear grabbed hold of her. “Do you feel that?” 
 
    Sam nodded once. “I thought we’d be all right, but apparently Rhoswyn underestimated Maurelle.” He rode faster and Jenny followed, fear coursing through her veins. She glanced back to see what looked like dark storm clouds following behind, only this was much blacker. 
 
    Their horses were panting heavily, so Jenny and Sam climbed off and rested only long enough to get some water and then continued on foot, running through the trees. The cloud of darkness was farther behind them, but Jenny could still feel it. 
 
    They continued until near sunset, stopping only to eat. Sam checked the map at one point and found that they needed to head north. They turned and continued on, noticing the change in the atmosphere. It had caught up to them again. Thankfully, they were close to the haven, where an old woman stood gesturing for them to hurry. Jenny urged her horse on, frustrated that she had to make it run when it was already tired. They made it inside just as the darkness caught up to them. Jenny looked back and caught a glimpse of disembodied eyes in the midst of the darkness. Maurelle? She shuddered. The curtain came down right behind them. 
 
    Jenny took in the beautiful clearing and turned to the old woman. “Thank you so much. You are?” 
 
    “Tenyanye. Cutting it a little close, are we?” She sounded sharp, but the twinkle in her eyes took the edge off. “Welcome to my cottage. I have cooked us dinner, so come in and make yourself comfortable.” 
 
    They followed her in, and she directed them to a table. She was different from the others—she bounced on her toes when she walked and she had a younger air about her. She cracked one joke after another, and the time passed quickly. 
 
    Jenny stood up from the table and gathered the dishes to take the sink. Sam stood next to her and helped wash them before pulling her aside. 
 
    “I need to get a few supplies. Are you all right with her for a few hours?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine. Are you sure we can’t just borrow from Tenyanye? I’m worried about the blackness out there. We need to figure out why it showed up during the day.” 
 
    He smiled and brushed the hair from her cheek. “I will be fine. It is you they want. Besides, these fairies have done so much for us, and I do not want to take advantage of them any more than necessary.” He kissed her and looked over at Tenyanye, who had been pretending not to pay attention. “I must run to the village for supplies. Can you let me through the enclosure?” 
 
    “Aye, but you need to hurry. The markets will be closed very soon, if they are not already. And if you find an apothecary, could you purchase a few supplies for me?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “I will write you a list while you prepare yourself.” She took out a piece of parchment and began writing her list. Jenny helped Sam go through their bags. Once they knew what they needed, Sam took one of the packs and kissed Jenny goodbye before going to the door. 
 
    Tenyanye turned to Jenny. “You must hide under those furs in the corner while I am outside. I do not want the darkness to have any hint that you are here.” 
 
    Jenny climbed under the furs and listened for Tenyanye to return from letting Sam out. Panic burned in her belly. What if he was caught? Would the blackness hurt him? 
 
    The door opened and Jenny uncovered herself as Tenyanye slammed the door, breathing heavily. She looked down at Jenny. “It is good you stayed here because the blackness seems to be getting more powerful.” Tenyanye went to a closet to get some blankets. “It is best you get some sleep so you can leave at first light.” She helped lay the blanket over the furs, silent for a moment. “I am going to contact my sisters and have them meet you here. You need to make haste to Charlemagne’s.” 
 
    “How do you contact them?” Curiosity wiped away all thoughts of sleep. 
 
    “With this.” Tenyanye pulled out a mirror with gilded edging and an old battered wand. She waved her hands over the mirror, and then tapped it with the wand. 
 
    Jenny leaned closer as she saw two women appear in the glass. 
 
    Tenyanye cleared her throat. “I must speak with them in private.” 
 
    “Oh! Of course. I’ll just go lie down.” Jenny lay on the mat, disappointed that she couldn’t listen. 
 
    She must have drifted off because the next thing she knew, Sam was next to her, nudging her awake. 
 
    “Princess! I must speak with you and Tenyanye.” 
 
    She wiped her eyes and stretched. Sam helped her up and guided her to the table, his hand shaking. 
 
    “Prince Gavin is in the village. He has posted signs everywhere saying that you are missing. There were more guards than usual, and I was barely able to get in and out. The darkness chased me as I got closer to the haven. I feel this cloud knows exactly where you are.” 
 
    Tenyanye folded her hands on the table in front of her. “I believe you are correct. You will meet my sisters here in the morning so we can help you on your way. Tonight you must gather together everything you need for your travels and then get some rest. I will wake you first thing in the morning.” She went into another room, ending the discussion. 
 
    Jenny and Sam went through their supplies and reorganized their bags to hold the new items Sam had purchased. He’d found a brush and some ribbon in the village, and Jenny couldn’t help but smile. She set them aside, and after the bags were packed, she attempted to get the knots out of her hair. 
 
    “Here. Let me.” Sam took the brush from her hand and started at the bottom, working his way up. He braided her hair and tied it back. 
 
    “Thank you. It must have been a mess.” 
 
    “Well, yes, it was. But it still looked beautiful.” 
 
    “How could it possibly be both?” Jenny raised her eyebrows, amused. 
 
    Sam laughed. “I do not know. But you manage it with ease.” He waited for her to lie down on the furs and announced that he would keep watch. 
 
    Jenny rolled over and closed her eyes, listening to Sam move around. She tried to sleep, but she was plagued by fears of never going home. 
 
    She felt a hand on her head, stroking her hair, and her mind calmed. Jenny slowly drifted off, dreaming of wedding bells in faraway castles. Sam was especially fine in his suit, looking down at his bride. 
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    Jenny woke early and saw that Sam and Tenyanye were nowhere to be found. She grabbed the bread and cheese that was set out for her and put them in her bag. After checking to make sure she had everything they’d need, she left the cottage to see where everyone had gone. 
 
    Sam was outside with Tenyanye and her sisters, who stood in a circle around the horses. 
 
    Tenyanye glanced over. “Ah, you have awakened. Genevieve, meet Liliana and Shaylee, my sisters. We have provided you with transportation.” 
 
    They stepped back just then, and behind them stood two Pegasi. Jenny stood there in shock. Flying horses? How awesome! “We can ride these? We won’t hurt them?” 
 
    Sam laughed. “Genevieve, they are the same horses we brought here. They just have wings now.” He rubbed his mount’s muzzle. 
 
    “Now, like the story of Cinderella, these horses have a time limit. They will become horses again at midnight tonight. I suggest you land before then or it could be disastrous for all of you.” Tenyanye winked at Jenny. 
 
    “Um, yeah. I think we’ll do that. So . . . how do I climb on?” 
 
    “I suggest you climb up between the wings and neck. Now please hurry.” 
 
    Sam gave her a boost and then swung up on his own mount. The sisters opened the curtain and they rode their horses outside. 
 
    Together, the fairies helped clear an area in the trees for the horses to take off. Jenny squealed in delight as they lifted off the ground. She waved to the sisters below and then held on tight as the horses rose higher. 
 
    “We must get higher and further into the forest as we head north. I want to be far ahead of Gavin and his entourage. I am hoping to leave behind the cloud of darkness as well. It will be cold up so high, but it cannot be helped.” Sam urged his Pegasus to go faster, and Jenny’s followed. 
 
    The cold bit into Jenny’s hands and she tried to warm them by blowing into them. The view was beautiful. Everything was so small, but the hills were green and there were trees everywhere. 
 
    Near evening, Sam descended, careful to find a place to land where they wouldn’t injure the horses. Ahead was a large building that looked more like a fortress than the other castles she’d seen so far. They landed, and Jenny caught up to Sam. 
 
    “Why’d we stop?” 
 
    “That is Charlemagne’s home. We will go the rest of the way on the ground so we can see where we are going.” 
 
    “That sounds good. Here.” Jenny reached into her bag for some bread and threw it to Sam. “Let’s eat while we ride.” 
 
    They moved quickly and came to the fortress just as they heard the tolling of the bells for the midnight hour. They watched the horses’ wings shrink and disappear. Sam had changed from his traveling clothes into his servant uniform before leaving the forest. They had tried to make Jenny’s hair more princess-like, but it didn’t work after having flown all day. Her dress was dirty, but it was all she had to wear. Servants met them at the entrance. 
 
    “State your business.” A short, round guard stared straight ahead as he spoke. 
 
    “Princess Genevieve would like an audience with Charlemagne, the Keeper of the Chronicles,” Sam said. 
 
    “Charlemagne is very busy. You will have to return later.” 
 
    “You don’t understand! I’ve been cursed, and I need to find out how to break it,” Jenny explained. 
 
    “He cannot be bothered with petty curses. Go find the fairies. They will help you.” 
 
    “The fairies helped us get here, but they cannot break the curse. My advisor, Petrus, told me to come. Please.” 
 
    “Petrus sent you?” The guard turned his gaze toward Jenny. 
 
    “Yes. He thinks Charlemagne could help. We need to figure out who put the curse on me.” Jenny’s voice cracked and a tear rolled down her cheek. 
 
    Sam stepped forward. “Please. She has something evil after her, and she needs to get inside the fortress before the power gets much stronger.” 
 
    The guard studied them for a moment. His eyebrows rose when he studied her messy hair and wrinkled dress. “Very well. Follow me, but I cannot promise you anything. You may want to clean up before seeing him.” 
 
    Jenny and Sam followed him while another servant took their horses. Jenny couldn’t help but smooth down her hair and try to fix the wrinkles in her dress. She was going to meet Charlemagne! They’d just been studying him in class, although they forgot to add the fact that he had collected the stories of everything that happened. 
 
    Jenny smiled as she imagined what her teacher would say if she tried to correct her. 
 
    Two servants led them into a large room, where they waited. Food was brought in by servants, and because Jenny and Sam were starving after only eating bread on the ride there, they ate quickly. 
 
    Two of the servants then led them into separate rooms and Jenny was promptly stripped down and bathed, her face flaming red. They put her in a simple gown and yanked and pulled on her hair until it was beat into submission on top of her head. 
 
    After they had finished with her, she met back up with Sam. Jenny could see that Sam had experienced the same treatment she had. He was breathtaking in his new suit. Jenny thought he could fit in at any royal ball with the way he held himself. 
 
    “My, Princess Genevieve. You are beautiful beyond words.” He smiled down at her. 
 
    “Why, thank you. And you’re looking mighty fine.” Jenny grinned. Sam truly made her feel like a princess. 
 
    They had to stop there because they were getting curious looks. After all, he was supposed to be her servant, not her crush. 
 
    The same servant who had met them outside came shuffling in. He seemed pleased with their appearance and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Charlemagne will see you now. Make haste and do not linger. Please be aware that he may not give you his full attention as he continues to write. I will come to escort you out when time is up.” 
 
    He led them down a hallway and into a room lit with many candles. A handsome man was seated at the table, writing. He was centuries old, but he didn’t look like he was past his fifties. 
 
    “Princess Genevieve and her servant, Samuel.” The servant bowed out, wishing them luck as he left. 
 
    Charlemagne studied them for a moment. “You two have made quite the journey to see me. Tell me, what is it you think I can do for you?” His voice was gentle. 
 
    “I was told that you might know who cursed me. If we know who it was, maybe we can find a way to reverse it.” Jenny could feel her hands shaking. She wanted so much for him to know the answer. 
 
    “It is possible that I can find out. Are you sure you want the curse to be undone?” He looked between them, amused. 
 
    “I . . .” Jenny had been so careful not to fall in love with Gavin that she’d forgotten to protect her heart from Sam. She looked over at him, certainty fizzling. But then she thought of her family back home. Ammon. How could she have forgotten? “Yes, I want to go home.” 
 
    “Very well. I will see what I can find. It could take a while.” He picked his pen back up and wrote something on the large scroll in front of him. 
 
    “Thank you.” Jenny didn’t know whether to curtsy or shake his hand, so she did both. She turned and left, Sam walking behind her. She looked back and could see the hurt in his expression. “I’m sorry, Sam. I miss my family.” They returned to the reception room and Jenny plopped down into the couch. 
 
    Sam sat next to her and hesitated before answering her. “I know. I do not blame you for wanting to leave. It was silly of me to become so attached.” 
 
    “We don’t know what he’ll say. There’s a chance I’ll stay here.” 
 
    “This is true. For your sake, I hope that you can find your way home to your family. For my sake, I hope that you can stay here.” 
 
    “We could always run away if this doesn’t work.” 
 
    Jenny grinned. 
 
    “And then we—” 
 
    Sam stopped when a servant walked in the room. 
 
    “Excuse me, Highness? Charlemagne has asked that you return.” The servant bowed. 
 
    Jenny looked in Sam’s eyes before glancing back at the servant. “So soon?” 
 
    The servant nodded once. Jenny followed behind him, filled with hope. Maybe she could go home! 
 
    “Ah, welcome back. You were much easier to find than I expected. Your history stops suddenly for one hundred years—not many people can say that.” 
 
    “So you can help?” Jenny asked. Her heart battled between excitement and sadness. 
 
    “Yes. This curse is not a new one. It happened long before the curse from Maurelle took its toll. You were cursed from birth.” 
 
    “You mean Genevieve was cursed from birth. I’m not from here, remember?” 
 
    Charlemagne studied her before continuing. “You are where you belong, Princess. You were switched with one of your descendants and have lived a different life since the day after your birth celebration.” 
 
    Sam had to hold Jenny up when her legs threatened to collapse. She was a princess? Her mind rebelled against the idea. Her world was a long time from now. She had a big family and high school and a best friend waiting for her . . . right? 
 
    “How is that possible?” Jenny was amazed she could even speak. 
 
    “One of your nursemaids did this to you, and she has managed to stay hidden. Even now she seems to have disguised herself in a way that makes it impossible to find her.” He glanced up. “That makes her even more dangerous than Maurelle.” 
 
    Jenny swayed as her strength failed her, and Sam helped her down to the floor. 
 
    “Can you tell us anything else?” Sam asked. 
 
    “I am sorry, but there are some things even I cannot see. You must find the woman who cursed you and destroy her. She dwells somewhere near your castle, shrouded in shadow. She made your father ill, and I fear he will not live much longer.” 
 
    Jenny gasped. She didn’t know the king well, but she liked him. The illness that kept him from traveling to Gavin’s kingdom was worse than she’d known. “So we came all the way here for no reason?” 
 
    Sam laid a hand on her arm. “It’s all right. We got the information we asked for. We will just have to figure out the rest.” 
 
    “Please stay in my home and rest for as long as you need. I will have my servants do what they can to make you comfortable. If I come across anything else, I will tell you. Good day.” Charlemagne sounded regretful as he dismissed them. 
 
    “It has been an honor to meet you.” 
 
    “It is an honor to meet you as well. You have been a line in the many histories I have tracked. The curse has disturbed time, and I fear it will cause problems for other histories if it is not resolved correctly.” 
 
    Jenny stood and curtsied on weak legs. “Thank you for helping. I appreciate it.” 
 
    “It is my pleasure.” He went back to writing. 
 
    Sam led her away. He waited outside the room while she changed from her gown and made sure the maidservant helped her into bed, always the watchful servant. Then he kissed her forehead and left the room. 
 
    Jenny tried to make sense of everything she had learned. How was she supposed to stay there and live in a medieval world for the rest of her life if she was so used to the twenty-first century? That meant that Genevieve would be living with her family, hanging out with Lucy, going to prom, and everything else that Jenny loved to do. 
 
    Then she thought of the hungry villagers who had come asking for help. She could do more for them now. She thought of the skills she’d learned from doing all the awful chores at home and how she could use them here. 
 
    Jenny woke with a jolt several hours later. Loud voices came from the hallway, so she slipped out of bed and pulled on a robe as she made her way to the door. She opened it a crack to find Gavin standing just outside, ready to knock. 
 
    “Ah, there you are, Princess. You are a slippery one. It is time to take you home. Sadly, this time I will not be so nice.” Gavin snapped his fingers, and guards stepped forward to grab her. “Oh, and I would not fight too much. You would not want your servant boy dead, would you?” 
 
    He snapped his fingers again and turned on his heel. The guards yanked Jenny along and she had to run to keep up. She knew she deserved this after escaping him twice, but it certainly didn’t make her very happy with him. 
 
    They got out to the carriage and Jenny fought with the guards. She did not want to get back in. 
 
    Charlemagne stormed outside. “Unhand this woman.” The fury he felt was evident by the set of his shoulders. 
 
    “My dear man, this woman is my bride-to-be. I need to get her home before she causes any more trouble. Her father is very ill and we must make haste. Good day, sir.” 
 
    “You will do no such thing.” The look in Charlemagne’s eyes made Jenny shiver. He had not lost the bearing of a king. Gavin, on the other hand, just sneered. 
 
    “You cannot stop me.” He waved his hand in a strange way before shoving Jenny into the carriage. “Do not follow.” 
 
    Jenny stared out the window, ignoring Gavin. She was seething inside. She watched Charlemagne for a moment. His expression looked thoughtful. He didn’t—or couldn’t— move until Jenny and Gavin were on their way, but then he sent servants toward the stables. Was he going to save her? 
 
    “I receive no thanks for what I did for you?” Gavin asked. 
 
    Jenny gritted her teeth. “You imprison my servant and treat me like a prisoner, and I’m supposed to be thankful? 
 
    “Do not look at it that way. I just wanted you to come home with me. I knew where you were headed, so I just followed you.” He knelt down next to her on the floor of the carriage and took her hand in his. “Genevieve? Do not be angry.” 
 
    She glanced at him, and the look in his eyes melted her anger away. “I’m not angry. I’m annoyed. It was very sweet of you to come get me, but next time, maybe you shouldn’t drag me off and threaten my manservant.” 
 
    He chuckled. “I think I can do that. But then, there will not be a next time, correct?” 
 
    “No. I’ll stay with you.” Jenny just hoped it wasn’t for much longer. She needed to figure out who had cursed her. 
 
    Her mind wandered toward Genevieve. Had she done any research? Was she still stuck in princess mode? That made her smile because it was so completely opposite of who she normally was. Average, unathletic, somewhat-okay-at-school Jenny. But as she gained the blessings from the fairies here, what was happening to Genevieve? Was she still gifted? 
 
    Her promise to stay seemed to please Gavin, and he sat next to her on the seat. He spoke of all the parties he’d attended and the villages he’d passed on the way to find her. He asked about her travels, and she kept them vague. She didn’t want to share any information about the fairies with him—she didn’t know him well enough. Not that she knew Sam very well either, but that was different. 
 
    Night fell and they stopped in the next village. Jenny was followed upstairs and Gavin slept in the same room. 
 
    “Sorry, Highness, but I cannot let you go running off again.” 
 
    “I’m not going to run off,” she grumbled. She had caught a glimpse of Sam from a distance. He was tied up and looked bruised. She wanted to help him, but there was no way of getting away from Gavin. Besides, as far as anyone else was concerned, he was merely a servant boy who helped her escape. She couldn’t just tell them that he was the one who owned her heart, could she?  
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    Jenny awoke, disoriented. After seeing Gavin sleeping in his bed, she snapped awake and sat up. 
 
    “Morning, Highness.” Gavin said, stretching. 
 
    “Morning.” 
 
    He stood and belched, and Jenny looked away, disgusted. No matter how royal he was, he was still a guy. 
 
    Jenny found a gown to wear from the chest he’d purchased and changed behind the curtain. Then she peeked around the side, making sure he was decent. He was buttoning his shirt, so she came out and put her other clothes in the trunk. 
 
    “The servants will get the luggage while we go down to breakfast. I want to make good time on our way home. It is a long way, and I suspect your mother is displeased that we have not fulfilled the treaty.” 
 
    Her stomach dropped. Right. The treaty. The whole reason she was trying to get out of this mess in the first place. She smiled weakly and followed behind, lost in thought. 
 
    Breakfast was porridge, so there were only so many ways to cook it—none of which Jenny liked. They must have added dollops of honey to make it so sweet, and she tried to pretend the black bits in it were not bugs. She scooped them out and put them on the table. 
 
    She kept looking around, and Gavin watched her in amusement. 
 
    “Your servant boy is fine. He will join my servants and do what he should be doing—serving, instead of gallivanting off with princesses. I see that you are done. Allow me to help you up.” He stood and took her hand, lacing her arm through his. 
 
    He led her to the carriage, and just before climbing in, she spotted Sam. He was dressed like the others, but he sported a black eye and bruised cheek that looked incredibly painful. Her heart ached for him and she wanted to run to comfort him. 
 
    Gavin urged her into the carriage and they left the village. This went on for several days. They would travel throughout the day, at times stopping to allow Jenny and Gavin to stretch their legs. Gavin never left her side—not that Jenny could blame him—but it got old. They had invitations in every village for parties and dinners. They attended some and declined others. Gavin seemed anxious to return home, and Jenny just wanted out of the carriage. Even marrying him had to be better than this. Okay, maybe not. 
 
    Conversation always flowed one-sided. Gavin would speak, and Jenny would listen—or more often than not, she’d tune him out. She was ready to scream by the time they reached Gavin’s castle. After hearing him drone on and on about hunting and going to battle, Jenny decided she wanted nothing to do with him anymore. 
 
    The important thing was that she was now closer to whoever had cast the spell. She just hoped she’d find out who it was before it was too late. Was the king still alive? 
 
    They pulled up to the gate and the carriage stopped. Jenny stepped out and the queen came running to her, sobbing. 
 
    “My baby! My poor baby. I thought I would never see you again.” She grabbed Jenny in a hug. 
 
    Her reaction startled Jenny. This was not the same hard woman she’d left. She patted her mother on the shoulder. “It’s okay. I’m fine. Gavin brought me back safely.” 
 
    Queen Esmeralda let go of Jenny and turned to Gavin. “And you! Thank you so much for saving my baby.” She hugged him tightly. 
 
    Sam stood behind Gavin and the queen, mouth open in shock. He glanced at Jenny, confused. 
 
    “Your Majesty, shall I walk you to your room?” Jenny asked. She was dying to know what in the world was going on. 
 
    Gavin stepped forward. “I can assist you.” He held out his arm. 
 
    “No! Let us go for a ride. I need to have a talk with my daughter. Gavin, would you be a dear and have all Genevieve’s things sent to her room?” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty. Would you like me to accompany you on your ride?” He smiled at the queen, but his eyes narrowed as he glanced at Jenny. 
 
    “We will be fine. I just need some time with my daughter. I will make sure she does not run off again. Now, let your parents know you have returned.” 
 
    Gavin stood there, looking like he wanted to argue, but he bowed instead. “I will see you when you return.” He turned and walked toward the castle, glancing back with a look Jenny couldn’t read. 
 
    Once Gavin was in the castle, Queen Esmeralda grabbed Jenny’s elbow and pulled her away. “Do you think you could get us some horses? I must speak with you.” 
 
    “Uh, sure.” Jenny looked around and saw Sam still watching them. She gestured for him to come. 
 
    “Yes, Highness?” 
 
    “Would you please saddle horses for me and the queen? We would like to go riding. And please saddle one for yourself.” She held up a hand to ward off her mother’s protests. She could explain later. “I would like you to ride near us to make sure we are protected, but not near enough to hear our conversation.” She cringed at ordering Sam around, but she had to keep up appearances. 
 
    “Yes, Your Highness. I will bring them as soon as they are saddled.” Sam hurried off to do as he was told. 
 
    They paused while the courtyard cleared of all lingerers, and then Jenny turned to her mother. “Now can you tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “Not here. There are listening ears everywhere.” She glanced around and looked back at her daughter. She put her hand on Jenny’s cheek. “Oh, dear princess. I have wronged you. Please forgive me for how horribly I have treated you.” The fear in her eyes worried Jenny. 
 
    Sam came up with the horses before any more could be said, and they began riding. He waited for them to get ahead before following. 
 
    “We shall go into the forest,” the queen said, breaking into a gallop. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to go in there?” Jenny was worried she’d find Rhyannon’s house. 
 
    The sun was still fairly high in the sky, but she was still nervous. She raced to catch up with the queen and found they were on the trail to Rhyannon’s cottage, as she’d feared. 
 
    Queen Esmeralda stopped and tapped on a large beech tree. The curtain rose, and they rode inside before dismounting. 
 
    Jenny was stunned. How did the queen know about this place? And how did she know where to knock? Her brain reeled with how differently the queen was acting. 
 
    Rhyannon nodded to both of them and lifted her hand to close the shroud. 
 
    Jenny touched Rhyannon’s arm. “Wait a second, please. Sam is just behind us. Oh, here he comes.” 
 
    “You know this boy’s name?” her mother asked, surprised. 
 
    “Yes, he is a good friend. You can trust him.” 
 
    “Maybe I have not raised you as poorly as I thought I had,” the queen said in wonder as they followed Rhyannon into the cottage. 
 
    “That’s something I have to talk to you about,” Jenny said. “But first, how did you know Rhyannon was here?” 
 
    They gathered around the table and Rhyannon served them tea before the queen answered. 
 
    “You forget that each of these fairies blessed you with gifts when you were born. I know them well, although I have treated them terribly over the years.” The queen looked like she’d aged while Jenny had been gone to find Charlemagne. 
 
    “What happened while I was away? And how is Father?” 
 
    “He is not doing well. I want to go home, but I have been kept here until you returned, and it gave me a long time to think. The king and queen were certain you had done something to the prince, and I was afraid I had lost you.” Her face crumpled, and for the second time since Jenny’s return, she began sobbing. 
 
    “Mother? What’s wrong?” 
 
    “So many years wasted. I tried so hard to protect you, and in the end, Maurelle managed to curse us anyway.” 
 
    “It’s okay. It all turned out fine. Well, except for one rather big problem, but we’ll fix that too. But you still didn’t answer my question. Why did you come here?” 
 
    “I have had nightmares ever since I arrived. There is something sinister in the castle, and I feel like I am being watched at all times. I am thankful for the nightmares, however—they showed me how I had treated you and how we made the villagers suffer just so I could keep you from magic. I have been wrong for so many years.” 
 
    Rhyannon patted her hand. “It is all right, dear. You were doing your best to protect your child. Now, there is something else you must know. Genevieve?” 
 
    “Um, can’t we just try to fix it first?” How was Jenny supposed to tell the queen that the girl she believed to be her daughter was centuries away? 
 
    Rhyannon scowled at her. 
 
    “Okay, okay.” Jenny sighed. She took the queen’s hand and smiled, knowing how crazy this was going to sound. “Well, I’m not your daughter. Or at least, the daughter you thought you had.” Jenny watched the queen’s face. “There was a curse put on me when I was born, and I switched places with one of my descendants. So . . . I guess . . . one of your descendants.” 
 
    Sam got up and poured more tea for the queen. She picked up the cup, hands shaking. “How did you learn this?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s where I’ve been for the last several days. We were trying to find Charlemagne, hoping he knew what happened.” 
 
    The queen sat quietly for a moment. “So you are not my daughter?” 
 
    “I am. I think. I’m confused. Charlemagne is pretty sure that the girl you raised for so many years was actually a great-great-great-great-great-granddaughter. Plus a few more greats. I come from the year 2014. That’s where she is now.” 
 
    Her mother continued to stare. 
 
    “I’ve lived as Jenny my whole life. Now I’m Princess Genevieve. That means the girl you raised is now Jenny, living in my house in 2014. I know it’s a lot to take in—I’ve had to deal with it for the last several weeks.” 
 
    “But how is that possible? You never left my sight,” Queen Esmeralda said. 
 
    “I don’t know.” The room was silent for a moment. 
 
    Rhyannon leaned forward. “Your Majesty, you know that Charlemagne is one to trust. If anyone can learn the truth, it is he.” 
 
    Jenny perked up, remembering something else. “Charlemagne said that whoever cast this curse has a shroud over them and he cannot see who they are, but they’re around here somewhere. We need to find them.” 
 
    “That is interesting. It would explain the evil that has followed you. Whoever did this did not want you to learn the truth,” Rhyannon said. 
 
    “He also said it was a handmaid. Do you remember any who were suspicious?” Jenny asked. 
 
    Rhyannon studied Esmeralda. “That would be how they got so close to Genevieve without you knowing.” 
 
    Queen Esmeralda thought for a moment and shook her head. “I went through a few nursemaids, removing any who had a connection to magic. It could have been one of them.” She paused, studying Jenny. “Now, about this curse. It does explain some things, like the way you speak. And how you gave away half our grain supplies while I was away,” the queen said dryly. “I was told by a messenger when your father was sent home. My daughter would never have done that because she was not taught in that way.” Her voice cracked. 
 
    “I just wanted to be fair to everyone.” 
 
    Her mother laughed. “Fair is something I have not been for many years. It is time to be so again. Now, where do we go from here?” 
 
    “Mother, I don’t want to marry the prince. If I fall in love with him, I stay here. I would like to put it off until we can figure out the curse.” 
 
    “You . . . do not want to stay here?” Queen Esmeralda looked at her, eyebrows raised. “I suppose I should not be surprised. I have not been pleasant.” 
 
    “It’s not that. I miss my family—the family I grew up with, I mean. Even if this is where I belong, I miss my brothers and sisters and the parents who raised me. I miss my school and friends and the Internet. But there are things here that I would miss terribly if I were to leave.” She glanced over at Sam and blushed. 
 
    The queen looked between Jenny and Sam. “A servant? You fell in love with a servant?” She shook her head. “I am sorry. I need to learn to be kind again. Please forgive me.” 
 
    Sam’s face was frozen in shock. “Uh, of course, Your Majesty. No apology needed.” His face was red, and Jenny couldn’t help laughing. 
 
    “We should be getting back to the castle. They will be missing us.” Queen Esmeralda stood. 
 
    Rhyannon stood. “One moment.” She left for a moment and came back holding a ring. “Here, Your Majesty. I wanted to give you this. It should ward off the bad dreams and allow you to sleep.” 
 
    They all started for the door. 
 
    “Rhyannon, I have a question, and I hope it’s not rude. If you are fairies, where are your wings? Or is that something of legend?” Jenny asked. 
 
    “When magic was banned from the kingdom, we chose to give up our wings and remain in hiding so we could continue to guard others from evil magic.” 
 
    “That is the fault of my pride and fear.” The queen’s face looked anguished. 
 
    “No, it is because of the love you have for your daughter. Besides, could you see wings trying to lift this large bulk?” Rhyannon laughed and gestured to her body as she led them out to their horses. 
 
    Jenny caught a glimpse of a gnome as he ran behind some bushes. So that’s what they looked like. She’d wanted to see one since the first time she’d visited. They were so cute. 
 
    Rhyannon followed her gaze. “Ah, you caught sight of one, did you? Tricky little creatures, but they are handy to have around.” 
 
    Jenny, Sam, and Esmeralda left the haven and sped back to the castle. They were met by guards and Prince Gavin at the gate. Sam had stayed far behind and wound around to the stables so Gavin wouldn’t know he was with them. 
 
    “That was quite the ride. You two must be exhausted.” Gavin helped Jenny down from her saddle and kissed her hand. He stepped over to the queen and helped her down as well before escorting them back to their bedrooms, holding on to their arms just a little tighter than Jenny would have liked. 
 
    “Thank you for your help.” She smiled up at him. 
 
    “It is nearly dinnertime. My parents would like you and your mother to attend. Go in, get refreshed, and I will meet you back here in fifteen minutes.” Gavin kissed her cheek and waited for her to go in her room. She closed the door and was met by Olive and her ladies-in-waiting. She sighed. She had forgotten about them. 
 
    They quickly did her hair and shoved her into a beautiful royal-blue dress. She was pretty sure they were enjoying the pulling and shoving and yanking as they got her ready. Jenny was tired of these girls being so unpleasant to her, and if she was going to be stuck here, she wanted to make the best of it. As soon as they stepped back, she stood and turned to them. 
 
    “Thank you so much for everything you’ve done. I know I haven’t been the nicest person, but I hope you can give me a second chance. Friends?” 
 
    They all stared at her. Olive’s jaw dropped. 
 
    “No? Well, okay, then. Just think about it. Are you coming to dinner?” 
 
    “We were not invited.” They all looked somewhere between angry and depressed. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I wish you could come. Why don’t you try on my gowns and jewelry while I’m gone? Then we’ll have a sleepover when I get back.” 
 
    “Sleepover?” 
 
    “Trust me, it will be awesome. Uh, lovely. Whatever you say here.” Jenny smiled at their confused faces. 
 
    Jenny heard a knock at the door, and Olive answered it. Gavin stood there, dressed in a dark blue suit. She turned to the girls. “I’ll see you all later. I’ll be right back after dinner.” She waved, and Gavin took her arm as they went down the hallway. 
 
    “You are looking as beautiful as always, Highness.” 
 
    “And you are as handsome as usual, Highness.” Jenny was in a good mood as she walked down to dinner. 
 
    “It seems the ride has done you some good. Did you enjoy the talk with your mother?” 
 
    “Yes, it was nice. She was worried about me while I was gone.” 
 
    “Was she treated well?” 
 
    “She has enjoyed her visit.” Having to lie about her mother’s nightmares set her on edge, but she didn’t want him to know that. The queen had been very insistent on talking about it outside of the castle, and Jenny didn’t think it would be a good idea to tell Gavin. 
 
    The dining hall was nearly empty when they arrived. It was just her mother and Gavin with his parents, along with servants there to serve them. Sam was nowhere to be seen, and Jenny hoped he hadn’t been caught. 
 
    The food was simpler, since it was late in the evening—sliced meats, cheeses, and breads served with fruit. 
 
    Conversation was light as Gavin told of their adventures together. He chose to leave out the reason for their trip and the fact that Jenny had escaped from him. Queen Esmeralda stayed quiet throughout the meal, playing with the food on her plate. 
 
    “Well, now that you are back, it is time to plan your wedding,” Queen Helene announced. “We are thinking of noon tomorrow.” 
 
    Jenny choked on her juice. “Tomorrow?” 
 
    “You were gone for several weeks. That gave us plenty of time to get all the arrangements together. Guests have already arrived.” She raised her eyebrows, apparently waiting for Jenny to argue. 
 
    “Well, that sounds . . . great.” Jenny looked at her mother to see if she knew what was going on. The queen was staring at her hands, and Jenny shook her head. “May I be excused? If I’m to wed tomorrow, I will need my sleep.” 
 
    “Of course. Gavin, be a dear and escort them to their rooms. Then please come to my suite.” 
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty.” He pulled out Jenny’s chair. 
 
    She stood and grabbed some rolls off the table. 
 
    “If you would like more food brought to your room, just ask,” King Demetrios said, chuckling. 
 
    Jenny blushed. “Thank you. I was just worried for my ladies-in-waiting.” 
 
    “I will have more food sent up for them.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She curtsied to him, barely keeping the food in her napkin. She blushed and hurried to catch up to Gavin and her mother. 
 
    After the queen was escorted to her room, Gavin turned to Jenny. 
 
    “Are you all right with this arrangement?” 
 
    “I’m not ready to be married. There’s no way to push it off just a bit?” 
 
    Gavin smiled. “I believe you have pushed it off enough.” He ran his hand along her cheek and lifted her chin. “Do you not have any feelings for me?” The look in his eyes melted her heart. 
 
    “I do have feelings. But like I’ve told you before, I’m sixteen. I’m not old enough.” 
 
    He leaned down and kissed her softly. “Have a little patience with me. I will give you anything you could possibly wish for.” 
 
    Jenny smiled, breathless from the kiss. “Thank you, Gavin. For everything. You have been very patient with me. And I guess if there’s a wedding tomorrow, I’d better get to bed.” 
 
    “If you need anything at all, please let the guards know and they will come find me. And tomorrow, we will be together.” He kissed her one more time and left. 
 
    Jenny watched him walk away before shaking her head and going into her room, noise blasting as she opened the door. It died off suddenly when the ladies-in-waiting saw her standing there. Olive stood in a corner, and her eyes widened when she saw Jenny. She quickly got to work cleaning. 
 
    There were gowns, jewelry, and girls everywhere. 
 
    “Well, you seem to have gotten the slumber party down.” She laughed. “Hurry back to your rooms and grab some pillows and blankets, any you can find. I’ll try to rearrange this mess before you get back.” 
 
    “Sorry, Highness. We got carried away,” one girl said. 
 
    “Nonsense. I told you to have fun. Now go. And please, remind me of your names as you leave. I’m embarrassed to ask.” 
 
    “I am Sophia, Highness.” She left the room. 
 
    “Eugenia, Highness.” Another girl bowed and followed Sophia. 
 
    “Kale. And this is Maria, Theodora, and Anna.” Kale was fair-skinned with dark curly hair. The girls behind her kept their heads down as they left. 
 
    Jenny hoped none of them would run into other servants—they were still dressed in her gowns. She closed the door and turned around, looking at the chaos. She scooped the gowns into a pile by the wardrobe, and Olive hung them up while Jenny put the jewelry into a box. 
 
    “I am sorry, Highness. I did not know what to do while they were messing up your room.” Olive looked close to tears. 
 
    Jenny put her arms on Olive’s shoulders. “This is not your fault. I told them to have fun. Now go get your blankets. I want you here too.” 
 
    Olive stared at her in shock. “I could not do that, Highness. I will go back to my quarters.” 
 
    “I insist. You have been very good to me. It’s time for you to have fun. Now go.” Jenny shooed her out the door. She changed into what looked like a nightgown before peeking her head out the door, asking the guard for as many linens as he could find so the hard stone floor would be as comfortable as possible for her new friends. 
 
    She was getting a table ready for the food when there was a knock at the door and Sophia opened it. 
 
    “Come in. Did you bring your pillows?” 
 
    The girls came in and showed her the pillows, looking confused. 
 
    “Okay, throw them on the bed until the guards bring your blankets. Let’s get everything cleaned up so you actually have a place to sleep.” She grabbed an armful, and Eugenia stepped forward to get the clothes from her. 
 
    “No need for you to do that, Highness. We made this mess.” Eugenia moved over to the wardrobe and started hanging things up. 
 
    Kale, Sophia, and Anna collected the slippers and put them away. 
 
    Once everything was done, the girls looked over at Jenny, waiting to see what they should do next. 
 
    “Why don’t you pick a spot where you want to sleep?” Jenny heard a knock and went to answer the door. “Ah, here are the blankets.” She let the guards in to set the blankets near the bed. “Thank you. That will be all.” The guards bowed and left. 
 
    Theodora picked up some of the blankets and started laying them out on the floor by the bed, and the others followed, giggling. 
 
    Sam knocked and brought in the food, setting it on the table. Then he used his body to shield his hand from the other girls as he showed Jenny that he’d hidden a note under the tray. He looked serious. This couldn’t be good. 
 
    She pretended to be inspecting the food and slipped the note into her pocket. Sam bowed as he left. It was hard to see him behaving as a servant instead of the friend he really was. Olive came in, looking very uncomfortable, and after setting her things down, she helped set out the plates for the other girls. 
 
    “Okay, ladies, it’s time to eat. It looks like the chef went all out.” 
 
    They rushed over, grabbed plates, and piled them high. Jenny smiled at Olive and urged her to get some food for herself. While the girls were distracted, Jenny pulled out the note. 
 
      
 
    Go see the family’s wing. You will find interesting tapestries. 
 
    Sam 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    Jenny jumped and found Kale behind her. “Nothing. I asked for a tour of the castle to learn more about it, and this note told me try out one of the wings.” She crumpled up the note. 
 
    After eating and giggling over the cute servants in the castle—thankfully, none of the girls mentioned Sam—Jenny announced that it was bedtime. 
 
    They groaned. 
 
    “It’s my wedding day tomorrow. I need to sleep.” 
 
    Olive moved around the room, blowing out candles, giving the girls time to find their beds. She took her place near Jenny and rolled over with a smile on her face. 
 
    Jenny would have loved to climb in her bed after the ride earlier, but she wanted to be down on the floor with her ladies-in-waiting. 
 
    “So, are you nervous?” asked one of the girls. It was too dark for Jenny to see who was speaking. 
 
    “Terribly.” Nervous didn’t begin to describe how she felt. Trapped, heartbroken, miserable, and more than a little homesick. 
 
    “I think it is very romantic.” 
 
    Everyone else murmured their agreement. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess it is.” Too bad it’s the wrong guy. 
 
    Jenny waited until the last girl fell asleep and then counted to one hundred to give them a little extra time. She stood and tiptoed over to the door and was met by a guard, who snapped awake when she opened the door. 
 
    “I am sorry, Highness. The prince asked me to keep you inside tonight.” 
 
    “I can’t just go on a quick walk? What if I need to relieve myself?” 
 
    He looked at her strangely. “That’s what the chamber pots are for, Highness.” 
 
    “Fine. I’ll just have to find Gavin in the morning, then.” 
 
    “Did you need to speak with him?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Well, why did you not say so?” 
 
    Her mother’s door opened. “Genevieve? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Nothing. I just wanted to go on a walk.” She moved closer to the queen. She wouldn’t be able to tour the family wing, but at least she could warn her mother. “I forgot to give you a hug good night.” 
 
    “A hug?” 
 
    “Of course. Good night, Your Majesty.” She hugged her mother and tucked the note into her collar. “This is from Sam,” she whispered. 
 
    Understanding dawned on the queen’s face. “Ah, good night, Princess. Sleep well.” 
 
    “You too.” Jenny walked back to her room. 
 
    “I thought you wanted to see the prince,” the guard said. 
 
    “Oh, that can wait. I’m far too exhausted tonight.” She shut the door, grinning at the confused look on his face as he scratched his head. 
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    The next morning, Jenny changed into a nice gown and slipped out of the room to find some breakfast, careful not to wake the other girls. She took the tray from their late-night snack with her, meaning to deliver it to the kitchen. The guard had left sometime during the night. 
 
    Sam was in the kitchen and glanced up when she entered. He set down the platter of sausage and eggs he was preparing and rushed over to her. 
 
    “Princess! Let me take this and escort you back to your room. Breakfast will be served there instead of the dining hall in order to prepare for your wedding.” The last word was said with just a tinge of bitterness. Jenny’s heart sank, knowing what this must be doing to him. What it was doing to her. 
 
    Sam guided Jenny out of the kitchen and walked until he was sure they were alone. He found a small alcove and pulled her into it. “It is not safe here. I cannot explain why because your mother was right—there are ears everywhere. But you must heed the note I brought you. Before the wedding, if you can. Be quick getting ready, and then make your way over there.” 
 
    He bent and kissed her forehead before peeking around the corner to make sure no one was nearby. 
 
    “Thank you. Please stay safe.” She kissed him on the cheek and then hurried up the stairs. She was thankful to see him again, but it sent loneliness and frustration through her. She couldn’t let this marriage take place when she had feelings for someone else. 
 
    She got back to her room just as the girls were leaving. After accepting many thanks for the sleepover, she was left alone to eat her breakfast. Before long, the servants arrived to get her dressed. 
 
    The white dress covered in pearls and lace was gorgeous, but she stared at it numbly. She just wanted to get this part over with so she could find out what Sam had been talking about. She hoped he was safe, wherever he was. 
 
    Olive and the other servants finished with her hair and makeup, and Jenny “ooh”ed and “ahh”ed in the mirror before they were satisfied that she loved it and left. They had made her look beautiful, with her hair up. The tiara Olive had placed on her head was larger and heavier than the one she’d worn in her own castle. She checked the windows and found guards everywhere—no escaping that way. Putting on a robe to protect her dress, she then opened the door. A young man stood there, about to knock. He was out of breath and looked as though he hadn’t slept in days. 
 
    “Hello. Are you okay?” she asked, alarmed. 
 
    The servant shook his head. “Charlemagne has urgent news for you.” He handed her the note and stepped back. “I must go. I do not want to be seen. Good luck, Highness.” He turned and scurried away. 
 
    Well, that was . . . odd. First a note from Sam, and now one from Charlemagne. She closed the door and slid a board down into the latch so no one could get in. The note was short, but it chilled her to the bone. 
 
      
 
    The man who has you in his grasp is not what he seems. I saw that when he snatched you from my home. I only wish I could have saved you. He has the same essence as the servant who cursed you as an infant. 
 
    Beware. 
 
    Whatever you do, avoid him. I fear the worst. 
 
    Charlemagne 
 
      
 
    She had to figure out what was going on. Charlemagne had said to stay away from Gavin, but Jenny needed to figure out why before she was forced to marry him. 
 
    She vaguely remembered seeing the family wing on her tour and hurried in that direction. Her skirt was full, so it was hard to hide when anyone came near, but she wanted to remain undetected for as long as she could, ducking into alcoves when necessary. 
 
    She made it to the wing and found the tapestries. Many depicted battle scenes or other landscapes, but then she came to the family. The tapestries went back several generations. As she studied each of them, she wondered what she was supposed to be looking for. 
 
    She stopped suddenly. Wait a minute. Was she seeing things? She compared two of the tapestries, moving on to the next one and then the next one. Each showed the same three people. They were dressed a little differently according to the latest fashions, but there was no mistaking that they were the same people. The first tapestries were old and faded, while the tapestries further on looked newer. It was almost as if the three had been around for generations . . . 
 
    She heard a noise and darted out of the hall, thankful for the slippers she’d complained about earlier for being too thin. She took the lesser-used hallways and made it to her suite before anyone saw her. 
 
    She caught her breath before knocking on her mother’s door. The queen needed to know what was going on. No one answered, so she tried the latch. Her mom was lying in bed, asleep. Curious. She should have been ready for the wedding by now. 
 
    Jenny approached the bed and knew something was wrong. Her mother looked white and sickly, and she was burning up when Jenny put her hand to her forehead. Jenny cursed under her breath. It appeared that whatever had caused her father’s illness had now affected her mother. She ran out of the room and yelled for someone to come and help, wishing her healer was in the castle. 
 
    Gavin was with the guards when they came to see what was going on. She showed them to her mother, and the guards rushed off to find help. She looked up at Gavin and noticed the triumphant look in his eye before he masked it. Her eyes narrowed. He really was a monster. 
 
    “Do you think she will survive this?” she asked, trying to seem innocent. 
 
    “I fear it does not look good for her. Come, let us go down to the wedding.” He held out his hand. 
 
    “We can’t just leave her. She’s my mother.” She sank to her mom’s side. She had just gotten to know this woman—she couldn’t lose her now. 
 
    “Oh, there is going to be a wedding. We must head down there right now.” He grabbed her wrist and pulled her down the hall, not seeming to care that he was hurting her. 
 
    Jenny used the tricks she’d learned in her self-defense class to get out of his grip. He looked at her in surprise, but that was quickly replaced by anger. He grabbed her around the waist this time and called for the guards to come make sure she didn’t escape again. 
 
    “You may want to cooperate or your little friend will join your mother and father on their deathbeds. Oh, yes, I know about him. Do not think I missed him following behind you as you entered the forest on your ride with your mother. I still do not know how you escaped me in there, unless you have your own form of magic.” He yanked on her arm and tweaked the wrist that had been broken just a few weeks before. 
 
    Jenny tried to comprehend what he was saying. “Magic? I don’t have magic. What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Stop playing games with me. I could follow you for only so long each night until you disappeared. How did you do it?” 
 
    “Wait—you followed me? It was you in the blackness?” She thought back to the time when she had seen eyes in the cloud, and dread filled her as she realized they were his eyes. Charlemagne was right. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am the reason you are here. I am the reason you were sent away until I could bring you back with a kiss. We were destined to be together through my mother’s magic. Now, with your parents out of the way, when we marry, I will be the ruler of all your land. It took over a century, but it was worth it.” 
 
    “Who are you?” she repeated. Her fear was replaced with anger—boiling, seething anger. 
 
    “Allow me to show my true self, although I was hoping to wait until we’d had a child so I would have an heir. Then I could have sacrificed you to my mother, and my heir and I would have gone on living. Sometimes it’s a bore, living forever.” 
 
    “You were going to . . . sacrifice me?” Jenny’s horror froze her in place. “What kind of monster are you?” 
 
    “Oh, Genevieve, you have no idea.” His laugh sent chills running through Jenny’s body. 
 
    She wanted to get away, but couldn’t. “So, wait. You’re not part of Maurelle’s plans?” She already knew the answer, but she wanted to hear it from him. 
 
    “Bah! That old hag? She played into our hands. We would have liked to have gotten to you before the one-hundred-year sleep, but this worked to our advantage. When Maurelle made it so the princess had to be kissed to be awakened, it became possible for us to trick the curse into thinking I was your true love. As if there were any such thing.” 
 
    “You’re horrible!” The beautiful smile Jenny had nearly fallen in love with only repulsed her now. 
 
    He laughed. “Just you wait. You have no idea what horrible is yet.” 
 
    Gavin began to morph, transforming himself into a smaller version of the cloud of darkness that had been following her. Then the smoke began to solidify into something taller and thinner than Gavin had been. It was muscled, and the skin took on an orange tint. The face was hideous, with a bulbous nose and eyes that showed the evil he’d been able to hide before. Standing before Jenny was an enormous troll. 
 
    Jenny shrieked and tried to run. 
 
    “You are not going anywhere. We are getting married.” Gavin yanked Jenny toward the doors of the castle. 
 
    Now that Gavin was a troll, he was so much stronger, and there was no resisting him. Jenny’s shoulders drooped in defeat as she realized she’d failed in her quest to put things right. Tears ran down her cheeks as she fought to get away. 
 
    Gavin dragged her down the aisle, and curiously, no one seemed to be reacting to his appearance. She wondered what they saw when they looked at him. Judging by the drooling ladies on the second row, he was still handsome to them. Ew. 
 
    The king stood and smiled down at Jenny and Gavin. “Today we are gathered to unite two kingdoms into one. It is a tragedy that King George and Queen Esmeralda could not be here to join in the celebration as we welcome Princess Genevieve into our kingdom.” 
 
    Jenny glared. “Yeah, and I’m sure you had nothing to do with my parents’ illness,” she mumbled to Gavin. 
 
    “Of course. How else would I rule both kingdoms? Now pay attention.” 
 
    Jenny stuck her tongue out at Gavin. She wanted to punch him, but he was holding her too tightly. In her mind, she pleaded for the fairies, but she knew they couldn’t hear her. 
 
    The bishop stood and began chanting in Latin, and Jenny had no clue what he was saying. She fought to get out of Gavin’s arms, but it was no use. 
 
    “Does anyone have any objections?” the bishop asked. Jenny jerked in surprise. Now that was something she understood. 
 
    “We do.” Jenny whipped around, recognizing Rhoswen’s voice. “Stop the wedding!” 
 
    The six fairies stood in the front row, their disguises shed, and quickly moved to form a circle around Jenny. Rhyannon shoved Gavin out of the way so she could step forward to complete the circle. 
 
    The fairies began chanting, their voices combining in a rhythmic staccato. The king and queen’s faces contorted in rage, their bodies beginning to bulge and expand as they transformed into orange, disgusting trolls. Gavin’s mother had a hungry look in her eye as she grinned at Jenny. The crowd screamed and stumbled over each other to flee. Gavin turned and froze them in place with a wave of his hand so they couldn’t leave. 
 
    “You will stay and witness this wedding.” 
 
    Once they were fully transformed, the king and queen began their own magic to counter the fairies. Jenny could feel the magic in the air change as the trolls overpowered the fairies. One at a time, the women dropped, unconscious. 
 
    “No!” Jenny yelled. She looked around for some kind of a weapon to use to help the fairies. Gavin wouldn’t let go, so she twisted and used the only thing she had. 
 
    Gavin screamed in anger and dropped Jenny’s arm. “Did you just bite me? Do not anger me. We will finish this wedding. Bishop, continue.” 
 
    Unfortunately for Gavin, the bishop was frozen in fright, watching the king and queen. Gavin bared his teeth and advanced on him. 
 
    Jenny backed up and bumped into a large stand holding a candle. She grabbed on and swung it, splashing melted wax across Gavin and his parents. The stick managed to knock Gavin to the side, but didn’t do much damage to him. She needed something else. She stopped when she heard a murmur from the crowd. 
 
    Approaching the front was a woman dressed in black. Her hair was white with age, but her face was unlined and she held herself in a confident manner. The power Jenny felt coming from the fairies was nothing compared to what this woman had. “Stand back, girl. This fight is with me.” 
 
    Jenny stared at her. “Maurelle?” So this was the woman she had avoided since she arrived in this time. She’d read Sleeping Beauty since she was a little girl, but nothing prepared her for the magnitude of fear that ran through her at being in the presence of one of the worst villains in history. 
 
    The woman nodded once and turned to the king and queen, lightning forming between her fingers. “How dare you step in and meddle with my magic? You interfered with the wrong fairy.” Her voice dripped with anger as she raised her hand and shot a stream of light toward them, but Gavin stepped forward and blocked it. 
 
    His eyes flashed and his laugh made Jenny cower. “Ha, you think this was them?” He formed a ball of fire between his hands and walked slowly toward Maurelle. “Go home. You’re old and unwanted. Your time has passed. This is my time.” He threw the ball of flame, but Maurelle put up a shield that blocked it. 
 
    “Fool boy—you should not meddle in things you know nothing about. I may be old, but I can still fight.” The staff she held in her hand turned into a sword. 
 
    Jenny stood, knowing this was her chance to get rid of Gavin’s parents. She felt a tug on her skirt and glanced down. 
 
    A small servant boy looked up at her, eyes wide with fear. “Here, Highness.” He held out a small knife. 
 
    She bent down and took it, looking him in the eye. “Thank you. Now run. This won’t be pretty, and I don’t want you hurt.” She smiled at him and turned back to the fight. She slipped the knife into her dress and circled around, watching as Gavin and Maurelle continued to duel. Gavin was gaining the advantage—Jenny needed to make her move now. She took a step and looked down to find Rhoswen’s wand on the ground next to the old fairy. She grabbed it, just in case. 
 
    Jenny turned to Gavin’s parents, who were watching the fight as if it was the most exciting thing they’d ever seen. Jenny closed her eyes and concentrated, hoping the wand would work for her. She concentrated on what she wanted to do and felt a rush of magic go up her arm. She waved the wand before flicking it toward the king and queen. 
 
    She yelped in surprise when they suddenly disappeared in a burst of light. 
 
    Gavin roared. 
 
    “What have you done?” He knocked Maurelle to the ground and advanced toward Jenny, a ball of light flaring up in his fist. 
 
    “Getting rid of you. I’ve decided you’re not really the Prince Charming type.” Jenny was shaking. She’d never been so scared—or angry—in her entire life. Before she had time to think about it, she grabbed the knife and threw it as hard as she could, hitting Gavin in the shoulder. 
 
    Gavin yanked the knife out and laughed. “You think you’ve outsmarted me?” he shouted, holding his wound. “This was only half my plan. Goodbye, Princess.” He bared his teeth before the ball of light in his hand encircled him and he disappeared as well. 
 
    Jenny dropped to the ground, adrenaline draining from her. She’d defeated his parents, but Gavin had gotten away. She stared at the wand in her hand, wondering how she was able to perform magic. Wait—the wand. The fairies! She ran to their circle. They were beginning to stir. 
 
    “I am impressed. You defeated some powerful dark magic.” Rhoswen took Jenny’s hand. 
 
    “I had help from your wand.” Jenny smiled and pulled the other fairies to their feet. They turned to Maurelle, who stood to the side, looking at them in disdain. 
 
    “Ah, Maurelle. I see you have decided to return to the light.” Tenyanye smiled. 
 
    “That is not so. I only came here to get revenge on the family who nearly destroyed my curse. I am not done with this girl, but it will be in my own time.” She turned and left, ignoring the whispers that followed in her wake. 
 
    “Well, that was certainly surprising,” Tenyanye remarked dryly. 
 
    Jenny turned to the fairies with the worry that been plaguing her. “Rhoswen, my mother is really sick. I’m afraid they poisoned her and the king. From what Charlemagne said, my dad might not even be alive anymore.” 
 
    The other fairies left to tend to the queen, and Rhoswen patted Jenny on the shoulder. “Your father is fine. I recognized the poison quickly enough, and your mother will soon be well. Now go quickly. Sam is tied up in the dungeons, and Gavin is still on the loose. I fear for Sam’s life.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Jenny turned to the crowd. “And thank you all for coming. There will be no wedding, so you are free to go.” She ran down the steps to find Sam. 
 
    The dungeon was easy enough to find, but the way was dark and muddy. Her white gown was soon caked in mud—as well as something else she didn’t want to think about. 
 
    She called out to Sam and heard a faint noise far back in the dungeon. Oh, please be okay. After everything she’d just been through, she couldn’t handle losing Sam. She lifted her dress and ran to the back. 
 
    “Sam?” she called, trying to find the right cell. 
 
    “I am here.” His voice was weak, but she was able to find him. 
 
    “I’ll get you out. One second.” She looked around for the key, but there was none. “Ugh, I’ll be right back. I need to find a key.” 
 
    Jenny ran back to the front and found the nearest guard. “I need your keys. Now. By order of Princess Genevieve.” 
 
    “Prince Gavin would not be too pleased with that.” 
 
    “Yes, well, Prince Gavin is a long way away from here. You’re also without a king and queen. That means I’m the reigning princess now, so I suggest you listen.” 
 
    The guard held out his key, still confused by her explanation. 
 
    Jenny ran back to the cell, yelling for Sam one more time to make sure she was in the right place. She unlocked the door and hurried over to him, dropping to the ground. 
 
    “You just ruined your dress,” he said weakly. He’d been beaten, his body covered in bruises. 
 
    She laughed, wiping the tears from her eyes. “Can you walk?” 
 
    “I am pretty sure I can. Help me up.” 
 
    She helped him stand and put her arm around his waist to support him. He was limping, but there was no choice but to keep going. She wanted the fairies to heal him, but they were tending to her mother. 
 
    A guard stepped forward, holding tightly to his spear. “Highness, you cannot take him out of the prison.” 
 
    “It kinda looks like I can.” 
 
    “I insist. Prince Gavin would have our heads.” Another guard followed her as she continued walking. 
 
    Jenny turned to them. “Prince Gavin is gone. The king and queen have been destroyed after they turned into giant trolls. I’m saving Sam, and there’s nothing you can do to stop me.” 
 
    One of the guards stepped back and blinked. “Trolls?” 
 
    “Go check it out if you don’t believe me.” Jenny continued toward the steps and looked up, knowing there was no way she could drag Sam all the way there. She helped him down onto a stair and then inspected him. He was bleeding from a gash on his forehead, and half of his face was swollen. 
 
    She ripped off part of her slip and used it to clean his wounds. He was dirty and she worried about germs, but there wasn’t much she could do until the fairies were free to help her. She laid his head down on her lap and stroked his hair, remembering when he’d done the same thing to help her sleep only days before. 
 
    She heard the fairies coming through the dungeon and called out to them. They hurried down the stairs and gathered around. 
 
    “Please, can you heal him? And how is the queen?” 
 
    “You mother is fine. She is just resting.” 
 
    Jenny’s eyes filled with tears of relief. “Thank you.” 
 
    Rhoslyn smiled before she turned her attention to Sam and set to work. Jenny watched in awe as the swelling went down and the cuts closed up. 
 
    “Don’t wake him yet. He’ll need sleep after the amount of healing we did. He had a few broken ribs and a broken arm.” 
 
    Jenny’s heart leaped, thrilled that he would be okay. She watched him for a moment before looking up at the fairies. “So, does this mean I can go home now? The curse should be broken, right? I didn’t marry Gavin.” 
 
    “Gavin was not destroyed, so the curse is still in place. I fear what he will try to do next—he will not die until someone deliberately kills him. Until we know his plans, enjoy spending time with Sam and getting reacquainted with your parents. There is much to catch up on.” Tenyanye stood and patted Jenny on the shoulder. 
 
    They left her, and Jenny sat there for a moment before ordering a guard to help her find Sam a place to rest. She groaned as she stood. She somehow made it to her room and collapsed on her bed, sore, dirty, and homesick.  
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    After sleeping for a mere fifteen minutes, Genevieve was awakened by the twins running into her room and jumping on the bed. So much for her nap. She chased them downstairs and into the kitchen before she wandered off to find Ammon. 
 
    He was still at the computer. Instead of writing his paper, he seemed to be blowing things up that were coming at him on the screen. 
 
    Genevieve leaped back, horrified. “What happened to the computer? Are you under attack?” 
 
    “What? Oh, no. This is a game. I guess I’ve been caught not doing my homework.” 
 
    “I will not tell.” She sat next to him and watched until the game was over. What a strange way to spend his time, and yet, he seemed to be enjoying it. 
 
    “Want to try?” 
 
    “Me? I would not know how.” 
 
    “It’s easy—watch. Use these keys to move around and this key to shoot.” 
 
    Gevevieve took over the keyboard, and after a few tries, she caught on. Within ten minutes, she had beaten Ammon’s high score. 
 
    “How did you do that?” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “You just beat me even though you’ve never played before. Are you sure you’re not from around here?” 
 
    Genevieve stared at him. “I am positive. Is it not okay that I beat you?” 
 
    “It’s okay. It’s just surprising. Try this game.” Ammon pulled up another one and showed her how to use it. Within minutes, she had that one down as well. He laughed. “How did you do that?” 
 
    She shrugged. “It is strategy. I have had to learn that since I was young. My mother took me with her when she went to war. You learn to watch everything.” 
 
    “You went off to war? But you’re sixteen!” 
 
    “My mother wanted me trained so I could take over when I became queen. She did not like people trying to conquer our land, but she also conquered the lands around our kingdom. I suspect she was trying to keep magic away from me. The more she owned, the further away the magic would be, because she could outlaw it.” 
 
    “Wow. So does that mean you can use a sword?” Ammon leaned forward, excited. 
 
    “Of course. What else would I use to go to war? I also know the bow, but I do not use it as often. I am not as skilled.” 
 
    “Huh. Could you teach me?” Ammon looked at her hopefully. 
 
    “Teach you? Why would you need to know this? There are no wars here.” Or at least she thought there were not. Maybe she was mistaken. 
 
    “No, there aren’t, but it would still be cool to learn.” 
 
    Genevieve’s eyes widened in surprise. “Cool? Learning how to use a weapon is cool? I heard this word at school, but I do not think it applies to weapons.” 
 
    “Swords are rarely used anymore. There are some people who use them, but now it’s mostly guns and bombs. Most of the time when you see swords, they’re at Renaissance fairs and places like that.” 
 
    “Strange. Yes. I can teach you. We will need something to use for practice.” 
 
    “I have an idea. One minute.” Ammon ran upstairs, and Genevieve followed him to his bedroom. “Would these work?” He showed her two fake swords. 
 
    “They will break if we are not careful, but they will work. Where did you get them?” 
 
    “I admit, I’m a closet nerd. I love Renaissance fairs.” 
 
    There were too many new words to learn. She would take it one at a time. “What are Renaissance fairs?” 
 
    “We dress up and have tournaments, and they play music and serve food from the Middle Ages.” 
 
    Genevieve stared at him. “So, you are making fun of my time?” 
 
    “No! Of course not. People actually hold these fairs because they wish they could be from your time.” 
 
    “So you want to do without all the conveniences you have now? No toilets? No cars? No phones?” 
 
    “Well, no. It’s just fun to escape for a day. It sounds kind of dumb, now that I think about it.” Ammon stared down at his sword. 
 
    “It does not sound dumb. Everyone wants to escape sometimes. It is a relief for me to be here and out of my time. I was growing tired of wars and suitors.” Genevieve smiled. 
 
    “Suitors?” Ammon blinked. “You mean, my sister could be dealing with suitors right now? As in, to marry them?” 
 
    “Of course. She is sixteen. It makes sense. Now, are we going to teach you to use this?” Genevieve took one of the swords from Ammon. It would be nice to practice again. She did not like war, but she liked the workout. 
 
    “Oh, right. Let’s go to the backyard. We’ll have more room, and more privacy.” 
 
    Genevieve followed him outside and inspected the yard. “It is flat—this is good. Although, we may want to move the toys out of the way.” She picked up the toys and moved them to the edge of the fence. 
 
    “Right.” Ammon gathered the larger toys and put them in the shed. 
 
    After the ground was clear, Genevieve ran him through some simple steps. Once he had those down, she moved on to a few sequences. Ammon wore out long before Genevieve did, but he refused to stop. 
 
    “You must rest or you will hurt yourself.” She leaned on her sword, breathing normally. It felt wonderful to be working out again. 
 
    Ammon gasped for air. “Fine. But when do we actually get to the fighting?” 
 
    “Maybe when you catch your breath.” Genevieve was amused. Ammon was good, but he had work to do before he would actually be ready to fight. She looked up, surprised to see that the moon had risen. It was nearly time to meet the old woman. 
 
    “I must go find the card so I can talk to that woman.” 
 
    “Sounds good. Thanks for helping me out. Oh, it looks like we gained an audience.” Ammon pointed toward the steps, where the other children had gathered to watch. “I’ll get them in bed so you can have your privacy.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She smiled at the protests of the children. She was growing fond of them, grateful to have brothers and sisters after being an only child. 
 
    Their mom was waiting in the kitchen. “Where did you learn how to do that, Jenny?” 
 
    “I learned it from—” 
 
    “School!” Ammon blurted out. “She learned it from school. PE. I saw them in the gym, and I wanted her to teach me.” 
 
    “I can’t even get you to enjoy taking dance, but you’re out there using a sword like it was part of you.” Her mother cocked her head to one side. “It’s pretty amazing.” 
 
    “I . . . guess.” Genevieve felt bad that she could not say anything to her mother about who she really was. “Pardon me, Mother.” She hurried upstairs, looked through her purse to find the card, and slipped it into her pocket. 
 
    Her mother was still near the stairs when she opened the door. “There you are. Will you get Emma and Mary in bed while I get the rest?” 
 
    Genevieve sighed. She did not want to miss seeing the old woman, but since she had been taught to obey, she could not say no. “Yes, Mother. Come, Emma and Mary.” 
 
    The girls took off in two directions, giggling wildly. 
 
    “Hey, come back here this instant!” She rushed after them, grumbling about little sisters. They were wonderful to have around until it was their bedtime. 
 
    “Good luck,” her mother said. “Hunter! James! Bedtime! Now!” 
 
    Genevieve finally got the girls rounded up and wrestled into their pajamas. She was exhausted by the time she got them in bed and read them the five stories they insisted on hearing. She kept glancing at the clock, growing more impatient to go meet the old woman. When they asked for a sixth story, she stood and left. 
 
    She went to her room and gathered a few outfits and a blanket before going down to the kitchen. Ammon found her rummaging through the pantry. 
 
    “You expect to be gone longer than a few minutes?” 
 
    “I do not know. I hope not, but I am not sure what the old woman has to say.” She grabbed a bag of chips—her new favorite food—and a juice box. 
 
    “Better grab your bag, then. Sure you don’t want me to come with you?” 
 
    “I would love for you to come, but I think it would be difficult for your mother if we both left. It is best that I go alone.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll keep a lookout. If I fall asleep before you get back, wake me up.” 
 
    “Agreed. Goodbye, Ammon.” She was very thankful for his friendship. It was good to know that he would be there waiting. 
 
    Ammon stood next to the kitchen door and waved her outside. She eased the door open and slipped out. The backyard was bathed in moonlight. 
 
    She walked to the center of the lawn and looked around, making sure no one was watching. Was this a good idea? It could be a trap. Ammon stood at the door and gave her a thumbs-up when she looked over at him, making her feel better. She took out the card and memorized the words before closing her eyes and repeating them out loud. 
 
    A wind rose and fluttered around the backyard, filling the air with magic that made Genevieve’s skin tingle. She felt a touch on her arm and jumped. The old woman stood next to her. 
 
    “So you decided you needed help. It is good. Come, meet my sisters. I fear we are almost too late.” She grabbed on to Genevieve’s arm and chanted, and the world around them faded away. Genevieve felt weightless for a moment before her feet touched the ground again. 
 
    They reappeared in a cottage. There were five other women in the room, apparently just as old as the first. 
 
    Genevieve looked around. Where was she? It felt like . . . home. 
 
    “She is here!” one exclaimed. 
 
    “The likeness is uncanny,” another muttered. 
 
    Genevieve stood there, not sure what was going on, but she was highly uncomfortable. 
 
    “Sisters, sisters, calm down. You are scaring her. Genevieve, please have a seat.” The old woman waved her over to the table and smiled 
 
    Genevieve looked at her, surprised. “You all know my name?” 
 
    “Of course we do. We gave you the gifts you possess.” 
 
    “Wait, you’re the fairies? But you look nothing like I remember.” She looked at each one. They were similar in size, but their facial features were different from each other. 
 
    “You . . . remember what we looked like?” the first lady asked. 
 
    “Of course. I used to dream about you as a child. But you were small and had wings then.” 
 
    “Well, it’s been a very long time since you saw us last. I think we’re looking pretty good for our age. I’m Tenyanye, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Rhoslyn.” 
 
    “Rhoswen.” The woman smiled, and Genevieve jumped. She knew this woman as her healer. She was a fairy? 
 
    “Liliana.” 
 
    “Rhyannon.” 
 
    “Shaylee.” 
 
    “It is wonderful to see you again. Where is this place?” She looked around at the house where they sat. It was much smaller than the home where Ammon and Jenny lived. 
 
    “We are in my cottage,” Rhyannon said. “And we have waited a very long time to meet you.” 
 
    “So we are back in Germany?” It had been Bavaria in her time. No wonder it felt like home to her. 
 
    “Aye. We have waited several hundred years to warn you of what is coming. A young man will find you and try to court you. Do not allow that to happen.” 
 
    “Why has he come? And who is he?” 
 
    “The boy we know is a very attractive prince and has black hair and brown eyes, but he might look completely different in the modern world.” 
 
    That could describe Erik. “Why do I need to watch for him?” 
 
    “You must tell us as soon as you find him. Jenny was able to defeat his parents, but he got away. We fear he may have jumped to the modern world to exact revenge on you. You must tell us as soon as you find him.” 
 
    Genevieve’s mind spun. Why did this man want revenge on her? Had she wronged him somehow? She had not been a nice person, after all. “So he can jump ahead in time, but you cannot?” 
 
    “His power is different from ours. Now listen. If he makes you fall in love with him, you will be stuck in Jenny’s time forever, and he will be able to suck your powers,” Rhoswen said. 
 
    “Powers? I thought they were gifts.” Genevieve glanced at her hands, almost expecting to see the magic. 
 
    “Those visions you had of us—how real did they seem?” 
 
    “Very real. It felt as if I knew you.” She had not had dreams like those again. It wasn’t until she saw the fairies that she’d remembered seeing things in the past. 
 
    They looked at each other. Tenyanye continued. “That is not a gift we gave you. You have the power to See. If that gift got into his hands, things would get very bad, very quickly.” 
 
    “Well, if you did not give me that gift, where did I get it?” 
 
    “We do not know.” Tenyanye shook her head. 
 
    “Mother exiled people from our kingdom when she learned of their powers. I remember when a family of Seers was sent away.” The queen had not treated them well, and Genevieve was glad her mother had not known about her gift. She thought for a moment. If she could See, maybe the events she put on canvas were actually happening to Jenny. “That could explain my painting today.” Genevieve shivered. No wonder it seemed so lifelike. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Rhoswen asked. 
 
    “In art class today, I wanted to capture the lands I remember from my window, but a castle made an appearance in the painting. It had not been built yet in my time.” 
 
    Rhoslyn leaned forward. “Have you seen anything else?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Not much. I catch small glimpses here and there. I saw myself going off to battle last night.” 
 
    “Are you sure it was not Jenny you saw?” Rhyannon demanded. 
 
    “It—it could have been.” Genevieve bit her lip. 
 
    “This only happens when you are asleep?” Rhoswen asked. 
 
    “Yes. Well, except today with the painting.” 
 
    “Very odd. I wonder if Jenny has any of those strange powers and does not know it.” Rhyannon tapped her chin. 
 
    “We must be getting you back. Please stay cautious. Keep your friends and family close, and do not let your guard down for anyone.” Tenyanye stood. 
 
    “Of course. My mother taught me well,” Genevieve said. She knew how to keep people at bay, but she was enjoying her new friendships and her new life. This would be difficult. 
 
    Shaylee touched her arm. “Do not judge your mother harshly. She amended her ways and feels terrible for the things she put you through.” 
 
    Genevieve’s eyes filled with tears. Could it be true? Could her mother have changed so much? “I am glad to hear that. I just hope I will be able to see her again someday.” 
 
    “We will do our best to make things right.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Genevieve tried to hide a yawn. It was getting very late. 
 
    “We should take you back. If you hear anything else, you know how to get hold of us.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Genevieve smiled and nodded at each of the fairies. 
 
    Rhoswen took Genevieve’s arm and transported her home. The moon was still bright in the sky when they arrived in the backyard. “It is good to see you again, child.” 
 
    “I did not know you were a fairy. All those times you healed me . . .” Her eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “I could not tell you for fear of punishment from the queen. But she loves you, child—know this. Now, I must go. Good luck, and watch your heart.” 
 
    “Thank you for warning me. I will be watching for anyone suspicious.” She hugged Rhoswen and then stepped back. 
 
    “Good luck, dearie. Things will be fine.” The woman faded away. 
 
    Genevieve wiped her eyes, feeling homesick again. She calmed herself down by taking deep breaths and then went in the house to find Ammon. He was asleep on the couch, and she shook him awake. 
 
    “You’re home. What did you find out?” 
 
    “Someone is coming after me. They do not know exactly what he looks like, but Ammon, they described him as they know him in their time, and he sounds like Erik. What am I to do?” 
 
    “Erik? Are you sure? He’s a good guy.” 
 
    “He may not be. I will have to be careful.” She really did not like the thought of Erik being the enemy. He just fit the description too well for her not to be suspicious. 
 
    Ammon stood and stretched. “I’ll help you keep an eye out.” He yawned. “I’m going to bed. I’m exhausted.” 
 
    “Thank you for waiting up.” 
 
    “No prob. Good night, Genevieve.” 
 
    “Good night, Ammon.” 
 
    Genevieve crawled into bed, exhausted. Her dreams that night were blurred, but she knew she was traveling in a carriage. She did not see the person she was traveling with, but he had dark hair, like the fairies had warned. Time sped up and she saw Jenny riding quickly through a forest. She could feel the fear that pulsed through Jenny’s body. She jerked awake, knowing that Jenny was in danger. 
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    Genevieve was groggy the next morning because she hadn’t slept much after the nightmare, not to mention staying up half the night visiting the fairies in Germany. Her mother opened the door after tapping softly. 
 
    “Jenny? Whoa, what happened to you last night?” 
 
    “I did not sleep well.” Genevieve rubbed her eyes. 
 
    “Are you sick? Do you need to stay home today?” 
 
    “I am fine. I had nightmares—I would rather not sleep anymore.” 
 
    “Okay, honey. Ammon left, but I can take you when you’re ready.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother.” Genevieve dragged herself out of bed and stumbled toward the shower. The steamy water woke her up a little. After putting on the first shirt and pair of pants she found, Genevieve ran a brush through her hair, not caring to smooth it down. It was too much work. The huge circles under her eyes looked awful, but there was not much she could do about them. 
 
    After grabbing her backpack, Genevieve went downstairs and into the kitchen to find her mother for a ride to school. 
 
    “Ready, honey?” 
 
    “Yes.” She yawned. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to stay home?” Jenny’s mother brushed Genevieve’s hair from her face. 
 
    “I am sure. I must hand in my assignments.” 
 
    “Go get in the car. I’ll round up the younger kids.” 
 
    Genevieve got in the van and laid her head back against the neck rest, trying to will away the headache that was threatening to make an appearance. Her mother came outside, put the kids in their seats, and then drove her to school. 
 
    “Thanks, Mother. See you later.” She trudged inside and dropped into her seat. 
 
    Lucy looked back at her, apparently worried. “What happened?” she mouthed. 
 
    Genevieve shook her head and laid it on the desk. Just seconds later, she began to dream and jerked herself awake. The rest of class was a blur, but she managed to find her way to math. Traveling to see the fairies must have taken more out of her than she thought. 
 
    During class, Mr. Wood had the class move into groups. Genevieve looked up when Erik came over and sat by her. She thought back to the warning the night before, but brushed it off. She could worry about him later when she was more awake. 
 
    “Hey, partner. How’s it going?” Erik smiled at her. 
 
    She smiled weakly. She would be safe from him in class, right? “I am good. Although I did not sleep much.” The chattering of the students around her was like a lullaby. 
 
    “Jenny, hey. Wake up. Do you need me to take you home?” Erik asked. 
 
    Genevieve jumped and sat up straight. “No, no. Sorry. I will be fine.” She propped her head up on her chin. 
 
    “Okay, I need to know if I did this problem right. Can you look at it?” Erik gestured to an equation on his paper. 
 
    Genevieve concentrated on the problem. “You did everything right until here. Then you wrote a seven when it should be a six. Fix that and you should be fine.” Erik could not be the villain she sought, could he? He was just a normal, handsome boy who needed help with math. 
 
    “Oh, got it. Thanks.” He fixed the problem and looked up, playing with his pencil. “So, I was thinking about prom. We could go as a group, but I was thinking it would be more fun with just the two of us. I’ve been saving up and want to take you to this fancy restaurant. Does that sound good?” 
 
    Genevieve looked up to see a shy smile on his face. “Just the two of us? What do people usually do for these balls?” 
 
    “Balls? What do you mean?” 
 
    Oh, right. They were not called balls here. “Ball. Prom. A dance, correct?” Genevieve leaned back in her seat. 
 
    “Oh. They usually go in groups. I just wanted to do something more romantic, less hanging out with friends.” 
 
    “Romantic? Like courting?” Genevieve suddenly felt wide awake. 
 
    “I guess so. Is that okay?” Erik asked. 
 
    Her senses were screaming at her by that time. She was right to worry about him. “Um, maybe this time we can do a group instead of going alone. Would that be satisfactory?” 
 
    Erik took her hand. “Well, if that’s what you want.” 
 
    She pulled away, thankful that the bell came to her rescue. “I think that would be best.” She stood and gathered her books. “I must get to my next class.” 
 
    “Jenny—” Erik started, but Genevieve ignored him and ran out of the classroom. 
 
    She was not watching where she was going, too worried about Erik to realize there was someone in front of her, and she ran right into him. She stumbled backwards and tripped over another student’s foot. 
 
    She looked up, and there was the most handsome young man she had ever seen. Time seemed to stand still for a moment. If Genevieve had to describe an angel, it would be him. His hair was dark brown, and his beautiful blue eyes made her feel like they were looking into her soul. She couldn’t get enough of looking at him and suddenly forgot to move. Students walked past them, grumbling about Genevieve being in the way. He reached down and helped her up. 
 
    “Excuse me—I’m new here. I’m sorry for running into you.” Even his voice was gorgeous. Genevieve could not speak. “I need to find Mr. Jeppson’s class. Could you point me in the right direction?” 
 
    Genevieve shook her head, trying to clear it from the strange fog that had suddenly settled in. “Of course. That is my class. Would you like to walk with me?” Her mind was trying to tell her to run, but she felt a need to stay by this man. 
 
    “My name is Dmitri. And you are?” 
 
    “I am Jenny. Where did you move here from?” She rubbed her temples. Her head was beginning to pound. 
 
    “I came from California. Have you lived here all your life?” 
 
    “Uh, I think so. Yes?” Her mind was a mass of confusion. 
 
    He looked amused. “You don’t know?” 
 
    “It is a long story. Here is our classroom.” She gestured for him to go in. 
 
    “Ladies first.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Genevieve’s heart fluttered as she walked past him. She could not help smiling as Lucy looked over, her mouth open. 
 
    Dmitri sat behind Genevieve in class, and his closeness distracted her. She could not concentrate on what the teacher was saying, but no matter—as long as Dmitri was near. She had never felt this way about anyone, and she didn’t want to be apart from him. 
 
    The bell rang and Genevieve stood in a daze. She shook her head, trying to concentrate. What was wrong with her? She should not be this flustered. 
 
    She turned to Dmitri. “Where is your next class?” 
 
    “Isn’t it lunchtime?” 
 
    “Lunch? Oh, yes. That is right.” Genevieve blushed. She had been going to school for several days now. She should know better. 
 
    Lucy grabbed her books and hurried over. “Hey, Jenny. Ready for lunch?” 
 
    “We were just headed there,” Dmitri said, seeming to size Lucy up. 
 
    “Great! Could I walk with you two? I’m Lucy, by the way. And you are?” She glanced at Genevieve pointedly. 
 
    “Oh, I am sorry. Please forgive my bad manners. Lucy, this is Dmitri. He just moved here from California.” 
 
    “Really? What part?” Lucy asked. 
 
    “Northern California. So, Jenny, what do you like to do?” Dmitri smiled down at her, showing his beautiful dimples. 
 
    “I am not sure. I have recently learned that I enjoy volleyball, and art is something I have just learned.” Genevieve’s mind attempted to fight with her, trying to tell her something, but she pushed it away. 
 
    “Volleyball is my favorite sport too. And you’ll have to show me your paintings sometime.” 
 
    They picked up their lunch trays and sat down at the table, Lucy on one side of Genevieve and Dmitri on the other. Erik came over soon after and sat across from them. 
 
    “Hey, Jenny. Sorry about earlier. I found a group of people we could go with. Does that work for you?” 
 
    Jenny stared at him blankly. “I do not understand.” 
 
    “The dance? Remember? I found a group for us to go with.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, the dance. Of course.” How had she forgotten? And why would she go with Erik when Dmitri was here? 
 
    “Jenny is going with me to the dance. Right, Jenny?” Dmitri asked. He took her hand in his and she stared at him, wanting to make him happy. 
 
    “Yes, that is right.” That sounded much better. She would go with Dmitri. 
 
    Lucy looked between the two of them. “Sorry, Erik. I think Jenny must have just lost her mind. I’ll be right back.” She grabbed Genevieve’s arm and yanked her out of the lunchroom. She did not stop dragging her until they were outside. “What was that?” 
 
    “What? Dmitri is dreamy, is he not?” Genevieve thought of his smile and wondered when she could see him again. 
 
    “Yo. Earth to Jenny. You had a date with Erik. The guy you’ve been crushing on for weeks. Remember?” 
 
    “But Erik is so boring compared to Dmitri. Did you see his eyes?” 
 
    “Boring? Jenny, do you know anything about Dmitri?” Lucy looked as though she wanted to shake Genevieve. 
 
    “Well, he is from California. He likes art and volleyball.” 
 
    “I just learned all that at the same time you did. Doesn’t he creep you out a little? He avoids giving straight answers, and that smile just seems . . . wrong.” Lucy shuddered. 
 
    “Silence. Do not say such horrible things about Dmitri’s smile.” Genevieve whipped around, not caring that Lucy looked as if she had been slapped. 
 
    Genevieve found Dmitri in the hallway talking to Amanda. The girl was flirting and batting her eyelashes at him, but when Genevieve approached, he turned and paid full attention to her, as if Amanda had disappeared. Amanda growled and stomped away. 
 
    “Jenny, is everything okay?” He put his arm around her and walked with her to art class. 
 
    “Everything is fine. Lucy just thought I was going to the dance with Erik—I had to remind her I was going with you.” 
 
    “Well, I’m looking forward to the dance. It’ll be magical. I’ve got to get to class before the late bell rings. See you after school?” He brushed a hair from her face. 
 
    “You are not coming with me?” The world suddenly seemed darker. 
 
    Dmitri laughed. “No teacher would want to try to teach me to paint.” He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed it, eyes sparkling. 
 
    Genevieve floated into the classroom and sat in her chair. What was she supposed to be doing? She shook her head, trying to get rid of the confusion. The painting of the countryside in front of her brought back memories that had to fight their way into the front of her mind. The fields by her castle . . . Wait—the fairies! She had been warned about someone coming from the past. Why was she remembering that right now? She sighed and pushed the thought away. She would come back to it later. 
 
    She set the canvas aside, deciding it was done, and pulled out a blank one. She began to paint the scenery again, but stopped when she discovered that the same castle had appeared again. This time it was closer, and it had a menacing feel that was hard to explain from the appearance alone. She knew she should not go to this castle, but she did not understand why. Chills ran down her spine and she quickly set the canvas aside. 
 
    She tried three more times, ignoring the looks she got from her classmates. Her heart pounded in fear and tears poured down her face by the time she got to the last canvas left in the classroom. This one had to be correct. She needed to stop Seeing and just paint what she knew well. 
 
    She closed her eyes and concentrated on what she wanted to paint. She mixed the colors and began, closing her eyes again to picture the scene she wanted to remember. Ms. Thomas announced it was time to clean up, and Genevieve opened her eyes, hoping to see the fields as they should be. She jumped out of her chair and screamed. What she had pictured in her mind was not what had come out on the canvas. Instead, in front of her was the carriage with the faceless man from her dream the night before. 
 
    With shaking hands, Genevieve threw down the brushes and ran down the hall, straight for the locker room, and hid in the stall before breaking down. She sobbed, upset that her nightmares had shown up on canvas, positive she had not mixed that particular paint. It should have been greens and yellows. The inside of that carriage was in pinks and golds. 
 
    “Jenny? What’s going on?” Lucy stood outside the stall, her voice sounding worried. 
 
    “I am fine.” 
 
    “Seriously? The entire locker room can hear you sobbing. Let me in.” 
 
    “Not until everyone is gone.” Genevieve pulled off her glasses and wiped them on her shirt, trying to calm down. That face. Why could she not see it? The pictures kept coming to her mind, but that face eluded her. She shivered. 
 
    “You heard her. Get out of here!” Lucy commanded. 
 
    There were grumbles as everyone left the locker room. Genevieve wiped her eyes and tried to compose herself. The fear was still there, but she stood and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Okay, you can come out now,” Lucy announced. 
 
    “You are sure?” Genevieve stood and straightened her shirt. 
 
    “Yes, just get out here. We’re going to be in trouble for skipping class.” 
 
    Genevieve came out and went to the mirror, grimacing at the girl staring back at her. “Thank you. I am embarrassed at my actions.” 
 
    “Which actions? The sobbing, or the way you treated me and Erik at lunch?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Her thoughts were clearer than they had been all day. She vaguely remembered thinking how wonderful Dmitri was, but that was all. Had she treated Erik and Lucy badly? 
 
    “Never mind. Why were you crying?” 
 
    Genevieve told Lucy everything she’d learned from the fairies the night before, including the fact that she could See. 
 
    “See? What do you mean?” Lucy sat on the bench and Genevieve joined her. 
 
    How could she explain this? “I can see what is going on with Jenny. Just snatches—for instance, I’ve seen a castle that wasn’t there before I was cursed. Anyway, last night I dreamed I was in a carriage with a faceless man.” Genevieve shuddered. “Today during art class, that carriage and the man showed up on my canvas. I was supposed to be painting my favorite landscape. It did not come out that way.” 
 
    “Wait—faceless man? So you don’t know what this guy looks like?” Lucy’s eyes were round with fear. 
 
    “No. I am worried that it is Erik. He had dark hair. That is all I could see.” 
 
    “You think it’s Erik? Come on! He’s lived here his entire life. You couldn’t get a more perfect guy. What about Dmitri? You know nothing about him.” 
 
    Genevieve stiffened. “Do not insult him.” 
 
    Lucy grumbled. “Don’t you see what he’s doing to you?” She let out an exasperated sigh when Genevieve turned toward the door. “Oh, come on. Get back here.” 
 
    Genevieve held up her hand and stormed out. It had been a mistake to talk to Lucy. Obviously she was under Erik’s spell. 
 
    She found her way to her locker, where Dmitri was standing. She slowed, and life suddenly seemed to get a little better. 
 
    “Oh, hey, Jenny. I was looking for you. I noticed your locker was open, and I wanted to make sure no one got in. You look upset. What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Lucy seems to have bad feelings toward you. Plus, my art class was bad today.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “It was odd. I tried to paint something and it kept changing.” 
 
    “Oh? Can I see?” 
 
    “I am not sure if we can get into the classroom.” 
 
    They went to the room and looked around, making sure no one was close by. Both of them should still have been in class. Thoughts flitted across Genevieve’s mind, wondering where Dmitri was supposed to be, but she pushed them away. She found her canvases and pulled them out. 
 
    “This is the one from yesterday. It was the view from my window, but that castle should not be there.” 
 
    Dmitri froze, jaw clenched. “What else did you paint?” 
 
    She showed him each of the paintings, wondering at the reactions Dmitri had toward them. She paused when she got to the last one. “This is why I was upset. I dreamed this last night, and when I tried to paint one more landscape today, this appeared instead.” 
 
    When she pulled out the carriage painting, Dmitri’s eyes grew wide and his mouth dropped open. He quickly pulled the paintings from her arms and set them back in the storage racks, then ushered her out of the room, still stiff. What was wrong with the pictures? Were they poorly done? Had she disappointed him? 
 
    “You poor girl, having your nightmares come out like that.” He put his arms around her and she melted into him, her fears leaving. The haziness in her mind returned and all she could think of was how much she needed him. 
 
    “I am glad you have come to this school. Thank you for protecting me.” She looked into his eyes. 
 
    He bent down to kiss her, and Genevieve’s knees went weak. She was so lucky to have him. “It’s my pleasure. That’s why I’m here—to save you from everyone. Shall we leave?” 
 
    “Leave? No. I must get to my last class to hand in my assignment.” She rubbed her forehead, trying to get rid of the fog that was settling in. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. I worked very hard on it. Or at least, I think I did.” 
 
    “Fine. I will see you after school then.” He walked away, almost pouting. 
 
    Genevieve watched him go, her head clearing. Odd. When she was with him, all she could think of was him. But when he left . . . She shrugged and went to collect her books. Her locker had been clean just before lunch, but now it was messy. She pushed the thought away and picked out her books for class, making sure her assignment was inside the notebook. 
 
    She walked to class and was the first one there. Lucy followed a few minutes later and sat a few rows back. She would not look at Genevieve, and she really could not be blamed. Genevieve sighed and opened her book, wondering how she had done so poorly that day. 
 
    Class started, and she turned in her assignment on Germany. She was not prepared for the oral report, but thankfully the queen had constantly pestered her to practice giving speeches. She was able to make it through, giving the most important details, and felt confident when she sat down that she had done a good job. 
 
    Lucy’s turn was next and she kept her eyes on her paper, making sure to avoid Genevieve’s gaze when she did look up. Genevieve was hurt by it—she was not used to being ignored. And having it come from the dearest friend she had ever had hurt worse. She shook her head and turned her mind back to class. The other reports were fascinating to her, and she was sad when the bell rang. She hurried from the room and grabbed her things out of her locker before racing out to the truck. She could not help but look around for Dmitri and was disappointed when he was nowhere to be found. 
 
    Ammon met her outside. “You made quite a wave today, Jenny.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Screaming in art class, sluffing PE, and ditching one guy for another one? What happened to you?” Ammon looked disgusted. 
 
    “It is very hard to explain.” 
 
    “Yes, well, look at Erik. You destroyed him.” 
 
    Genevieve looked over at Erik as he walked to his car, hands shoved in his pockets, head down. She tried to feel bad for him, but she could not help but think how much more handsome Dmitri was. 
 
    “Do not mind him. I am convinced he is the man I was told to watch for.” They pulled out onto the road. 
 
    “You tried to tell me that last night, but I can’t believe it. And who is this other guy?” 
 
    “Dmitri.” Her heart melted again. “This was his first day. I had the privilege of showing him around the school.” 
 
    “How did you get that privilege? You don’t even know this school. Besides, that’s not all. You hurt Lucy. I had to comfort her when she was trying to figure out what had just happened to her best friend. What has gotten into you?” 
 
    “I do not know. Maybe Erik put a curse on me when he found out I would not go with him.” 
 
    “Wow, Jenny. You’re seriously dense.” Ammon looked at her and shook his head. He pulled into the driveway and parked the truck. “Tell Mom I’ll see her when I get done with work.” 
 
    Genevieve climbed out and went straight to her room, ignoring her brothers and sisters who were begging for snacks. She wanted to be alone so she could try to figure out how she was feeling. Something was going on, but she could not figure it out. 
 
    After shutting the door, she opened her bag to get out her books and found a rose with a note attached. How did that get in there? Was it from Dmitri? Smiling, she pulled it out and winced at the thorn that pierced her finger. She looked for a tissue to clean off the blood, but had to lie down when drowsiness overwhelmed her. 
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    When Genevieve awoke the next morning, she was surprised to see that the night had passed. She vaguely remembered that Lucy had wanted her to go over and watch movies, but she had not gone. What had happened? 
 
    Genevieve’s mind turned to Dmitri. She had to see him. After getting up and dressed, she brushed her hair, making sure it was perfect before going downstairs. When she opened the door, Dmitri stood there, and all thoughts of anything except being with him left her mind. 
 
    Her heart surged. “Dmitri, you are just who I wanted to see.” 
 
    “Shall we go on a walk?” 
 
    “Of course. Farewell, Mother. I will be back later.” She laced her arm through his and they left, leaving the door wide open. 
 
    When she got home that night, Genevieve could not remember what they had done all day. She just remembered that Dmitri was a perfect gentleman and it felt like heaven when he was around. She closed the door after a wonderful good-night kiss and slipped upstairs to her room. 
 
    “Jenny?” Her mom knocked on the door. She looked furious. “What in the world do you think you’re doing? I tried calling you several times before finding your phone in your drawer. You were gone all day, even though you knew I had the birthday party for the twins this afternoon and I needed your help.” 
 
    “It is okay, Mother. I was with Dmitri.” 
 
    “Who is Dmitri? What happened to Erik?” 
 
    “Erik? I do not remember Erik. But Mother, Dmitri is a delight. I am so happy that I have the privilege of going to the dance with him.” 
 
    “Did Erik do something to make you upset?” 
 
    “No. He was kind.” Why did that matter? Genevieve rubbed her forehead, trying to think. 
 
    “Well, why did you cancel with him, then?” 
 
    “Because Dmitri asked me. And he is the one I must go with.” How could her mother not see that? 
 
    “That’s it. I will not have my daughters leading boys on. You will go to the prom with Erik.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “No buts. And on top of that, you’re grounded for the next week. I’m taking your phone—after you call Erik to let him know you’ll be going with him. No wonder he looked so unhappy when he came by earlier.” 
 
    “He came by?” Genevieve was surprised at the flutter in her stomach. 
 
    “Yes, and unfortunately, I had no idea where you were, so I couldn’t tell him. I’m very disappointed.” She shook her head. 
 
    “Mother? I do not know his number.” 
 
    “Ask Ammon. He should have it.” Her mother walked away, grumbling. 
 
    Genevieve went to his room, holding her phone. “Ammon? Mother is making me go with Erik to the dance. Do you have his number? And could you teach me how to use a phone?” 
 
    Ammon smirked. “Wow, a teenage girl who doesn’t know how to use a phone. One sec.” He pulled out his phone and programmed the number into Jenny’s. “Now hit the send button.” 
 
    “Send? Oh, I see. Thank you, Ammon.” 
 
    “And Jenny? Don’t break his heart again.” 
 
    “My heart is broken already. I would not think of breaking his.” Her mind was so torn. She couldn’t figure out how she felt about Erik anymore. She was sure she had liked him very much before Dmitri came. 
 
    “Right. Whatever.” He shut his door, leaving her alone. 
 
    She called Erik and listened to an odd ringing noise before she heard his voice. She stared at the phone for a second and then put it back to her ear. 
 
    “Hello?” Erik’s voice sounded annoyed. 
 
    “Hello? This is Jenny.” She cringed, waiting for his response. 
 
    “Oh, hey, Jenny. What’s up?” 
 
    “I would like you to know that going in a group would be wonderful . . . if you still want to go with me.” She could not believe she was doing this—she still did not know if Erik was the man she was supposed to be avoiding. What if she was walking into his trap? 
 
    “Really? You’re sure you don’t want to go with the new guy?” 
 
    “Of course not. You asked me first. It is only proper to go with you.” Genevieve’s mind cleared, allowing her to hear the hurt in his voice. What had she done? 
 
    “Proper, yes. But I don’t want to take you if you don’t want to go with me.” 
 
    Genevieve sighed. She clearly deserved the barbs. “I would love to go with you. Really.” 
 
    “All right. Let me think about it. Call you tomorrow?” 
 
    “That would be wonderful.” She hung up, wondering why she had ever decided to go with Dmitri instead. 
 
    She walked back to her room and found the rose on her dresser. It had not been in water since she had found it in her bag, but it still looked fresh. How strange. She had forgotten to ask Dmitri where he got it. She was careful when picking it up—remembering the thorn from the night before—and breathed in the wonderful scent. 
 
    She suddenly felt groggy and set the rose down before dropping to her bed, thoughts of Dmitri filling her mind. 
 
    Genevieve dreamed of castles, balls, and more forests. The faceless man was always there, and she could never escape. She wanted to scream at Jenny to get away from the man, but could not. She was forced to watch as Jenny raced from a cloud of darkness. She woke up sweating, afraid of what was hiding in the dark. Her visions had become more insistent, and the fairies would need to know this. 
 
    Not wanting to go back to sleep, she climbed out of bed and got dressed, stopping to look back at the rose. There was something about the flower that she did not like. She gingerly picked it up and slipped outside to the backyard. 
 
    The moon was not up, so Genevieve was not sure the spell would work. She closed her eyes and concentrated on the words from the parchment. The winds picked up and Genevieve sighed in relief. It was working! She felt weightlessness before she was transported to the cottage of the old women. She opened her eyes and glanced around to find them sitting at the table. 
 
    “Back so soon?” Rhoswen asked. She stood to get another cup from the shelf. 
 
    “I could not sleep. I had more dreams.” 
 
    “Dreams? What were they about?” 
 
    “Carriage rides, balls, and a faceless man. Time seems to be moving much faster there.” Now that she was with the fairies, Genevieve felt a little sheepish. Maybe things weren’t quite as bad as they seemed. She twisted the rose in her hand, careful to avoid the thorns. 
 
    “It appears that it does, as only a few days have passed here,” Tenyanye said. “What is that in your hand?” 
 
    She set the rose on the table. “Dmitri gave it to me. Twice now, it has put me to sleep.” 
 
    “Dmitri?” The women looked at each other. 
 
    “What is it? Does that name sound familiar?” 
 
    “The prince’s father was Demetrios, but it could be a coincidence. Where did he come from?” 
 
    Genevieve rubbed her head. “He said California. I assume that is close to where I live in Idaho.” 
 
    “Close enough. He did not tell you more?” 
 
    “He told me he likes art and volleyball. But then, that is what I am doing in my classes.” She looked at them. “Do you think . . .?” 
 
    “How do you feel around him?’ 
 
    “I feel like I must be with him, that I would do anything for him.” Genevieve looked at the rose in surprise. Maybe Dmitri was the reason her mind felt so foggy. She could not concentrate on anything but him. 
 
    Tenyanye looked into her eyes with a gentle smile. “Genevieve, you must listen closely. Stay away from that man. If you start feeling like you want to be with him, fight it with everything you have. We will do our best to help, but it is up to you. Is there anyone there who knows who you truly are?” 
 
    Genevieve thought about it for a moment. They were right. Dmitri needed to be stopped. “My brother—well, Jenny’s brother—Ammon. And Lucy, a dear friend. Mother is suspicious that something is going on, but she does not know.” 
 
    “It may be time to tell her.” Rhyannon patted Genevieve’s hand. 
 
    “You must get back, but leave this rose here. I would like to examine it.” Rhoslyn poked at it distastefully. 
 
    Rhoswen transported Genevieve home, and she ran up to her room. It would be very tough to stay away from Dmitri because of the effect he had on her, but she knew she must do it. She was glad to have Ammon by her side and hoped that things would be okay with Lucy and Erik. She would need all the help she could get. 
 
    She wanted to stay awake to avoid dreaming, but she couldn’t keep her eyes open. Thankfully, she was able to dream of nothing. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Sunday was spent at church with the family, so Genevieve was able to keep her mind off her troubles. Her mind was clear after sleeping well, and getting the rose away from her house helped too. She wanted to talk to her mother like the old women had suggested, but it had to be at the right moment. 
 
    The family decided to go on a drive, and she was delighted to see the land around her. It was so different from where she had grown up—flat, with mountains in the distance. She was growing to love this place, but she missed her kingdom. She missed the forests and the rolling green hills. 
 
    They pulled in to their driveway and she noticed Dmitri walking away from her house, his hands in his pockets. He looked upset. 
 
    Part of her wanted to run the other way, but his spell tugged at her. She could feel it taking over her mind, begging her to come to him. She shook her head, trying to rid herself of it. When he turned and saw her climbing out of the car, his face lit up and he hurried back. 
 
    “Ah, Jenny. So nice to see you. Would you like to go on a walk so we can talk about the dance?” 
 
    Dread filled her heart. Right—she had not told him that she would not be going with him. She glanced at her mother, who gestured for her to go, looking at Dmitri suspiciously. 
 
    They walked in silence for a few moments. He reached over and took her hand, causing tingles to go up her arm. Fright was mixed with pleasure, and Genevieve was getting a headache trying to sort things out. She forced herself to think of Erik and how well he had treated her. She clung to that thought, trying to stay strong. 
 
    “Dmitri? About the dance. Erik already asked me, and I need to go with him.” 
 
    He dropped her hand, anger evident on his face. “You’re not going with me?” 
 
    “Well, no. I was going to, but my mother stepped in and told me I must go with the boy who asked me first.” 
 
    “But I’m supposed to take you. You’re mine, remember?” He pulled her close. 
 
    Genevieve stepped back, both frightened and angry. 
 
    “I am no one’s. Unhand me.” She turned and walked away, shaking. It was everything she could do to stay standing. How dare he say that she belonged to him? 
 
    “Jenny—wait. That’s not what I meant.” Dmitri grabbed her arm. “I care for you. Don’t you feel the same way?” He took her hand and looked intently into her eyes. 
 
    Genevieve rubbed her head, begging it to stop confusing her. “I—I do not know how I feel. I need to go home.” She started walking again, but he held on to her arm, smoldering anger in his eyes. Fear bubbled up, making her wonder what he would do to her. 
 
    “Fine. You’ll come running for me—you’ll see that there’s nothing you want more than me. Just pray it’s not too late.” He turned and stormed away. 
 
    Genevieve tried to catch her breath, her emotions running wild. She jogged home and stopped just before she came to the front door. She did not want anyone to know something was wrong—she needed to figure this out on her own. There was someone whose help she could use, though. 
 
    She knocked on Ammon’s door and waited for him to answer. He opened the door, music blaring from a contraption around his neck. 
 
    “Did you turn him down?” 
 
    “Yes. He was rather angry.” She shivered. “Are you ready for another fencing lesson?” 
 
    “Always. When?” 
 
    “Right now. I may need your assistance. I cannot teach you magic, but I can teach you to fight.” 
 
    Ammon grabbed the swords from the corner of the room. “I’m going to have to fight Dmitri?” 
 
    “I hope not, but we must be ready.” She was determined to make this work. Dmitri would not win. Queen Esmeralda had taught her how to fight, and she was not about to give up now. She turned toward her room so she could change into something more comfortable. 
 
    They met downstairs and ran through the routines they’d worked on before. Ammon was thrilled when he was able to do everything without keeling over with exhaustion. 
 
    “Now to use what you have learned.” Genevieve attacked him, and he did everything he could to defend himself. 
 
    By the time they were done that night, Ammon had beaten her twice. Their siblings and parents came outside to watch them fight in the moonlight, cheering them on. Genevieve and Ammon bowed to each other and then to the family and followed them in. Ammon headed straight to the shower. 
 
    “Jenny? Can we talk?” her mother asked. 
 
    “Of course.” She followed her parents into her room. “What would you like to speak about?” 
 
    “What’s going on? You have been acting strangely for a few days now.” 
 
    “I am not sure you would believe me if I told you.” Genevieve knew she should say something, but she was still hesitant. She had seen the fury in Dmitri’s eyes. She did not want to get anyone else involved. 
 
    “How about you try us?” her father asked. 
 
    “You may want to sit down.” She smiled and gestured toward her bed. 
 
    Her mother and father glanced at each other before taking a seat. 
 
    “I am not who you think I am. Your daughter and I were switched a short time ago. I am Princess Genevieve.” Seeing the looks on their faces, she rushed on and explained everything that had happened. 
 
    Her father cleared his throat. “Is this a joke?” 
 
    Genevieve shook her head. “No. I am not Jenny. I do not have any way to prove it, but I promise you, I am not your daughter.” 
 
    Her mother watched her for a moment. “So you’re saying you’re a princess? That would be why you spent days ordering us around. It also explains how you suddenly know fencing and enjoy math.” 
 
    She let out a breath she did not know she was holding. “You believe me?” 
 
    “Well, you’re not the daughter I’ve raised for sixteen years, so something must have happened.” 
 
    “Seriously, though, your fencing skills are amazing,” her father said. 
 
    “My mother taught me to fight when I was young so we could go to battle and take over new lands. It grew old.” 
 
    “So that’s where my daughter is? She’s off doing battle?” Her mother paled. 
 
    “From what my dreams have told me, no. She is with a young man, and they are traveling somewhere. I do not know where.” 
 
    “You mean you have dreams about what Jenny—the real Jenny—is doing?” her mother asked. 
 
    “That is what the fairies think.” Genevieve wanted to cry with relief that they believed her. 
 
    “Fairies?” 
 
    “Yes, the fairies who gave me gifts when I was a baby.” 
 
    “Okay, that’s where you lost me. Let me digest this information before telling me anything else. You’d better get to bed—and so had I.” Her father stood and hugged her. 
 
    “If it is all right with you, I would like to search for more information online instead of sleeping. My dreams are disturbing.” 
 
    “Dreams of my daughter are disturbing? Should we be worried?” her mother asked. 
 
    “No, that is not what I mean. The young man I told you about is always faceless in my dream. I do not know what he looks like.” 
 
    “Why do you think that is? Never mind. I’ll ask again tomorrow. And I’d rather you stayed off the computer at night,” her father said. 
 
    “I’ll have Ammon take you to the library tomorrow. For now, feel free to grab a book and read.” Her mother turned off the hall light. 
 
    “Do you have Sleeping Beauty?” 
 
    Her mother stopped and looked at her with a strange expression. “Why Sleeping Beauty?” 
 
    “It is for research. If you do not, I will find something else.” She looked down at her bag. She could read more on Charlemagne until Ammon could take her to the library. 
 
    “One minute. I have a book for you.” She went upstairs and Genevieve waited, yawning. 
 
    “Looks like you’re worn out. Maybe you won’t dream tonight,” her father said. 
 
    “I would like to believe that, but it has happened every night since we switched. Except for Friday.” Genevieve played with the brush sitting on her dresser. 
 
    “What was different on Friday night?” 
 
    Genevieve studied him for a moment. “I should probably not tell you.” She still felt a small tug from the curse, making her want to defend Dmitri. 
 
    “Try me.” Her father raised an eyebrow, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees. 
 
    Genevieve sighed. It was better that he knew. “I believe there is a spell in place. I received a flower from Dmitri and it put me to sleep. It did the same thing last night when I touched it.” 
 
    “Where is it? We need to get rid of it,” her father said. Genevieve could see the muscle in his jaw twitch. 
 
    “I gave it to the fairies. They are studying it.” She rubbed the spot on her finger where the thorn had pierced it. 
 
    “Stay away from that boy,” her father said. 
 
    “I will do my best.” She did not want to go near him at all, but she still had science with him. She would just have to make sure she could sit on the other side of the classroom. 
 
    Jenny’s mother came downstairs with a book and handed it to Genevieve, who held it almost reverently. 
 
    Genevieve could feel old magic radiating from it. “Where did you find this?” 
 
    “It’s been passed down through my family. I kept it in a trunk in the attic, not knowing it was important. I’d forgotten it until you mentioned Sleeping Beauty.” 
 
    Genevieve opened the cover carefully and began to read. It was her history! Tears filled her eyes and she looked up. This was the very book she had been hoping to find. How did it get here? “Thank you. This is perfect.” 
 
    “Good night, Jenny. Or . . . I’m sorry. What’s your name again?” 
 
    “Genevieve. But please just call me Jenny. It is fine.” She smiled and climbed on her bed, hugging the book to her chest. 
 
    She read through the history of her life. It was strange reading about her childhood when she was in the future, snuggled up in someone else’s house. She made it to the portion that dealt with her teenage years before the in-depth descriptions of the war made her drift off to sleep. 
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    After a restful night, Genevieve got up and showered before grabbing her bag. She looked longingly at the book, but she did not want to take it to school and risk it getting destroyed. Ammon was already eating, so she grabbed some cereal. She preferred a hot meal, but none had been made that morning. 
 
    They were heading out the door when their mother came out of her room, hair tousled. “Oh, good morning. I haven’t slept like that for years.” 
 
    “I am glad you were able to sleep. See you after school.” 
 
    “See you later. Are the kids fed?” 
 
    “Yes, but there might be a mess. Emma tried to pour her own cereal. Sorry,” Ammon said. 
 
    “Sounds about right.” 
 
    They left the house, and Genevieve grew nervous for what she would find at school. She worried about how Dmitri would act. Would he still be angry with her? Plus, she had not heard back from Erik or Lucy. She missed the simplicity of castle life—there was so much less going on. 
 
    Ammon and Genevieve parted ways and she headed into the school. She was immediately met by a rather upset Lucy. 
 
    “Did you forget that we had plans this weekend?” Lucy’s eyes flashed. 
 
    Genevieve took a step back. “I am sorry. I got distracted by—” 
 
    “Dmitri?” Lucy spat out the name. 
 
    “Yes. I apologize. I do not know what has come over me. Actually, I think I do, but it is hard to explain.” Genevieve did not like the hurt look on Lucy’s face. She would have to tell her everything after she stopped Dmitri. 
 
    Lucy waved it away. “Never mind that. Have you seen him this morning?” 
 
    “Dmitri? No, I just got here. I was hoping to find Erik. I need to speak to him.” 
 
    “You might want to see this first.” Lucy grabbed her hand and pulled her down the hallway. She put a finger to her lips and pointed around the corner. 
 
    Genevieve came closer to see what she was talking about. There on a bench was Amanda, sitting on Dmitri’s lap, and they seemed to be lost in each other’s eyes—when they were not kissing. 
 
    Genevieve pulled back, shocked. That had not taken long. She was relieved that he had moved on, but she couldn’t help feeling hurt at being forgotten so quickly. She took a deep breath and turned around to go to her locker. 
 
    “You okay?” Lucy asked. 
 
    “I am fine. I am confused, but I am fine.” She grabbed her books for English and they left for class. 
 
    “What a jerk. And Amanda? Seriously?” Lucy glanced up at Genevieve. 
 
    “I feel they fit well together.” She smiled as they entered the classroom. 
 
    “So what are you going to do about the dance?” Lucy pointed out two seats in the back and they sat down. 
 
    “My mother told me I must go with Erik instead of Dmitri, as I had already told him I would go with him. I called him Saturday night and he said he would think about it. I fear I have messed things up with him. I may have driven him away.” She looked down at her books. The thought of losing Erik was enough to make her want to cry. 
 
    “Well, Erik’s a good guy. I bet he’ll be fine. Just try to butter him up during math.” 
 
    “Butter him up?” Genevieve blinked. Another expression to remember? 
 
    “That means to be very nice and make him happy.” 
 
    “Oh. I will do that.” 
 
    Class started, and they handed in their assignments. Genevieve hoped Ammon had been able to fix enough of her grammar and spelling mistakes to make it look right. They were then told to read a few chapters in their books, and it stayed quiet through most of the class period. As the bell was about to ring, Miss Oliver stood. 
 
    “It looks like everyone got the papers turned in on time. That means we can work on the next part. Each of these fairy tales comes from one or more places. I would like you to find other versions of your story. They can be from completely different cultures or just slightly different versions from the same culture. I want you to find one other retelling and bring it to class tomorrow. We’ll read them throughout the rest of the month. Enjoy the break, because next week we start studying for the end-of-year tests.” 
 
    There were groans all around. The bell rang and as they left the classroom, Genevieve had to avoid Dmitri and Amanda kissing in the hallway—again. She could not help but blush. Showing affection in the hallways? That was unheard of in her time. 
 
    She found Erik in math and sat next to him. He smiled at her, and she hoped that was a good sign. 
 
    “Hello, Erik. How was your weekend?” 
 
    “It was pretty good. How was yours?” He was more reserved than normal. 
 
    “It was good. We went on a drive with the family—that was fun. And I taught Ammon how to fence. Your typical weekend activities.” 
 
    “Wait. You taught Ammon how to fence? How in the world did you learn to do that?” The twinkle was back in his eye. 
 
    “It is a long story. But he is a fast learner.” She tore out the assignment for math and wrote her name on top. 
 
    “So, could you teach me?” He leaned forward. 
 
    Genevieve laughed. “What is it with boys and fencing? Yes, I can teach you.” 
 
    “How about after school? Baseball practice was canceled for today.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful.” The thought of Erik coming over made Genevieve’s heart warm. She had missed him and the genuine feelings she had for him—unlike what she had felt for Dmitri. 
 
    “Great. I can drive you home from school, if that works.” He studied his hands. 
 
    Mr. Wood cleared his throat and they both looked up at him, startled. “Are you two quite done yet? I would like to get started with class.” 
 
    Genevieve blushed. “Please excuse me. Yes, you may start.” 
 
    “Now that we have Jenny’s permission, would you all please hand in your assignments?” 
 
    She glanced over at Erik, and he winked at her. She smiled before turning her attention back to math. After class, Genevieve left feeling better than she had for a while. Her science class went quickly, and she nearly flew out of her seat to get to lunch. Dmitri had skipped science, which she was happy about, but she wondered what he was up to. She pushed that thought aside and headed straight for Erik once she had her tray in hand. 
 
    “Hello, Erik.” She opened her milk and took a drink. 
 
    “Hey, Jenny. How was science?” 
 
    “It was good. We learned about many fascinating things. Tomorrow we will get to do some more experiments, and . . . what?” 
 
    “Nothing. I’ve just never heard anyone so excited about school. Oh, hey, Lucy.” 
 
    “Hey. You took off, Jenny. I couldn’t catch up.” Lucy’s face was glowing with excitement. 
 
    “Oh. Um, I was really hungry.” Genevieve peeked over at Erik. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure that’s what it was.” Lucy grinned. “But guess what! Ammon asked me to prom. I finally have a date.” She squealed and bounced in her chair. 
 
    “That’s wonderful. Maybe we can go together.” Genevieve looked over at Erik. 
 
    He nodded. “That would be fine. I’ll talk to Ammon and get it worked out.” 
 
    Lucy squealed again and hugged Genevieve. “I’m so excited—I can’t wait to go pick out a dress. Jenny, will you come with me?” 
 
    “Of course. When do you want to go?” Genevieve could not wait to go shopping again. They had been in such a hurry to get her clothes the first day that she did not get to try anything else on. 
 
    “How about after school?” 
 
    Genevieve looked at Erik. “I made plans with Erik. How about tomorrow?” 
 
    “I guess that would work. But prom is this weekend, and I want to make sure I have the perfect dress.” Lucy looked down at her food, disappointed. 
 
    “Why don’t you two go after school? Jenny can give me a call later,” Erik said. 
 
    “You sure?” Lucy asked. 
 
    “Yeah. I should probably get some homework done. Math is killing me.” He stabbed his vegetables with his fork. 
 
    “Do not worry about math. Get the rest done and I can help you when you come over.” 
 
    “Sounds good. I’d better head to class. See you after school, Jenny. Bye, Lucy.” He dumped his tray and left the cafeteria, and Genevieve smiled as she watched him. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re back with Erik. Dmitri gave me the creeps.” Lucy shivered. 
 
    Genevieve nibbled on her food. She had wanted to wait to tell Lucy what was going on, but maybe she should know now, especially if his plans included ruining prom. “You are right about Dmitri.” 
 
    Lucy’s head snapped up. “What?” 
 
    “He placed a spell on me that made me want to be with him.” 
 
    Lucy’s jaw dropped. “Seriously? So that’s why you were acting so weird. I knew there was something wrong with him.” 
 
    Genevieve nodded and dropped her fork on her tray. “It is strange, though. He doesn’t match the faceless man in my dreams.” The fairies had told her that he could change his appearance, but it was still hard to grasp. 
 
    “How can you tell, when he’s faceless?” 
 
    Genevieve giggled. “You are right. But the man in my dream is not as tall, and his hair is black. He is easily mistaken for Erik. Oh, I can show you. Follow me.” 
 
    They dumped their trays, and Lucy followed her into the art room. Genevieve went to her area and looked for her canvases. They were not where she had left them. She searched frantically before finding a scrap of canvas behind the garbage can. She pulled out the painting and saw the rest of her canvases behind it. She stood there, shocked. Who would do such a thing? 
 
    “What’s going on?” Lucy asked. 
 
    Genevieve was angry. She had worked hard on those—and they were evidence of what she had Seen. “They have all been destroyed. I do not understand.” Genevieve whipped around when she heard laughter near the back of the room. Amanda stood there, amused. “Amanda? What happened to my paintings?” Genevieve demanded. 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Dmitri was showing them to me, and they somehow fell to pieces. Tragic.” She smirked and left the classroom. 
 
    “Why would he do that? I worked hard on those paintings.” Genevieve sank to the ground, putting her head in her hands. Was this part of Dmitri’s plan, to ruin everything she cared about? 
 
    “What were the paintings of?” Lucy tried to piece them back together, but it was no use. Someone had taken great care in destroying them. 
 
    “I was supposed to paint landscapes, but instead, the visions I Saw came out on the canvas.” 
 
    Lucy sat there for a moment. “Did you show these to anyone? To Dmitri?” 
 
    “Yes. The day I was upset with you for saying things about Dmitri in the locker room, I ran into him, upset. I showed him the paintings when he asked what was wrong.” 
 
    “Did he react funny?” Lucy asked. 
 
    “He seemed tense.” Genevieve rubbed her forehead, trying to remember that day. He was more than tense. He was scared or angry about something. Had he recognized those events? 
 
    “Do you think . . . you caught him?” 
 
    “It is possible.” Why did she not figure it out before? Had the enchantment over her been that strong? Genevieve blushed. What a fool she’d been. 
 
    “Do you think you could paint it again during class today?” 
 
    “I will try. It has happened every time. Oh, here come the other students.” Genevieve wiped her eyes and stood, composing herself. 
 
    “I’ll see you later. Let me know how it goes.” 
 
    “I will. Thank you, Lucy.” Genevieve picked up a new canvas and stared at it, wondering what that day’s assignment would be. She looked back at the torn remnants of her other paintings. 
 
    “Good afternoon, class. Today we will be finishing up your landscapes. Oh, dear. What happened back there?” Ms. Thomas asked, hands on hips. 
 
    “Jenny’s paintings were destroyed,” Amanda blurted out, smirking. 
 
    “Whatever for?” 
 
    “She must not have liked what she did.” 
 
    Ms. Thomas turned to Genevieve. “Jenny, did you do this?” 
 
    “No. They were all in the garbage when I came to class.” Genevieve remained calm, refraining from looking over at Amanda. 
 
    “Well, I’ll have to find a lock for the door then. We’ll get to the bottom of this. In the meantime, do what you can during this hour and I’ll count it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Ms. Thomas.” 
 
    “Get to work, class. You have done some great jobs on your paintings. I would like to see you all finish.” 
 
    Genevieve started painting, making sure she got everything just right. When the castle began to appear again, she clenched her teeth. There was nothing she could do about it. 
 
    Ms. Thomas stood behind her. “That’s beautiful, Jenny. Where is this?” 
 
    “Germany.” She continued to paint feverishly. 
 
    “It’s amazing what you’ve done in such a short amount of time. You’ve been holding out on me.” 
 
    “I guess so.” Genevieve smiled weakly. 
 
    Ms. Thomas moved on to the next student, and Genevieve was glad she did. A scene outside the castle began taking shape. She did not want to finish this here, in front of everyone. She could feel that it would not be a pleasant picture, so she stopped right then and cleaned out her brushes. 
 
    She turned around to go back to her canvas only to find a large spinning wheel painted across it. She glanced over at Amanda, ready to yell at her, and stopped in shock. Amanda’s eyes had rings around them and she looked dazed. The painting of the farm that had been so well done was now looking run-down. Genevieve wondered what spell Amanda was under—Dmitri had to be the cause of this. 
 
    She took a brush and tried to salvage what she could of her painting. She added the green from the hills over the spinning wheel and made trees where the brown showed through. The bell rang and she handed in the project, vowing to herself that she would finish that scene later. Even if she had to buy the supplies herself. 
 
    Amanda sat on the bench during PE in a daze, snarling insults if anyone came near her. No one but Genevieve noticed that Amanda got up and left right in the middle of a match. 
 
    Genevieve caught Lucy’s attention. “Hey, I will be right back.” She pointed toward Amanda, and Lucy nodded. 
 
    Genevieve followed after her and kept several feet back and ducked around the corner by the locker rooms as she watched Amanda walk straight into Dmitri’s arms. 
 
    “I did what you asked,” Amanda said. She looked up at him with adoring eyes. 
 
    “Very good.” He patted her on the head as he would a dog and she grinned, as if pleased with herself. “I want you to make sure that she’s miserable.” He lifted Amanda’s chin and kissed her. 
 
    “Of course. Anything for you.” 
 
    That infuriated Genevieve more than anything else had up to this point. He had complete control over Amanda and could have made her do anything. Genevieve had seen this only once before. There had been an assassination attempt made on the queen years ago, and it was discovered that the culprit was being controlled by a wizard. 
 
    Genevieve slipped back to class and found Lucy. “It is worse than we thought.” 
 
    Lucy’s eyes widened. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He has control over her. He told her to destroy the paintings and then treated her like a pet.” Genevieve spat out the last word. 
 
    She barely paid attention during the last class and quickly grabbed her bag once school was out. She called to let her mother know she would be shopping with Lucy and assured her that she wouldn’t spend any money—not that she knew how to do that anyway. 
 
    “Ready to go?” Lucy asked, bouncing on her toes. “I can’t wait to find the perfect dress.” 
 
    “Of course. I will enjoy going to find a dress. Usually they come to me. It takes the fun out of it.” 
 
    They went in Lucy’s car and drove to a long building. Lucy turned to Genevieve. “Welcome to the mall—every girl’s dream.” 
 
    To Genevieve, it was heaven mixed with a little torture. Clothing and accessories were sold in nearly every store and she wanted to buy them all. She’d gotten used to the clothing in this time and found a few skirts and blouses that she especially liked. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get down to business. I just hope they still have something in my size.” Lucy led her into a shop full of gowns of every shape and color. 
 
    They both tried on dress after dress, even though Genevieve already had one at home. She felt like a princess again, wearing clothes that fit her station. Lucy finally settled on a mint-green satin dress that flowed down to the ground. She picked out heels that matched her dress and some pearls, and paid for them with a card. 
 
    Genevieve called Erik on their way home to let him know he could head over. They pulled in at the same time he did and Lucy wished her luck, making her promise to give full details of what happened while he was there. Genevieve waved and got out of the car, checking her hair as she met up with Erik on the sidewalk. 
 
    “Hey, did you have fun?” Erik took her hand, sending warm tingles up her arm. 
 
    “Yes. It was delightful. We tried on dresses.” 
 
    “That does sound exciting,” he said wryly. “Ready to help me with homework?” 
 
    “Of course. We will go to the living room. That way, we will not interrupt food preparation.” 
 
    Erik was silent as he followed her into the living room. Genevieve explained equations and their rules until Erik lay back on the couch and groaned. 
 
    “I’ll never get this.” 
 
    “You will. You are doing better than you think.” She placed her hand on his knee to comfort him, and he put his hand on hers. 
 
    “You’re a great teacher, Jenny.” 
 
    “Thank you. I have a good student.” 
 
    He sat back up. “So was that the last problem?” 
 
    She looked at the book. “Yes, that was the last one. Well done.” She smiled over at him, surprised at the tender look on his face. Her stomach fluttered in excitement. Was he going to kiss her? 
 
    He leaned toward her just as her mother came in the room. He jerked back and stood, his face reddening. 
 
    “Dinner’s ready. Erik, are you staying?” 
 
    “If that’s all right with you, Mrs. Adams.” 
 
    “We’d love to have you. Jenny, can you set the table?” 
 
    “I can help with that.” Erik helped Genevieve up, and they followed her mother into the kitchen. 
 
    They set the table and found a seat. Sometime during the course of the meal, Erik’s hand found Genevieve’s and squeezed it. He shared baseball stories with her father while she tried to stop Bonnie and Emma from throwing spaghetti. 
 
    Once dinner was finished, he helped her do the dishes. Then Ammon joined them, and they went out back so she could teach Erik the same fencing routines she had taught Ammon. She let them spar while she circled them, pointing out where they could improve. When Ammon had enough, he said good night, warning Erik to behave himself. 
 
    Erik challenged Genevieve to a duel, which she accepted. They sparred until Erik got in close enough and wrapped his arm around her waist. She grabbed his hand and threw him over her shoulder, losing her balance and landing next to him. They both laughed and stayed on the ground, catching their breath. 
 
    They lay on the ground looking at the stars for a few minutes, but Genevieve could have stayed like that for hours. 
 
    Erik rolled over onto his side and pulled a leaf out of her hair. “So really, where did you learn to fence?” 
 
    “It is a long story. One I have told too many times in the last few days.” 
 
    “So you won’t tell me?” 
 
    “I did not say that. I wish I could show you. It would be much more exciting.” An idea formed in her mind. “I might have a way to show you. Come.” 
 
    Genevieve grabbed Erik’s hand and pulled him into the house. She hurried upstairs to her room and rummaged through her closets and drawers, hoping for something to draw with. Remembering that Jenny didn’t like to paint, Genevieve ran down to her mother’s office. She had seen acrylic paints in there, and Genevieve hoped they would work the same as the oils she used at school. After spreading everything out on the kitchen table, she got to work on the painting, mixing colors as she went. She closed her eyes as she painted, willing her hands to do what they were supposed to. When it was done, she opened her eyes. She was met by the same scene that had threatened to come out during class that day. 
 
    Erik leaned forward. “What did you just do? And how is that supposed to show me your story?” 
 
    “Just wait a little longer.” She went through the same routine a few more times, coming up with different scenes. When she was satisfied, she laid them side by side, careful not to get any paint on the table. 
 
    “How do you do that?” Erik stared at them intently. 
 
    “I do not know. It just happens each time I paint. These scenes come from my land and the girl in the picture is the Jenny you know. We switched places last week and I am somehow Seeing what is going on there.” 
 
    “Jenny is there? So . . . who are you?” Erik sat back, running his fingers through his hair. 
 
    “I am Princess Genevieve, and I come from the twelfth century. Although, I guess by the time Jenny woke up, it was the thirteenth century.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Erik asked. 
 
    She sighed. This wasn’t working. She had one more option. “One moment. Stay right there.” She ran upstairs and pulled out the book her mother had given her, hoping he would not dismiss her. 
 
    She came back to see him studying her pictures. 
 
    “What are these pictures showing? That one looks like a carriage, but this one looks like a battle. And what are those creatures? Are those trolls?” 
 
    He pointed at two things standing near what looked like a wedding. 
 
    “I do not know, but this book may tell us.” She held up the book, worried about his reaction. 
 
    He read through the first pages as she held the book open. “Sleeping Beauty?” 
 
    “Yes, this book was passed down through my mother’s family.” She shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “It is my story.” 
 
    “I thought these were pictures of Jenny.” 
 
    “That is true, but she and I are entangled together. This is my story up until the curse is broken. Then it becomes Jenny’s.” 
 
    “Can I see the book?” 
 
    “That is fine, but we should probably move away from the paint.” 
 
    “Good idea.” 
 
    Genevieve set the book on the counter, and Eric helped clean up the paints and brushes. They decided that the living room would be the best place to read and settled down on the couch. She liked how closely Erik sat down next to her. 
 
    She went through the book, sharing her own experiences and summarizing the more mundane parts of her life. She was relating a story from when she had gone to battle for the first time when she noticed the look on Erik’s face. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” she asked. 
 
    “It’s fine. I just have a hard time thinking you’re a princess from a world of magic.” 
 
    “I understand.” She smiled, trying not to feel hurt. Maybe it was too soon to share more with him. She lowered the book and began to close it, but Erik put up his hand. 
 
    “Please don’t stop. I want to hear more.” 
 
    She studied him for a moment before she turned back to the book. “We will start closer to my sixteenth birthday. It will get more exciting, I promise.” 
 
    He took her hand. “I think it’s all interesting, but I agree. Just don’t skip all of the battles. Those are pretty cool.” 
 
    “Unless you are part of them,” she mumbled. After flipping through a few pages, she found the week before her birthday. It seemed like it was just a few days ago. She began reading, and Erik followed closely. 
 
    As they got closer to the moment with the spinning wheel, Genevieve became nervous. She could feel the spell upon her again as she read about climbing the stairs of the tower. She felt the impulse to reach out and touch the spindle. Her mind was screaming at her even as she was reading from the comfort of the living room. She did not realize she was crying until Erik pulled her into his arms and smoothed down her hair. 
 
    “Hey now, it’s okay. You’re safe. Maurelle is far away.” He held her until she was able to compose herself, and she was embarrassed that he would see her in such a vulnerable state. 
 
    “I am sorry. I do not know why I am crying.” 
 
    “That moment changed your life. It would make anyone cry. Let’s put the book away—it’s late, so I should probably get home. Could we read more tomorrow?” 
 
    She pulled away. “You want to keep going? Even after seeing me cry?” 
 
    “That’s what makes me want to keep going. I’m sorry you had to go through it. What’s the last thing you remember?” Erik played with her fingers. 
 
    “I remember touching the spindle. I remember the pain, and then nothing until I woke up in this home.” 
 
    “And that’s where this gets confusing. Why did you two switch? Besides the fact that you look the same. You do, right? Did you need glasses there?” 
 
    “We switched bodies. We have nearly the same hair color, but I had no glasses.” 
 
    “I think you look beautiful with them.” 
 
    Genevieve blushed again. She cursed boys for their ability to make her do that. “You are very sweet, Erik. Thank you for spending time with me. And for being patient with me.” 
 
    He touched her face. “Hey, it’s no problem. I’ve enjoyed every minute of it.” He stood and pulled her up off the couch, keeping hold of her hand until they got to the door. Then he leaned down and brushed her lips with his. Genevieve’s worries washed away and she leaned into the kiss, joy flowing through her. Erik believed her. And he wanted to be with her. 
 
    Giggles erupted behind them. Emma and Bonnie stood there, covering their mouths. Erik winked at them before looking back at Genevieve. 
 
    “Good night, my princess. We’ll keep reading tomorrow. And maybe I’ll beat you in a duel.” He kissed her one more time and waved before leaving. 
 
    Genevieve turned to the girls, still trying to catch her breath from the kiss. “Aren’t you two supposed to be in bed?” She blinked. She was starting to talk like those around her. 
 
    “Yes, but we wanted you to read us a story.” 
 
    “Are you sure you were not just trying to spy?” 
 
    “We weren’t spying. But can you read that book to us? That sounds like more fun than the other stories we have.” 
 
    “Up to bed.” She followed behind them and chose a story from her childhood. It involved her sneaking out of the castle to play with the villagers and getting caught. 
 
    The girls were giggling so much that her mother came to see what was going on. Genevieve held the book up. 
 
    “I am sorry. It’s my fault. Good night, girls.” She ruffled their hair before she left the room. 
 
    She knew she should go to bed, but her curiosity got the better of her. She read of the princess being awakened by a Prince Gavin. Her mother had, of course, declared war on his castle, and the princess was left behind with a broken wrist—poor Jenny!—while the queen left with the rest of the troops. The battle was ended before it began when the queen found out they had a son her daughter could marry. They agreed upon a treaty and left to gather up the princess and her belongings. 
 
    Just before they left, the king came down with a mysterious illness that seemed to have no cure. The queen hid this from her daughter so there would be no distractions from the upcoming wedding. That was her mother, for sure. 
 
    The book told of the princess’s time in the castle and how she was falling for a servant boy. Genevieve smiled when she read that Jenny had given away the grain and how the servant reacted. 
 
    Genevieve was so captivated by the story that she forgot all thoughts of sleep, almost jealous of the adventures Jenny was having. She tried to remember the servant boy the book spoke about, but she had to admit that she had ignored anyone below her in station—which was everyone. 
 
    They were taken to the other castle, where the servant boy helped the princess escape. This, and Jenny’s abduction by the prince, matched up with Genevieve’s visions. She knew where the visions of the carriage came from. 
 
    Genevieve continued reading through the story until they got to Charlemagne’s fortress. The revelation of who she really was shocked her to the core. She belonged in this time? This was her family and her home? She read quickly to get to the end and found the battle she had painted. The troll from the past had come forward in time to find her . . . He had to be Dmitri.  
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    Jenny woke the next morning and groaned. She’d just thought she was sore the night before. Olive helped Jenny get dressed before she hurried off to find Sam. After asking a few of the servants, she 
 
    found him in a room just off the family quarters. 
 
    She knelt next to his bed and took his hand. He slowly opened his eyes and looked over at her, smiling. 
 
    “You did it, Jenny.” 
 
    “I did. I’ve never been so scared in my life, but they hurt the fairies and poisoned my parents—I wasn’t going to let them get away with it. And I’m so sorry you were imprisoned.” 
 
    “You forgot the beating before the imprisonment.” 
 
    “How did it happen?” She touched his face, amazed that she was lucky enough to have Sam in her life. 
 
    “I took the horses back to the stables and was ambushed. The guards beat me, trying to find out where we went, but I would not tell them. I threatened to let everyone know who the prince was—obviously not the best idea I have ever had. They threw me in the dungeon to keep me away from the wedding.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay now.” Her heart hurt for what they had put him through. If they had killed him . . . 
 
    “I am glad you are not married.” He laughed. 
 
    “You’re not the only one.” She laughed, relieved Gavin was gone. She stood and straightened her dress. “I’m ready to get back to my castle. Wow, I never thought I would say that.” 
 
    “Shall we go find out what your mother’s plans are?” 
 
    “Mother! I need to check on her.” 
 
    “You checked on me before your own mother?” Sam asked as she helped him up. 
 
    Jenny paused and looked at him. “She is my mother, but I don’t know her. You’ve been there for me since I came to this time. I don’t know what I would do without you.” 
 
    “I only did what any man would do for the woman he loves.” 
 
    Jenny looked at him, eyes wide. Her heart leaped in her chest. “You love me?” 
 
    Sam caressed her cheek. “You have no idea.” He bent down and kissed her softly. 
 
    She threw her arms around him and kissed him back, knowing that no matter what she had left back home, she could not live without this boy. 
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    Genevieve looked up from the book and saw that the sky had started turning light. She rubbed her eyes and set the book aside to try to get some sleep. It only felt like a few minutes had passed when she woke up to her mom shaking her. 
 
    “Honey, it’s time to get up. Late night?” 
 
    “Yes. I finished the book.” And her mother needed to know what was in it. She pulled the book off her pillow and held it out, suddenly shy. “You may want to read from chapter ten on. It will tell you more about your daughter.” Genevieve pushed herself out of bed and rubbed her eyes. After a quick shower, she threw on her clothes and ran out to Ammon’s truck. 
 
    “Whoa. What happened to you?” 
 
    “I read all night. We must go.” 
 
    He started the truck. “Why the hurry to get to school?” 
 
    She smiled. “I know where your sister is. And I want to speak with Erik to come up with some ideas on how to save us both.” 
 
    “You know where Jenny is?” Ammon’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Actually, according to the book, I am your sister. Jenny and I were switched at birth.” She watched his face. The face of her twin brother. She could not believe it. 
 
    “What?” Ammon looked like he’d been punched. “You’re my . . .?” He kept opening his mouth to say something, but stopped. 
 
    “We were switched right after Jenny—well, Genevieve, I guess—received the gifts from the fairies. The sorcerer wanted her powers later in life, so he switched us to protect her.” 
 
    Ammon growled. “Oh, that little—” He gripped the steering wheel tighter. “He’d better not . . . If he hurts her . . .” He stopped and took a deep breath. “Why Jenny—er, you? Why not someone else?” 
 
    “I do not know the answer to that question. I hope the fairies will tell me.” 
 
    They got to the school, and Genevieve waved as she went in search of Erik. He was waiting for her on a bench by the door. “Hey, Jenny. How are you?” He stood and took her hand, saluting John as he walked by. “I—” Genevieve stopped when John grumbled something that made her blush. 
 
    Erik turned. “What did you just say?” he asked John in a low voice. 
 
    “You heard me,” he sneered. 
 
    “Erik, just ignore him,” Genevieve pleaded. 
 
    “You don’t talk to girls like that.” Erik allowed Genevieve to pull him away, laughter and rude words following them. 
 
    She led him toward her classroom before she stopped in the doorway and kissed him. He smiled, holding her close. 
 
    “What was that for?” 
 
    “You defended my honor. Thank you.” 
 
    “Do you kiss all the men who defend you?” 
 
    “Just the handsome ones named Erik.” She grinned up at him. 
 
    “Well, I guess I’m the lucky one.” He leaned to kiss her again. They pulled away when they heard a snort behind Genevieve. 
 
    “Oh, Erik. You could do so much better than that loser. C’mon, Dmitri.” Amanda walked past them. Dmitri followed, smirking at Genevieve. The fury in his eyes shocked her and she turned back to Erik. The giddiness from the kiss was washed away by the worry she felt. 
 
    “Erik, did you notice something about Amanda?” 
 
    “Besides her snorting? Not really.” 
 
    “Okay. Maybe I imagined it.” Genevieve watched them leave, filled with dread. She had to stop Dmitri soon before he destroyed Amanda. 
 
    “Imagined what?” 
 
    “She appeared ill. Like she has not slept for days.” 
 
    “Strange. I’ll have to pay closer attention.” He looked at his watch. “I’d better get to class. See you in math?” 
 
    “I will see you there.” 
 
    He kissed her one more time before hurrying off. Genevieve noticed people watching her and blushed, remembering how she had felt about people displaying affection in the hallway the first day she was here. This world was changing her. 
 
    She hurried into the classroom and slid into her seat next to Lucy. 
 
    “You looked like you were having fun out there,” Lucy said. 
 
    “Yes. He is wonderful.” Genevieve blushed and decided to change the subject. “Did your mother like your dress?” 
 
    “She loved it. Thanks again for going with me to pick it out. Want to meet up to get ready? You can come to my house, since yours is a little full.” 
 
    “That would be nice.” 
 
    “Awesome. I’m so excited for Saturday!” Lucy squealed. 
 
    Genevieve smiled. She had been to more than a few balls, and she was usually bored. Of course, the men there were nothing like Erik. Most of the princes she was forced to dance with were boring or full of themselves. 
 
    Erik saved a seat for Genevieve in math. Mr. Wood’s review of everything they’d learned in the last semester was grueling. When the bell finally rang, Erik slammed the book shut and stood, earning a glare from Mr. Wood. 
 
    “That was awful. I think my brain might explode.” Erik grabbed his books and started toward the door. 
 
    “That would be tragic. You are too hard on yourself—I have told you this before.” 
 
    “You’re sweet.” He kissed her on the forehead before going to his next class. 
 
    Genevieve grabbed her books from her locker and went to chemistry. She slipped into her seat and pulled out her work for some last-minute studying. 
 
    Mr. Jeppson handed out their tests. “Okay, class. No talking. This is a quiz to prepare you for your final exams later. It will count as a small chunk of your grade, so I hope you studied.” 
 
    After class, Erik met Genevieve outside her classroom for lunch and walked with her to put her books away. 
 
    “Want to eat outside? It’s warm. And we can have more privacy.” His eyes danced with excitement. 
 
    “That would be nice.” What was exciting about eating outside? 
 
    “Great, because I already packed us lunches.” He held out the bags, and she laughed. 
 
    “How did I not notice those in your hands?” 
 
    “I guess I’m magic.” 
 
    “You are?” 
 
    He laughed. “No, it was a joke. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Where is Luc—oh, there she is with Ammon. She will not miss us.” Genevieve waved at Lucy as they left the building and found a shady place under a large oak tree. 
 
    “Stand there. I’ll be right back.” Erik ran to his car and grabbed a blanket that he then laid out on the ground. “I figured this would be more comfortable.” 
 
    “This is perfect.” She sat down and opened the bags he’d packed. 
 
    “They’re just peanut butter. I tried to do fancy, but let’s face it—I don’t know how.” 
 
    “I think it is lovely.” She handed him his bag and opened hers, then examined the sandwich. 
 
    “You’ve never had peanut butter before, have you?” He was amused. 
 
    “I have not. It looks delicious, though.” She took a bite, and the flavors burst in her mouth. “This is quite good.” 
 
    “Thank you. I take pride in my peanut-butter skills—mostly because I can’t make anything else.” 
 
    “You cooked spaghetti noodles at my house. That is something.” 
 
    “True. I can do noodles too. So, what was it you wanted to tell me about in the book?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” She explained everything she had read the night before while he sat and listened. 
 
    “Wow, I bet that was pretty shocking. So you were really supposed to be here?” 
 
    “I guess so.” She looked down. “It is strange to think about.” 
 
    He sat up straight and took her hands. “You don’t want to be here?” 
 
    “I have enjoyed being here. It is just not what I have known up until a week ago. I could not imagine going back even though I miss my father. And my advisor.” She felt the homesickness weighing heavily on her. 
 
    “What about your mother?” 
 
    Genevieve stayed silent for a moment. “She pushed me and made me become hard, like her.” She looked up at Erik. “I was not a good person.” The terrible way she had treated her people was an embarrassment to her. 
 
    “I’m sorry. That must have been really difficult—but I’m sure you weren’t as bad as you think you were.” 
 
    “I was horrid.” Genevieve brightened a little. “The fairies say my mother has changed—I would like to see that.” 
 
    “But your father’s good?” 
 
    Genevieve smiled, remembering her father’s lighthearted personality. “Oh, yes. He is wonderful. He taught me to play games when we were supposed to be fencing. He is the one who found Petrus to teach me. When I read in the book that he was sick, it hurt me, but they were able to cure him.” 
 
    “That’s good. I wish I could meet him.” 
 
    She sighed, missing her father terribly. “I do too.” Would she ever see him again? 
 
    The bell rang and they both jumped. 
 
    “Wow, that went by way too fast.” Erik grabbed the bags and Genevieve rolled up the blanket, which she handed to him to put in his car before rushing to art. 
 
    There was a large sign on the door advertising the prom that week and the students were supposed to start nominating people for prom king and queen. Genevieve thought it strange that they would nominate a king. Where she came from, royalty was born, not elected. 
 
    She got to her chair and waited for class to start. When she glanced back at Amanda, she was shocked at the change in her even compared to that morning. The girl looked terrible. 
 
    Ms. Thomas stood in front of the classroom. “I’m sure you saw the prom poster as you came in. The dance committee asked us to come up with some art to be used as decorations in the gym. Instead of canvas, you’ll be using butcher paper. I’m having a few people from the committee come to help out.” 
 
    The students took the larger brushes and the paints and headed to the gym. Genevieve went into a corner with her large sheet of paper to work. 
 
    “Hello, Jenny.” 
 
    Genevieve froze and turned. Dmitri stood next to Amanda, his hand on her shoulder. She looked at him in adoration. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Genevieve asked, glaring. 
 
    “I’m on the prom committee, of course. What are you painting?” 
 
    “I—I am painting a dragon.” She cursed herself for being unsure around him. The spell had not worn off completely, it seemed. She forced herself to think of Erik and all the sweet things he had been doing for her. 
 
    Dmitri nodded and walked away, leading Amanda by the arm. Genevieve tried to refocus on her painting, but then the bell rang, and her time was up. 
 
    Lucy found her way over to Genevieve. “Good news. PE is cancelled for the rest of the week so we won’t destroy the decorations in the gym. We’re supposed to do homework instead.” 
 
    “Maybe I will get my painting done, then.” Genevieve grabbed a fresh brush and handed it to Lucy. 
 
    “What’s this for?” Lucy asked. 
 
    “You can help me. I am trying to make a dragon.” 
 
    “You don’t want me touching your painting. I’d destroy it.” 
 
    “But it looks terrible already.” She pointed down at the paper. 
 
    Lucy giggled. “Wow, Jenny, dragons are not your thing.” 
 
    “I told you.” 
 
    They got to work, and by the time they were done, Lucy had made the dragon look somewhat better. 
 
    They washed the brushes and went to their last class. Mrs. Keller handed out quizzes, informing them that they would be tested the next week and they needed to practice. 
 
    She sighed and handed in her test as the bell rang. She hadn’t gotten through everything, and Mrs. Keller looked at her in surprise when she saw the blank pages. 
 
    “Are you okay, Jenny? This isn’t like you.” 
 
    “I am sorry. I have not had much sleep. I will do better for the test next week.” 
 
    “I hope so. Get some rest. I know you can do this, Jenny.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mrs. Keller.” 
 
    Genevieve walked out of the classroom and nearly ran into Dmitri. She went around him, pretending he wasn’t there. 
 
    “This is your last chance, Jenny. Come with me to the dance.” 
 
    “Not on your life.” She had heard the expression on a TV show and decided this was the perfect time to use it. 
 
    “Come on. I thought you enjoyed last Saturday.” 
 
    “I did, but I promised Erik I would go with him. And I do not like what you have been doing to Amanda. Whatever it is, stop it.” 
 
    Dmitri looked surprised. “How did you—never mind. Don’t concern yourself with her.” He walked up and touched Genevieve’s arm. “Please. I know you want to come with me to the dance.” 
 
    She swatted his hand away, cursing her reaction to him. “No. I have made up my mind. Goodbye, Dmitri.” 
 
    Dmitri’s eyes flashed before he turned and left, shoulders tense and his hands in fists. 
 
    Genevieve saw Erik down the hall and hurried over to him, trying to shake the fear. “Would you like to come home with me and finish the book?” 
 
    Erik looked at her and then at Dmitri. “Did he say something to you? You’re pale.” 
 
    “He tried again to get me to go to prom with him. It does not matter.” 
 
    “Yes, it does. Let me go talk to him.” Erik glared at Dmitri’s back. 
 
    “No. You do not want to fight him. He is dangerous. Please just take me home.” 
 
    “You’re sure you’re okay?” Erik looked at her with concern. 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine. Please.” 
 
    Erik’s jaw tightened as he cast another glance at Dmitri. “All right. Let’s go.” He put his arm around Genevieve protectively. “I can’t believe that guy. If he hurts you . . .” 
 
    “I will be fine.” 
 
    Erik drove Genevieve home, and after chasing all the kids out of the living room, they sat down to do homework. After making sure everything was done, Erik stood. 
 
    “Okay, let’s take a break. Want to get a burger?” 
 
    “A burger? I guess so. Does it have peanut butter?” 
 
    Erik laughed. “No—that would be awful. I’ll show you what a burger is.” 
 
    Genevieve checked in with her mom and then they left. Erik opened the car door and bowed as she climbed in. She was unable to keep herself from giggling. 
 
    “Isn’t that how it works where you’re from?” 
 
    “Yes, but it is strange for you to do it here.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry.” 
 
    “I said it was strange. I did not say I did not like it.” She blushed. 
 
    “Got it.” He grinned and ran around to his side of the car. 
 
    “Do many people eat these burgers?” Genevieve asked. 
 
    Erik laughed. “Yeah. They’re pretty popular. You’ll see why when we get there.” He started the car. “So what foods did you eat back home?” 
 
    “Everything had to be purchased fresh because we didn’t have the cold boxes you do.” 
 
    “Cold box? Oh, you mean the fridge? That would make a difference for sure.” After driving for a few minutes, Erik pulled into the parking lot of a small building and turned off the car. 
 
    “Okay, here we are. Prepare yourself for your first hamburger.” He helped her out of the car and they walked into the restaurant. 
 
    The smells overtook her senses and she wanted to try a little of everything. “I do not know what to order.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I order for you?” 
 
    “Please do.” She stepped back, reading everything on the menu. She didn’t recognize most of what was on it. 
 
    He ordered the food and found them a place to sit. “Okay, here’s your burger. These are fries, and here is a strawberry shake.” 
 
    “It looks wonderful. Thank you.” Genevieve took a bite of her burger, and the flavors overwhelmed her. She was pretty sure she had never tasted anything so good—until she took a bite of the fries. She shoveled them in until she needed a drink and then went for the milkshake. 
 
    Erik watched her in amusement. “Wow. I must say, I have never seen anyone enjoy their food quite as much as you do.” 
 
    “I am sorry, but I cannot get over the flavors. And how do you make the meat look and taste like this?” 
 
    “They grind up the meat and shape it into patties. Then they throw it on a grill. I could teach you how to make both the shakes and the burgers.” 
 
    “I thought you did not cook.” 
 
    “I said that, didn’t I? All right, I admit it. I can make the shake, but my dad would have to be the one to make the burgers.” 
 
    “I would love that.” 
 
    “Awesome. I’ll talk to my parents and find out when you can come over. You ready to go?” 
 
    “Yes, I should probably get home. We have not looked at the book yet.” 
 
    “Right.” Erik played with his napkin for a few seconds before he looked up at her. “So, any chance you’d want to stay here?” 
 
    Genevieve thought for a moment. “I do not know. I miss my father, and I would love to see how my mother has changed. There are many people here I would be sad to leave, more than I have back in my own time, but it is a hard choice.” 
 
    Erik didn’t speak for a minute, playing with his straw. “I can see how hard it would be. I don’t know what I would choose.” He looked at his watch. “We better get going.” He picked up their wrappers and threw them in the garbage, then he took Genevieve’s hand and they walked to the car. 
 
    The trip home was filled with polite conversation. They got to the front porch and Genevieve invited him in. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I just can’t read the book anymore. Not if it means there’s a chance of losing you.” Erik kissed her softly and turned to go. 
 
    Genevieve took his arm and pulled him back. “Wait, Erik. When I told you I would miss people, I meant you as well. You have been so kind and treated me better than I have ever been treated. I have known more fun and learned so many new things over these last few days—I do not know what I would do without you.” 
 
    Erik cupped her face with his hands. “I have watched Jenny from a distance for years, but I never had the nerve to talk to her. Now, when I’m paired with her, I find out it’s not really her, but who I did meet is so much more amazing. I’ll do what I can to help, but just know that it’ll kill me if you leave.” 
 
    He kissed her again with more passion. Genevieve returned the kiss, heart beating rapidly. When he pulled away, tears were running down her face. She could not leave this boy behind, but what about her family? Was being with Erik worth never seeing her father again? She was so torn between the two worlds. Erik brushed the tears away and kissed her one more time. 
 
    “I am sorry, Erik. I wish things were different—maybe we can make them different. What I do know is that we have to stop the man the fairies warned me about. I believe it is Dmitri, and I fear he will come after me at prom. His plans seem to revolve around being my date that night.” 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t go, then. We could do something else.” 
 
    “No. We must stop him.” 
 
    “I don’t like it, Jenny. I would rather he didn’t come near you.” 
 
    “That is why I have trained you and Ammon. I was hoping you could help me.” 
 
    “Of course.” Erik grinned and spoke in a deep voice. “You have my sword. Well, really, you have my stick.” He paused and looked at her. “You really have no idea what I’m talking about. It was a line in a movie. Never mind.” 
 
    Genevieve shook her head, amused. “I am missing out on something, I think. You will have to show me these movies. But yes, you will do well with your sword.” 
 
    “Do you think we could practice again?” 
 
    “Yes, that is a good idea. Ammon’s truck is here. We should go find him.” 
 
    They grabbed their practice swords, and Ammon joined them in the backyard. They worked until the kids escaped the house to watch. 
 
    “Fight, Jenny! Beat the boys!” Emma yelled. 
 
    “I believe you were just challenged,” Genevieve said to Erik and Ammon. 
 
    “Let’s do this.” Ammon got into position. 
 
    They started the fight and kept going until Erik beat them. 
 
    “Well done. In real battle, you will have to think much faster. Let’s go again.” Genevieve attacked and they began again. 
 
    When the sparring match was over, Genevieve walked Erik to his car. 
 
    “Thanks for the lessons. This is much more fun than math.” 
 
    “You are welcome. I will see you at school tomorrow.” 
 
    “I look forward to it.” He kissed her one more time before he left for the night. 
 
    Her mom was waiting in the living room when Genevieve came in. “Erik’s spent a lot of time with you lately.” 
 
    “Yes, he has. We have helped each other with homework.” 
 
    “And he’s been good to you?” 
 
    “He has been a gentleman.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” Her mother hesitated and looked closely at Genevieve. “I read the book. So you’re my daughter?” She shook her head, confusion etched on her face. 
 
    “That is what it says. And I . . . feel more at home here than I did there.” 
 
    “I’m glad you do. That’s important to me.” She paused, her eyes wet with unshed tears. “You think Jenny’s okay?” 
 
    “I do not know. I have not finished the book.” She wasn’t sure she wanted to. It was strange to read the end of her own story. 
 
    “I have. It ends shortly after a battle where the young man disappears. I think there were other volumes of the book, but I don’t have them.” 
 
    “We can only hope things are all right. I will talk to the fairies again.” 
 
    “Please be careful, Genevieve. I’ve already lost the girl I’ve raised since she was a baby. I don’t need to lose another daughter.” The tears fell and she wiped them away. 
 
    Genevieve wrapped her mom up in a hug. “You will not lose me. We will win.” She stifled a yawn, suddenly feeling worn out. 
 
    “I sure hope so. Is that why you’ve been teaching Ammon to fight?” 
 
    Genevieve grimaced. “Yes. I hoped he and Erik would fight at my side.” 
 
    Her mother smiled. “I’m glad you taught them. Be safe, honey.” 
 
    “I will do my best.” Genevieve knew she could beat Dmitri. She just had to be prepared for anything. 
 
    “Time for you to go to bed.” Her mother stood and gave Genevieve a hug before heading to bed herself. 
 
    Genevieve picked up her books and took them upstairs. Her dreams that night were blurs of riding a Pegasus, meeting a man in a room full of books, and a wedding. The wedding brought the feeling of fear, and she woke up sweating. Jenny was getting married? 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    The next two days flew by. Genevieve continued to avoid Dmitri as much as possible and feared for Amanda’s life. No one else seemed to see that she had become thin, like her life source was being sucked out. 
 
    Her mother had taken her prom dress and added embroidery to it. It was beautiful, and Genevieve couldn’t wait to wear it. Her mother also talked to Genevieve about getting something called contacts that would help her see without glasses, thinking it would be a nice change for the dance. 
 
    Lucy went with her to get their nails done—which she definitely needed after working in the family garden. The women who did her nails were much more careful than the servants back in the castle. Lucy chatted away about who was taking who to the prom while Genevieve sat back and closed her eyes. She wanted the prom to be over with so she could finish off Dmitri. 
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    After school the next day, Genevieve’s mother took her to the eye doctor to get contacts. It took a while to get used to the idea of putting something in her eye, but she liked that she no longer had to worry about her glasses falling off in PE. 
 
    Erik was waiting at their house when she came home wearing her new contacts, and he stopped and stared. “Wow, Genevieve.” He swallowed. “You were beautiful before, but . . . I can see your eyes.” 
 
    She laughed. “You could see my eyes before.” 
 
    “Yes, but now I can really see them. You’re going to knock everyone’s socks off at the prom.” 
 
    “How do I do that?” she asked, confused. She would not dream of going near their socks. 
 
    Erik pulled her into a hug, chuckling. “It’s an expression. It means, you’re so beautiful, everyone will be amazed.” 
 
    “Oh. You have strange expressions here. But thank you.” She reached up and kissed him. “Come, we have studying to do.” 
 
    Erik put his arm around her, and they walked into the house. They studied for an hour before going out to spar. Ammon joined in, and Genevieve backed out so the boys could practice. They were pretty evenly matched, but Erik finally won. He kissed Genevieve goodbye and rushed off so he could do a few errands for his mother. 
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    At school the next day, other students stared at her as they walked past. Genevieve couldn’t understand why, but she was asked by several boys if she would go to the dance with them. She politely told them no and continued between classes. 
 
    When yet another boy walked away disappointed, Lucy burst out laughing. 
 
    “I do not understand. Why is everyone staring at me?” Genevieve ducked her head, embarrassed by the attention. 
 
    “I don’t think you realize how beautiful you are. And the fact that you no longer have glasses reminded everyone else.”  
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    There you are. What happened yesterday? Where is Prince Gavin?” Jenny’s mother stood in her doorway, looking tired, but much better than she had the day before. 
 
    “You were ill. You had the same thing Father had, but the fairies were able to heal you both.” 
 
    “He is healed? Oh, my precious husband. Come, let us leave at once. I must see him for myself.” 
 
    Jenny glanced at Sam and nodded, smiling at the tenderness she saw on the queen’s face. It was so different from the anger she’d seen when she first came to this time. “Yes, Mother. I’ll have everything ready to go.” 
 
    The queen looked between them. “Did I miss something?” 
 
    Jenny laughed. “You missed a battle with trolls, a ruined wedding, and Maurelle joining the other fairies to defeat the king and queen. Oh, and Sam here got beaten and thrown in a dungeon.” 
 
    “Trolls? I believe you have a story to tell me on our way back home. Sam, Genevieve will see you at the castle.” 
 
    Sam nodded once and turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait, Sam. Mother, I would like Sam to ride in the carriage with us, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Queen Esmeralda pursed her lips. “But he is a servant boy.” 
 
    “Yes, he is, but I would like him to come with us. Please.” Her heart beat rapidly, and she hoped she hadn’t just said something really stupid. 
 
    The queen studied Jenny for a moment. “Very well.” 
 
    Sam looked at her in shock. “Excuse me, Majesty?” 
 
    “My daughter obviously feels you are worthy of her. I suppose it is time you were treated as such.” She turned and walked back to her room, acting as though nothing had happened. 
 
    “Well, that was unexpected,” Sam said. 
 
    “I know. I didn’t think she would allow it.” Jenny glanced over at her mother’s door, wondering what it was about the queen’s nightmares that had caused her to change so much. 
 
    Sam touched her arm. “We must pack. I do not have much—would you like me to help you?” 
 
    “Oh, right. That would be great. Thank you.” 
 
    They went to Jenny’s room to find that everything had already been packed by Olive and the six ladies-in-waiting. She helped them carry the bags down to the courtyard, ignoring their protests. The queen came soon after and watched as the servants loaded up her bags. 
 
    Sam brought his own bag out and they climbed in the carriage. He looked uncomfortable sitting across from the queen, but he was soon at ease as Jenny told her mother the story of what had happened the day before during the wedding and on their trip to find Charlemagne. 
 
    The queen turned to study Sam for a moment. “So tell me about yourself. Do you have family?” 
 
    Sam sat up straight. “Yes, Highness. I have a brother and two sisters who work in your castle, and my parents live in the village.” 
 
    “What does your brother do?” Queen Esmeralda asked politely. 
 
    “He works in the stables, and my sisters are apprentices to the cook.” 
 
    “Are they happy there?” 
 
    “Yes. It is good work. The days can be very long, but their work is better than others who are employed at the castle.” Sam reddened, suddenly realizing what he’d just said. “I am sorry, Highness. I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “There is no need to apologize.” She leaned her head back to rest, leaving Jenny and Sam to enjoy each other’s company. 
 
    “I never thought I would live a real fairy-tale life. But now I have my castle, my handsome prince, and I’m riding home in a carriage,” Jenny said. 
 
    “You forget I am not a prince.” He smiled sadly, glancing at the queen. 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” She kissed him and snuggled closer, closing her eyes. 
 
    “All this from taking a spoiled princess off to get her wrist healed from falling off her horse.” Sam grinned. 
 
    “Hey! I’m not spoiled.” She punched him lightly on the shoulder. 
 
    “You may not be spoiled, but you are brutal. You injured me.” 
 
    “My poor servant boy. Let me kiss it better.” She kissed his shoulder, laughing. 
 
    “Well, that helped a little. My cheek still hurts from yesterday, and I am sure I have a fat lip.” 
 
    Jenny giggled and kissed him better again. She looked over at her mother in time to see her disapproval. Jenny sat up and cleared her throat, embarrassed. 
 
    She laid her head back and must have dozed off because the next thing she knew, Sam was gently waking her. 
 
    He climbed out of the carriage and helped the queen out first, followed by Jenny. He backed up, suddenly nervous now that they were home. Jenny took him by the arm and pulled him along with her. 
 
    They entered the castle to find her father waiting for them. The queen rushed into his arms, much to the surprise of everyone in the main hall. Jenny smiled to see the reactions of the servants. The king and queen walked toward the gardens, lost in each other’s company. 
 
    The servants all went back to their work, leaving Sam and Jenny to themselves. They looked at each other, and Sam stepped away from her. “Now that we are home, I must go back to work. I will see you soon.” He bowed to her and hurried away. 
 
    Jenny looked around, trying to figure out what to do next. She was lost without Sam. The servants looked down and she sighed. She missed hanging out with Lucy. Maybe Olive would be around and she could talk to her. 
 
    She did her best to remember how to get to her room and silently cheered when she got there. Her bags were there, including the trunk of dresses Gavin had given her. Jenny shuddered. She wouldn’t be wearing them anytime soon. She wanted nothing to do with anything of Gavin’s. 
 
    Petrus knocked and came inside. “How was your journey, Highness?” 
 
    “It was hard, but we got the information we needed. Charlemagne was very helpful.” 
 
    “Excellent. I hear Prince Gavin and his parents are gone. Well done.” 
 
    “Thank you. Gavin’s parents are dead, but he just disappeared. I worry that he’ll come back.” She glanced out the window toward his castle. 
 
    “I do not believe it is you who has to worry. Gavin had the power to switch you and Genevieve. I fear what he can do to her in the future.” 
 
      
 
    Genevieve 
 
      
 
    The day of the prom finally arrived. The excitement threatened to bubble over, so Genevieve begged Ammon to fence with her to get her energy out. He had come far in his training. 
 
    Genevieve finally dragged herself into the house to shower. After Ammon had cleaned up as well, he drove her over to Lucy’s before he went to pick up his tux and get ready for his own date. 
 
    Lucy had fun watching Genevieve’s reactions to different genres of music while she did Genevieve’s hair. She laced a red ribbon through the finished French twist. Genevieve attempted to help with Lucy’s, but they both deemed it a disaster and Lucy quickly curled it while Genevieve told her what had been going on with Erik. 
 
    “It’s so romantic. It’s like a fairy tale happening right now, except for the happily ever after thing.” Lucy set down the curling iron. “Right? You’re not going to run off and get married, are you?” 
 
    “Is that wrong here?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say wrong, but people don’t usually get married at sixteen. Go to college, maybe get a job, and then get married.” 
 
    “What is college?” 
 
    Lucy smiled. “It’s more school. Where people go to learn about what they want to do for a living.” 
 
    “Women can go to college?” Genevieve was mystified. 
 
    “Of course.” Lucy shrugged. “We can do pretty much whatever we’d like.” 
 
    “Fascinating. Are you going to college? What of you and Ammon?” Genevieve asked. 
 
    “We’re just friends. If something happened later, I would be happy. Right now I just want to survive the rest of high school. Then I’m planning to go to school to be a nurse.” 
 
    “So you would put happiness off until later?” 
 
    Lucy thought for a minute. “I guess not. If I knew Ammon was the right guy, I’d probably be okay with marrying earlier.” 
 
    “I see. I had to be careful about considering suitors. Since I was raised as a princess, my parents had to make sure that my marriage would bring us land or riches. It was horrible. The princes who came to seek my hand were usually less than desirable.” Genevieve made a face. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you’re here now, although I do miss the other Jenny. I wish both of you could be here.” 
 
    “We will see what happens.” Genevieve was not sure she wanted to go home, but she did know that Dmitri needed to be stopped. Once that was done, she would worry about the rest. 
 
    They changed into their dresses and put the finishing touches on their hair and makeup. When the doorbell rang, Lucy’s mother knocked on her door and peeked in. 
 
    “You two ready? Your dates are here. Oh, my. You look beautiful.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom. We’re coming.” 
 
    They went downstairs and watched the boys’ faces light up when they saw them. 
 
    “You really are a princess,” Erik said. “You look amazing.” He slid her wrist corsage over her hand. It was beautiful, with red roses and two tiny lilies on each side. 
 
    “This is beautiful. Thank you.” Genevieve said. With a little help from Lucy’s mother, she pinned his flower on his lapel and stepped back. “Now you look the part of a prince.” 
 
    They waited for Ammon and Lucy to finish with their flowers and then went into the living room to get their pictures taken. Genevieve could not get over the fact that they could click a small button and save their images on their phones. Lucy giggled at Genevieve staring at the photos and ushered her out the door. 
 
    They went to pick up another couple and then went to dinner. They met up with four other couples at the restaurant, so dinner was loud and Genevieve sat back and watched them all talk and joke with each other. She was comfortable being part of the group, something that surprised her. It was no wonder she had never liked leading in her kingdom—it was too lonely. She glanced over at Erik and studied him as he laughed at the jokes. She felt blessed to be with such a handsome young man. She hoped that Jenny could be as content where she was. 
 
    They made their way to the dance and Genevieve stopped short as they walked into the gym. She had known they were going to do a fairy-tale theme, of course, but this was going too far. There were spinning wheels all throughout the room. The other couples walked around her, muttering that she had stopped in the middle of the entrance. 
 
    “Genevieve? Are you okay?” Erik whispered. 
 
    “They . . . decorated it like my time. Look around. There are spinning wheels everywhere. And look at the lights. There are spindles hanging from them. They did this on purpose.” 
 
    “What do you mean? They put up images from other fairy tales too.” 
 
    “Really? Like what? Look closely.” She searched for Dmitri and found him at a table near the entrance. He must have been watching for her to come in. 
 
    He stared at her, smiling. Amanda laughed in derision, even though she looked like she could faint at any moment. 
 
    Genevieve was angry, but decided to bide her time until she knew what Dmitri’s plans were. She smiled up at Erik. “Shall we dance?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He pulled her out on the dance floor and they danced close. The feel of his skin and the smell of his cologne helped her forget about the decorations and just enjoy the night. 
 
    The music was loud, and many of the songs were slow. Erik led her off the dance floor for the fast songs, and she thanked him for not making her embarrass herself. 
 
    He laughed. “I would love to say that I did it for you, but I admit that I’m not the best dancer either.” 
 
    Soon it was time for the crowning ceremony where they were to announce the prom king and queen. Genevieve had not voted since she did not know anyone in the school well enough, so she went to find Lucy. Erik had gone to get what he called “punch.” She hoped it was a drink because she was thirsty. She vaguely heard Dmitri’s name called from the stage and she rolled her eyes. She wondered how many people he had to curse to get voted in. 
 
    “Now it’s time for the queen. Congratulations Jenny Adams.” 
 
    The crowd cheered wildly and Genevieve stopped, wondering why everyone was staring at her. 
 
    “Jenny? You’re here, right? Come join us, please.” 
 
    Lucy hurried through the crowd, grinning. “Go! You won.” She nudged Genevieve toward the stage. 
 
    “But I did not try to win.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Genevieve protested all the way up to the stage as Lucy guided her through the crowd. She glared at her friend before she turned to the announcer. Dmitri held a crown, smiling at her. It gave her chills and she tried to turn away, but she found she couldn’t move as he walked toward her. Something kept her frozen to the spot. Panic rose inside until she felt like she would burst. All the training she had done with Ammon and Erik meant nothing if Dmitri had this kind of power over her. She could not even warn anyone that something was wrong. 
 
    Dmitri placed the crown on her head and pressed down. As the crown touched her skin, she felt extreme exhaustion overcome her, and she dropped to the ground. 
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    Erik watched as Lucy nudged Genevieve forward. He worried about her being up on stage with Dmitri, but when he tried to follow, he felt a force pushing him back. He tried to take another step, but again, he couldn’t. He looked for Ammon to try to warn him, but saw that he was fighting the same thing. 
 
    Erik watched helplessly as Dmitri placed the crown on Genevieve’s head and she fell to the floor. He yelled out, but no one seemed to hear. 
 
    Dmitri scooped Genevieve up in his arms. “It’s okay, everyone. I will take her to the couch. You just keep dancing.” His grin might have fooled the rest of the crowd, but Erik knew something bad was about to happen to his girlfriend. Rage he had never known before coursed through his body. 
 
    Erik and Ammon couldn’t budge until Dmitri had left the room. As soon as they regained their ability to move, they ran in the direction he’d gone. Dmitri and Genevieve were nowhere to be found. 
 
    “Do you know where he lives?” Erik asked. 
 
    “No, I didn’t know him that well.” Ammon ran his fingers through his hair. “Where could he have taken her?” 
 
    Erik’s heart raced, adrenaline pumping through his veins. “Do we even know if he actually had a house?” 
 
    Ammon glanced over at him. “Good point. What if they’re still around here? I’ll go ask the other students. You find something for us to fight with.” He darted back into the dance. 
 
    Erik remembered the Sword in the Stone decorations and followed Ammon into the gym. He wasn’t sure how well the swords would work, but they would have to do. 
 
    Ammon met Erik at the doorway. “Sounds like no one has ever seen Dmitri outside of school except for us and maybe Amanda.” He took one of the swords. “Man, I’m never going to get to fight with a real one of these, am I?” 
 
    “Not tonight. Come on. Let’s try upstairs.” Erik turned and ran. 
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    Genevieve slowly opened her eyes, groggy from sleep. She tried to lift her head, but she was under some kind of spell. She recognized the same fogginess she had fought before. Dmitri came into view, and she had never seen anyone looking so handsome. 
 
    “Ah, you are awake, my darling. Just in time.” He waved his hand, and now she was able to move. 
 
    She sat up and rubbed her eyes. Where was she? It did not matter—she only wanted to be with Dmitri, more than anything in the world. She stopped herself, sure that she wanted nothing to do with him. The two thoughts fought in her head. 
 
    They appeared to be in some sort of storage area. Worn-out desks and large boxes full of old clothing were scattered across the floor. Were they still in the school, then? She tried to scream for help, but something kept her from even trying. 
 
    Dmitri lifted her off the floor and carried her to what looked like an altar—made from school desks? They were covered in cloths, and candles surrounded the whole thing. She saw Amanda, slouched over, barely breathing in the corner of the room. How dare she interrupt my wedding! Wait—Genevieve shook her head. Wedding? What was going on? 
 
    She focused on Dmitri as he lit the candles. Flashes of him kept coming to mind as she watched. He was dark and handsome. He was a hideous troll. She shook her head, trying to clear the fog out. If she could just concentrate, she could understand what was going on. 
 
    Dmitri came and knelt by her. She looked at him in adoration, even as inwardly, she was screaming that something was wrong. He kissed her, and she could not help but enjoy it. 
 
    “The wedding will take place at any moment. We’re just waiting for the moon to rise.” He appeared agitated as he looked down at her. “Soon, all will be well. I’ll have your powers and will take revenge on your family.” 
 
    More pictures flashed through her mind, pictures of the last battle between Jenny and the horrible troll creatures, and Genevieve’s head snapped up. 
 
    “Who are you?” she whispered. 
 
    “I am Prince Gavin. Or Dmitri. Or hundreds of other names that I have taken on, each persona stealing powers and life forces from those they marry. Your dear ancestor, Jenny, defeated my parents, which means that this time, I don’t have to share my stolen powers with anyone.” 
 
    “You are a monster. I have seen it.” Her thoughts cleared for a moment as she realized just how much danger she was in. Fear and anger seized her, and once again, she fought for control over her body. 
 
    “You have seen it? What do you mean?” He looked at her sharply. 
 
    Genevieve could sense his nervousness, and it gave her the courage she needed. “You are a troll. A hideous troll.” 
 
    “Who told you that?” he demanded. He jumped up and went to the window, cursing the moon for making him wait. 
 
    “No one told me anything. You are part of my story. But more than that, I can see you as you were and as you should be.” She tried to remember how to summon the fairies. She could not get free on her own—she would need their help to stop him. 
 
    He strode back over and grabbed her by the arms. “You can See? This is better than I thought. I can go back in time with your powers and become even stronger.” He kissed her hard, and she cried out in pain. 
 
    Rhoswen! Tenyanye! Fairies! Where are you? she screamed in her head. Wait, was that? She could hear the pounding of footsteps outside, followed by shouting. 
 
    “Erik, I think I see light up here. Come on!” 
 
    The door crashed open and Erik and Ammon came running in, carrying swords. Genevieve sobbed in relief. If they could distract him long enough, she could get out of this. 
 
    “Get your hands off my sister!” Ammon yelled. 
 
    “Get your hands off my girlfriend!” Erik added. 
 
    “What are you two doing here? How did you find me?” Dmitri demanded. He grabbed Genevieve and shielded her from them. 
 
    “That was easy. The bad guys always go up to the rooftop. Or in your case, the attic.” Erik advanced on Dmitri, sword at the ready. “Is this where you’ve been living?” 
 
    “That is not your concern. Be gone!” Dmitri fumed, holding one hand up, ready to cast a spell. 
 
    “I don’t think so. We’re not scared of you.” 
 
    “Ammon, Erik, someone needs to help Amanda,” Genevieve called out. 
 
    Erik looked around. “Amanda?” He found her in the corner and rushed over to take her pulse. “Ammon, she looks bad.” He pulled out his phone and pushed some numbers, then spoke, hanging up after a moment. “I just called the police. They should be here any moment.” 
 
    “You and your police have nothing to battle me and my powers. Especially once I am through with Genevieve.” 
 
    “Except that you’re not going to touch Genevieve.” Ammon raised his sword. 
 
    “You and your silly fake weapons. I bet you don’t even know how to use them.” 
 
    “Try me.” Ammon got into position, jaw clenched. 
 
    Dmitri waved his hand, and two more of him suddenly popped up out of nowhere. “Fight them. I don’t have time for you. Come, Genevieve.” 
 
    Her legs disobeyed her and followed him, the spell once again taking over her mind. She could hear wooden swords clanking behind her and once more, she cried for the fairies. She found herself on the roof with Dmitri, fuming, angry tears running down her face. 
 
    “Since your little friends ruined our wedding, I shall have to push forward with the rest. It would have been better if you were madly in love with me because the powers would come to me easier, but I suppose this will have to do. Please sit still or it will be so much more painful.” 
 
    Genevieve strained to use her limbs, but could not. She relaxed and suddenly caught flashes of the fairies gathering and chanting in a circle. She smiled. They were on their way. Her hands twitched and she glanced over at Dmitri. He was too busy pacing the floor to notice. 
 
    She squeezed her eyes shut and concentrated. Another vision hit, showing Jenny cradling Sam’s head in what looked like a dungeon. The bruising on Sam’s face only made Genevieve angrier. How dare Dmitri come between Jenny and her true love? 
 
    Genevieve bit her lips against a scream as she shoved the last of the magic off her arms and legs, almost as if it were ropes binding her. She grinned in relief as she felt the webs of the curse fall away from her mind. The attraction that had been forced on her was gone, and she could see him for the monster he really was. 
 
    She waited until he came over to check on her again. As he stooped over her, she punched him in the face before kicking him in the stomach and knocking him to the ground. She leaned down, disgusted by the bloody appearance of the nose she most likely just broke. “Do not fight me or my family. You will not win.” She sounded a lot braver than she felt and her hand would need to be looked at by a healer, but seeing him on the ground felt good. 
 
    Dmitri groaned. He wiped away the blood and looked up at her, hatred burning in his eyes. “You will regret that.” 
 
    “Oh? I actually enjoyed it.” 
 
    He began to change. His body grew longer and bulged out, and within seconds, he was the troll she had seen in her visions. She backed up, fear running like ice through her veins. Could she not just be done with him? 
 
    “Now I’m really going to make you feel pain.” He grabbed her and threw her on the ground, then pressed his fingers to her temples and muttered unintelligible words. 
 
      
 
    Jenny 
 
      
 
    Petrus waited for Jenny’s reaction. 
 
    “He could go after my family?” She looked at him in shock. 
 
    “It is possible. We will hope that Genevieve can destroy him like you did his parents.” 
 
    “I hope so—I don’t want him near my family. Maybe she can fight better than I can.” 
 
    She thought back to those last few minutes. She’d been scared to death. 
 
    “You have done well. I worry that my teaching is at an end.” He moved toward the door. 
 
    “Thank you, Petrus. For everything.” She smiled at him and then rubbed her eyes, willing away the tears. 
 
    “You are most welcome.” He left the room and closed the door behind him. 
 
    Jenny stood and went to the window. She wondered what would happen to the castle now that Gavin and his parents were gone. 
 
    Another knock sounded at the door. 
 
    “Come in.” She turned to see Sam standing there, holding her dinner tray. “Sam! Oh, I was hoping I would see you again soon.” 
 
    “I have brought your dinner, Highness.” He set the tray on the table and bowed before turning to leave. 
 
    “Wait, Sam.” She grabbed his arm and pulled him back to her. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing. I am going back to being the servant boy you knew when you got here. I wish you good luck on your journey.” He smiled, but Jenny could see the hurt. 
 
    “What in the world are you talking about?” 
 
    “Petrus. I saw him leave. I assumed he found a way for you to break the curse.” 
 
    “Where did you get that idea? He was just congratulating me. He also told me that he thinks Gavin might be in the future, messing things up for Genevieve.” 
 
    Sam’s eyes grew wide. “Oh, no.” 
 
    “If he does anything to my family . . .” She took a deep breath. “I’m here until he’s stopped.” 
 
    “So you’re not leaving?” he asked. 
 
    Jenny caught a spark of hope in Sam’s eyes and shook her head. “I thought I wanted to, but I’m learning that while I miss my family terribly, there’s one person I can’t live without. I need you. I love you.” 
 
    Her heart leaped as she realized it was the truth. 
 
    “You love me? I am just a servant boy.” 
 
    “No. You’re my prince.” She grabbed his collar and pulled him down to her, kissing him hard. He was hesitant at first, but soon he melted into the kiss. 
 
    Jenny suddenly felt a strong pulse of magic go through her and she pulled away. “Did you feel that?” She could feel the magic still coursing through her veins. She felt almost giddy. 
 
    “Feel what?” 
 
    Jenny grabbed his hand and tugged him after her to go find Rhoswen, hoping she was in her room. She knocked before bursting inside. 
 
    The fairy sat by the fire, reading a large, worn book. “Rhoswen, something just happened that we can’t explain,” Jenny told her. 
 
    Rhoswen set the book aside and stood, looking alarmed. “What happened?” 
 
    “We were . . . kissing . . .” Jenny blushed. “Suddenly a powerful jolt went through me. Do you have any clue what it was?” 
 
    “It could have been my amazing kissing, you know,” Sam said. 
 
    “Or your oversized ego.” 
 
    Rhoswen stepped closer, grinning. “I believe you have broken the curse. You have fallen in love with a boy in this time, and you are safe and where you belong.” 
 
    “So, I’m here? For good? I get to stay?’ Jenny turned to Sam, joy filling her heart to where she felt it might burst. She felt homesickness for those people she had always believed to be her parents and her siblings, but she knew she was right where she belonged.  
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    Pain seared through Genevieve as she felt energy draining from her. She tried to fight, but she was frozen in place. 
 
    Suddenly, she heard a thud and the pain stopped as Dmitri the troll dropped to the ground. She looked up to find Erik standing over Dmitri with his sword raised like a club, looking disgusted. 
 
    “What was that thing?” Erik asked. 
 
    “That was Dmitri. Well, sort of. You saved me.” 
 
    “Always.” He knelt down next to her. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “I have felt better. Where is Ammon?” 
 
    “He’s with Amanda. The police arrived and they’re taking care of her. What did Dmitri do to her?” 
 
    “I think he was draining her life like he was trying to do to me. She had no powers, so there was nothing else to take.” 
 
    Erik pulled her to standing. “I won’t let him hurt you again.” 
 
    She looked up at him and laughed. “Hey, I was doing pretty well before you got here. I gave him a bloody nose before he turned into that hideous thing.” 
 
    The sound of strangled laughter filled the air. Dmitri pushed himself up, wincing. “You have not beaten me. I will not be stopped by your foolishness.” He pulled a sword literally out of thin air. “I will have you.” 
 
    Genevieve rolled her eyes. “Good villains know when they are beaten.” She started toward him, but Erik pulled her back. 
 
    “What are you going to do? You don’t have a weapon.” 
 
    “I taught you to fight, and you think I do not have a weapon?” She grabbed a chair and swung it as hard as she could at Dmitri’s head. It knocked him off balance and she hit him again, shattering the chair. 
 
    The troll fell to the ground, and Genevieve pierced Erik’s sword through the beast’s heart to make sure he would not come back. A cloud of black magic rose from the body and scattered in the wind. 
 
    “I think he is gone this time.” Relief spread through her. The influence he had over her mind broke loose, and Genevieve felt nothing but disgust for him. 
 
    “My Princess Genevieve. Always trying to save the day.” 
 
    Genevieve smiled. “You said my name.” 
 
    “It fits you better.” He took her hands in his. 
 
    “I think so too.” She loved it more coming from him. 
 
    Erik hugged her close. “I don’t ever want to lose you.” 
 
    “I do not want to lose you either.” She leaned into him. 
 
    “So you don’t want to go back to the world of castles and dragons?” 
 
    “No dragons—at least none that I knew of. But no. I want to be where you are.” She smiled up at him, content to be standing there with him. 
 
    Erik kissed her softly, and in that moment, Genevieve knew that she loved him more than anything. 
 
    A light flashed and Genevieve pulled away from Erik, trying to figure out what had just happened. They looked to where it had come from and saw that the troll had turned to a floating cloud of dust. Genevieve felt the stirring of the air as the fairies appeared, surrounding her and Erik. 
 
    “You destroyed Gavin. The curse is broken. Well done.” The fairies nodded in approval. 
 
    “Yes, but how?” Genevieve watched the dust fall to the ground. 
 
    “You fell in love.” Rhoslyn stepped forward. “You broke the spell.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Genevieve held tighter to Erik, worried that she would disappear. 
 
    “It means that you will stay here, just as Jenny will stay there because she fell in love with Sam. It is how it should be.” 
 
    “So we would only be switched back if—” 
 
    “If Gavin had managed to get you under his spell and drag you back to the other time. When he could not overpower you, his plans were ruined, and his magic was destroyed,” Rhoslyn explained. 
 
    “You did it without us. We are so proud of you,” Rhoswen said. 
 
    “How did you know where I was? I hoped you could hear me, but it was not a full moon.” 
 
    “We could hear your cries. We are sorry we did not get here sooner.” 
 
    “Um, can someone tell me who these women are?” Erik asked. 
 
    “Oh! Sorry, Erik. Meet Rhoslyn, Tenyanye, Rhoswen, Shaylee, Rhyannon, and Lilianna. Remember the fairies who gave me gifts when I was born?” Genevieve gestured to them. 
 
    “You’re fairies? That’s amazing. I didn’t know they really existed.” 
 
    “After everything you have seen, you still find that hard to believe?” Tenyanye asked. 
 
    “Right. So what do we do now?” Erik looked between the fairies. 
 
    “Go on living. Continue to love each other, and you will find great happiness. We will be watching from a distance.” Rhoswen smiled. “Goodbye, Princess Genevieve. Or should I say, Jenny?” The fairies took each other by the hands and chanted slowly before they disappeared. 
 
    Erik looked at Genevieve. “Your world will never cease to amaze me. So . . . you get to stay?” 
 
    “I get to stay.” She threw her arms around him, happier than she ever thought possible. She would no longer have to spend her days alone in a castle. 
 
    He gave her one last lingering kiss before they went downstairs hand in hand. 
 
    They found Ammon talking to the police, trying to explain what had happened to Amanda, without mentioning spells. One officer informed them that Amanda was incredibly dehydrated and barely had a heartbeat. She had been taken to the hospital. 
 
    “So what happened up there? Did you finish off Dmitri?” Ammon asked. “There was some kind of barrier, and we couldn’t go up.” 
 
    “Yeah, your sister has some awesome skills. It took knocking him down three times before Genevieve was able to get rid of him once and for all.” 
 
    “It was not just me. You knocked him out one of those times.” 
 
    “Yeah, but you did the most.” 
 
    “So does this mean the curse is broken? Is Jenny coming home?” Ammon asked. 
 
    Genevieve shook her head. “I am sorry. Jenny fell in love with a boy in my time, and she will be staying there.” 
 
    Ammon stood in shock for a moment. “She’s not coming back?” He rubbed his eyes. “Is she at least happy?” 
 
    Genevieve stepped forward and hugged her brother. “Yes, she is happy. Things are as they should be.” 
 
    “I guess.” Ammon rubbed at his eyes and gave one short sniff. 
 
    “Come on. Lucy is probably dying to find out what’s going on.” Erik clapped Ammon on the back and pulled him forward. “I’m sorry, man.” 
 
    Ammon shook his head. “I just hope that someday I can at least say goodbye.” 
 
    They walked into the gym to find the dance still going. Lucy ran toward them, worry etched on her face. 
 
    “Where have you been? Is everything okay?” 
 
    “We are fine. Dmitri is . . . not. I will tell you the rest tomorrow.” 
 
    “What happened to Amanda? We saw her go off in an ambulance.” Lucy laced her arm through Genevieve’s, talking quietly. 
 
    “Dmitri used her to gain power. He was sucking away her energy. I hope she will be okay.” Genevieve’s stomach burned with anger at what he had done. 
 
    “The paramedics think she’ll be fine,” Ammon said. 
 
    A slow song came on, and Erik turned to Genevieve. “Shall we dance?” 
 
    “Of course.” She followed him onto the dance floor and sighed in contentment as he took her into his arms. 
 
      
 
    Jenny 
 
      
 
    Sam grabbed Jenny around the waist and twirled her around Rhoswen’s room before setting her down and kissing her soundly. 
 
    “So I’ll never get to see my family again?” Tears filled Jenny’s eyes. 
 
    “We have been working on something for you. It is like the mirror that I use to speak to my sisters, but our hope is that you will be able to see your family. We have created another one to pass along your family line until it reaches Genevieve.” 
 
    Rhoswen pulled out a mirror and handed it to Jenny. “All you have to do is say the name of the person you would like to see. I hope its twin was delivered safely.” 
 
    Jenny held the mirror to her chest. Who would she talk to? Ammon? Her mom? She shook her head and asked for the person who knew her best. “Genevieve?” 
 
      
 
    Genevieve 
 
      
 
    Genevieve got home from the dance and went to find her mother to tell her the news. Her happiness at being able to stay in the modern world had worn off just enough that she was hit by the realization that she would never go home. 
 
    “Hello, Mother.” 
 
    She jumped up from the kitchen table. “Jenny? Are you okay? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Dmitri has been defeated. The curse has been broken. Jenny and I are safe now.” She dropped to the table and sobbed into her arms. 
 
    “Oh, honey. I know you miss your family.” 
 
    “I . . . I just wish I could see them one more time. I want them to know I am safe.” 
 
    “Hold on.” Her mother hurried out of the room and came back a few minutes later, holding something wrapped in cloth. She unwrapped it and handed it to Genevieve. “I found this when I took the book back upstairs to the attic. Here’s the note that came with it. It says that I would know when the time was right to give it to you.” 
 
    Genevieve studied the instructions. She could see her family through this? She picked up the mirror and jumped when she saw the image on the glass moving in a swirling spiral. And what . . . She put it to her ear, sure she could hear talking. This part was not explained in the instructions. She waved her hand over it to try to clear the cloudiness, and her heart leaped when she heard the one voice she hadn’t expected. 
 
    “Genevieve? This is Jenny.”  
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    Dedication 
 
    For my amazing nieces—I hope you all know just how special you are! 
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    Jenny 
 
      
 
    Jenny was preparing for her wedding day. Again. She stared in the mirror, wondering for the millionth time how this happened to her. Up until just a year ago, she’d been a typical American girl, stressing out about boys and homework. Suddenly, she was in a medieval world, worrying about the grain supplies in her kingdom. Her kingdom. Such a strange concept.  
 
    “I think we need to pull this in a little more.” Olive, her maid, stood behind her, looking at the waist of Jenny’s wedding dress. 
 
    “Maybe a little.” Jenny sighed and flopped onto her bed. It had been a long day.  
 
    “Highness, please allow me to take the dress off you before you ruin it.” 
 
    Jenny hopped up. “Oh, sorry. I forgot. I’m just tired from changing all the seating arrangements. Who knew that people could be so picky about who they sit by for dinner?” 
 
    Olive smiled and continued adding pins where she needed to fix the dress. She had become one of Jenny’s best friends over the last year, and Jenny felt like she could talk to her about anything. “Even I knew the Duke of Rossfeld and Lord Edmund would start a duel right in the middle of your dinner.” 
 
    Jenny threw her hand up in frustration. “Hey, I’m still learning all this. Where I come from, we didn’t exactly fight wars every time someone looked at us wrong.”  
 
    Olive tilted her head to the side. “Really? What did you do?” 
 
    “Argued, gave the silent treatment, moved on. Much less bloody.” She slipped out of the wedding gown and went to the wardrobe to find a lighter dress to wear. 
 
    “You are doing a fine job as princess.” Olive sat in a chair to work on the dress. “No one would ever guess you are not the same princess they’ve known for so long.” 
 
    “Unless you hand me a sword.” Jenny laughed. 
 
    Olive rolled her eyes. “There is that, but I am talking about the villagers. They love you. Of course, they have wondered why you suddenly care for them so much.” 
 
    Jenny picked up her brush and started working on the tangles in her hair. Olive quickly put the dress aside and took the brush from Jenny. 
 
    “You know I am supposed to do this.” Olive gave her a disapproving look. 
 
    “And you know I want to do it myself. I need to do something myself.” Once upon a time, she’d complained that she had to do all of the housework for her parents and six siblings. Now she’d give just about anything to help them out again. 
 
    “There will be plenty for you to do as queen. Getting yourself ready for bed is not one of them.” 
 
    Jenny groaned. “That’s the one thing I’d actually like to do.” 
 
    Olive shook her head. “All right, your hair is done. I will take the dress to my room to finish. I suggest you get some sleep. Tomorrow is a big day.” 
 
    “You can stay in here if you’d like. I’m not tired yet.” 
 
    “I would like to, but I must have help with the lace on this dress. Sleep, Highness.” 
 
    Jenny sighed. “Fine. Good night, Olive.” She climbed on her bed and allowed Olive to tuck her in. She thought back to how she’d tucked Bonnie, Mary, and Emma in every night.  
 
    Olive left the room with a curtsy and left Jenny alone. While Jenny knew she should be sleeping, she lay there wide awake. The smiles from the villagers she’d helped wouldn’t leave her mind. She remembered the first time she’d given away the grain. Everyone had been cursed to sleep for a hundred years, so the farmers hadn’t had the chance to bring in a harvest, and Jenny had felt sorry for them. Those who lived in the castle had disapproved, but Sam had been impressed. 
 
    Now it was part of the routine every time she was in charge of the council. Many villagers would wait until they knew it was her turn before they would come to the castle. It allowed the more serious problems to be taken care of by the king and queen, so everyone was happy. Jenny smiled as she rolled over in her bed. She was finally making a difference.  
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    Genevieve 
 
      
 
    Genevieve shut the door and leaned against it, happy with how her date had gone. Erik had taken her to a movie and then out for burgers and milkshakes—all of her favorite things. She’d been in this modern time for a year, but electricity and these delicious foods still fascinated her.  
 
    “Mother, I’m home,” Genevieve called out. 
 
    “Oh, hey, sweetie. How was your date?” her mother asked, coming around the corner. 
 
    “It was wonderful.” Genevieve smiled. “We watched another movie about Sleeping Beauty. Not accurate, but still fun.” 
 
    Mother laughed. “Maybe you’ll have to write your own sometime.” 
 
    Genevieve’s eyes grew wide. “I can do that?” 
 
    “Of course you can.” Mother picked up a letter and handed it to Genevieve. “This letter came for you.” 
 
    “I received mail?” She took it and turned it over. The only parcels that had come to the castle for her were from kings who wanted her to marry their son or offer treaties. “What is it for?” 
 
    Mother shook her head, but her eyes danced. “I don’t know. Maybe you should open it.” 
 
    “All right.” Genevieve opened the letter and read it over and over, unsure what she was reading. “This says I was accepted into the University of Idaho. What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means you get to go to college on an art scholarship.” Mother smiled. “I applied for you. I hope that’s okay.” 
 
    Genevieve’s eyes filled with tears. “I get to go to a university?” She hugged her mother tightly. “That is the most wonderful gift I have ever received.” 
 
    “Ammon sent his application in around the same time. His letter got here, but we won’t know if he made it in until he gets back.” 
 
    “I hope he will come too. I do not know what I would do without him there. Lucy is staying here to work.” Genevieve kept staring at the letter with her name at the top. Her name. Not Jenny’s. 
 
    “That’s great. Do you know where Erik is going yet?” Mother stepped back and took the letter. 
 
    “He was hoping to find out today.” Genevieve yawned. “I must go to sleep. We start our end-of-year tests tomorrow.” 
 
    “Have a good night.” Mother leaned forward and kissed Genevieve’s forehead. 
 
    “You too. Good night, Mother.” Genevieve went upstairs to shower and climb into bed. She fell asleep thinking of the opportunities girls had in this time. It was so different from where she had come from, and she was excited to see all the new possibilities. 
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    The alarm made Genevieve jerk out of sleep. Disturbing dreams of Maurelle performing dark magic had made her toss and turn all night. She rubbed her eyes in confusion and climbed out of bed. There had been no dreams of anything in the past for several months, and she wondered what brought them on now. 
 
    Genevieve brushed them off and got ready for school. She couldn’t wait to tell Erik that she would be going to college. He would be picking her up for school that morning, since Ammon had gone to Youth Government. She thought it was fascinating that he would leave his family to go learn more about how his government ran. He would never run anything, as far as she knew. After all, there were no kingdoms in this land. 
 
    Mother had already finished making breakfast when Genevieve walked into the kitchen. She ate quickly and had just put her bowl in the sink when Erik showed up.  
 
    Erik was talking to Mother and brightened when he saw Genevieve come around the corner. “Hey, ready to go?” 
 
    “Yes, let’s go.” Genevieve waved at her mother and took Erik’s hand. 
 
    Erik helped her into the car and then hurried around to the other side. “You look happy today.” 
 
    “I am. Mother got me signed up for college. I get to attend the University of Idaho to study art.” She stopped when she saw Erik’s face fall. “What is wrong?” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Nothing. That’s great!” 
 
    “There is something wrong. What is it?” Genevieve stared at him, noticing how he avoided her eyes. 
 
    “I—I got accepted to CSI to play baseball.” He started the car. “It’s on the other side of the state from the University of Idaho.” 
 
    “How big is this state?” Genevieve had gone ice cold. Erik had been so much a part of her life, and without Lucy or Erik by her side, she didn’t know how to survive in this world. 
 
    Erik smiled. “It would take about nine hours to visit each other if we went by car.” 
 
    “If you were to travel where I’m from, nine hours would be nothing.” Genevieve sighed. “I do not know what to do.” 
 
    Erik took her hand. “Hey, we still have a few months. We could work things out. CSI is only a two-year college, and then I’ll have to transfer. By that time, you could have your degree, or you could continue on.” 
 
    Genevieve looked at him, surprised. “You can go to school for even longer than two years? Does it never end?” 
 
    Erik headed toward the school. “Doctors go for a lot more than two years. So do lawyers. Most degrees are four.” 
 
    “That is wonderful, but two years is a long time. How will we stay in contact?” Genevieve felt like her heart would break. 
 
    “You could always come to school with me. I’m sure there’s a great art program there too.” 
 
    “I could do that?” Genevieve’s mood lifted a little. 
 
    “Of course.” He pulled to a stop. “I would go to the University of Idaho, but I had to go where the scholarship is for baseball. I wouldn’t be able to afford college otherwise.” 
 
    “Ah. That is a problem then. I have an art scholarship.”  
 
    “Oh.” Erik’s face fell, and he was quiet for the rest of the trip to school. After he parked, he turned to her. “For now, we’re going to forget about college, okay? We’ll just enjoy the last few weeks of school and then take it as it comes.” 
 
    “I would like that very much.” 
 
    Erik helped Genevieve out of the car, and they walked into the school. Genevieve got her books from her locker and headed to class. She tried to concentrate on the tests in front of her, but her mind kept wandering back to what would happen after graduation.  
 
    Genevieve was thankful when it was time for PE. At least there she could run off some energy. They were playing a strange game called basketball, where all they did was throw a ball into a hoop. She enjoyed watching and playing, but it was unlike any of the activities where she came from.  
 
    “Hey, wait up,” Lucy called from behind her. “Sorry, I had to ask about one of the questions on my math test. That was a killer.” 
 
    Genevieve nodded absentmindedly. “Yes. I am not sure I got everything correct.” 
 
    “I’m sure you did just fine. You okay?” Lucy pulled Genevieve to the side of the crowd. “Both you and Erik are dragging.” 
 
    “It is because of university. But we can talk later.” Genevieve moved toward the gym, but Lucy stopped her again.  
 
    “University? What do you mean?” Her eyes widened. “Are you going to college?” 
 
    Genevieve grinned. “Yes, Mother applied for me. I got an art scholarship to the University of Idaho.”  
 
    “Ah.” Lucy’s smile dropped, just like Erik’s had. “That’s why you’re sad. You’ll be on the other side of the state from us.” 
 
    “Yes. That is why.” Genevieve searched the crowd for Erik, but there was no sign of him. Of course, he would be on the other side of the school going to his chemistry class. “Come. I do not want to be late. We can be sad later. I have some basketball to play.”  
 
    Lucy shook her head and laughed. “Okay, but you know it’s just a game, right?” 
 
    “Mother said every battle must be won. It is in my blood.” Genevieve grinned mischievously and pushed her way through the thinning crowd so she could change for class. Since coming to this time, she had lost very few games, and she wasn’t about to let it happen now.  
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    Jenny 
 
      
 
    Olive set the tiara on Jenny’s head and smiled. “Ready, Highness?” 
 
    Jenny stared at herself in the mirror. The dress was beautiful, and exactly what she wanted in a wedding dress. Her hair was up in a tight twist, with curls hanging down. Her long hair had once driven her crazy, but over the last year, she’d decided that if it had to be long, she’d just have fun with it. She sighed and stood.  
 
    “Ready or not, here I come,” she whispered to herself. She moved away from Olive so her maid wouldn’t see the tear that escaped, ruining her makeup. Her night had been plagued by dreams of home. She missed Ammon, and she desperately wanted her mom to be there on her wedding day. Not her mother the queen, but the mom who had raised her since she was a baby. She shook her head. Now was not the time to be homesick, but she couldn’t make it go away. 
 
    “What was that, Highness?” Olive asked. 
 
    “Nothing. I’m ready.” Jenny used her handkerchief to wipe her eyes and then straightened her gown. 
 
    Olive nodded and hurried to the door. She poked her head out to let the guards know Princess Genevieve was ready.  
 
    Petrus entered the room. “Ah, my beautiful Genevieve. When I first started tutoring you, I never thought this day would come. You were a just spoiled girl with a thirst for knowledge.” 
 
    Jenny laughed. “You’ve only known me for a year, Petrus. You’re thinking of the other Princess Genevieve.” 
 
    Petrus chuckled. “That is true, but nevertheless, you have grown much in that year. The kingdom is prospering, thanks to your rule.” 
 
    “Not really. Queen Esmeralda was the one who changed most of the laws. I just sat and watched.” 
 
    His eyes danced. “That is not how I remember it. Now come. It is time for you to be married.” 
 
    Jenny’s heart fluttered in her chest, and her excitement finally pushed through the homesickness. This was one wedding she looked forward to. The last time she’d walked down the aisle, it was a forced marriage, and she’d done everything she could to get out of it. Sam had been so good to her during their adventures, and she’d grown to love him more than she could have possibly imagined. True, she would have waited another couple of years if it had been her choice, but the kingdom needed to know they had a successor to the throne. Ever since the king had been poisoned by Prince Gavin, his health had not been the same. 
 
    Prince Gavin. The thought of him still made her shudder. To think she actually almost cared for him. She shuddered as she followed Petrus and three other guards down to the main hall. 
 
    The servants had gone all out with the decorations. The tapestries had been changed to pictures of Jenny and Sam together. Roses, orchids, and bouquets of lily of the valley were in vases throughout the great hall, and the stone halls and stairs had never looked cleaner. Wreaths of pine draped between the columns and filled the air with a fresh scent that made Jenny miss Christmas. She smiled at the thought, considering it was only April. The steps were covered with a thick red velvet rug, and she hoped she wouldn’t trip. She took a deep breath and waited for her turn. 
 
    The buzz of conversations quieted when the herald announced the arrival of Princess Genevieve. The villagers and servants watched Jenny, waiting for her. Queen Esmeralda hadn’t wanted to invite any of them, but Jenny had insisted. If she was going to be their new ruler, she wanted them to know she cared about them. Besides, Sam was one of them, and he would be their ruler too. The royalty from other kingdoms sat in ornate chairs along the sides of the hall, staring at the villagers in curiosity. 
 
    Sam stood at the front of the hall, gazing up at Jenny, looking gorgeous in his navy-blue suit coat and white pants. He wore a cloak that hung down to his knees. That was something he’d been very proud of—as a servant boy, he’d never been allowed to wear cloaks. The tenderness she saw on his face wiped away any homesickness she had lingering from the dreams the night before. Regardless of what she missed, regardless of who she once was, this was her home. These were her people. And the gorgeous man with the blond hair and dimples was her future husband. 
 
    Jenny stepped slowly down the stairs, careful not to trip on her dress. She’d tried to make it shorter, but her servants nearly hyperventilated at the thought of her slippers showing. She’d also wanted a white dress like she was used to, but apparently, blue was the color brides were to wear for weddings here. They’d argued back and forth until Olive found a baby-blue satin that accented Jenny’s eyes perfectly. 
 
    Jenny shook her head to clear her mind so she could think of the vows she was supposed to make. She wondered what Genevieve was up to at that point. She would be graduating soon, if the times matched up. It had been a couple of months since they’d last been able to talk to each other in the mirrors the fairies had given them. 
 
    Wait—the fairies. Where were they? Jenny glanced around the crowd to find them, but they were nowhere to be seen. She stepped up on the dais to stand next to Sam and searched the crowd again. There were many excited faces smiling up at her, but the fairies weren't there.  
 
    “Is everything all right, Jenny?” Sam whispered. 
 
    Jenny nodded. “I can’t find the fairies.” Her heart thumped. They were supposed to be there to offer blessings on the wedding. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I saw them. It will be fine.” He took Jenny’s arm, and they faced the priest.  
 
    The priest studied them for a moment before beginning. “Ladies and gentleman, we are gathered together today to unite Princess Genevieve with Lord Samuel.” 
 
    Jenny giggled at the blush on Sam’s face. He had only been made a lord a few days before, and he wasn’t used to it yet. She quickly smothered the giggle at the look of disapproval from Queen Esmeralda. 
 
    “Princess Genevieve, do you take Lord Samuel as your lawfully wedded husband?” 
 
    “I do.” Jenny’s heart soared. The only thing that would make this day better would be if her friends and family were there. Lucy would be squealing about now. 
 
    “Lord Samuel, do you take Princess Genevieve to be your lawfully wedded wife?” 
 
    “I do.” Sam squeezed Jenny’s hand, and she was sure she caught a wink as well. 
 
    The priest closed his book and addressed the audience. “We will now have the blessings from the fairies.” 
 
    No one moved. Jenny’s stomach dropped when she couldn’t see them coming forward. They wouldn’t miss this on purpose. A buzz ran through the hall as everyone looked around for them.  
 
    Queen Esmeralda stood. “We must continue with the wedding. We can have the blessings as soon as we find the fairies.” Her expression was calm, but Jenny could tell she was also worried. 
 
    Suddenly, the doors to the castle were pushed open and Rhoswen entered, followed by Tenyanye and the other sisters. There was a loud sigh of relief as they made their way forward. Jenny waved before she remembered she was supposed to be calm and composed. 
 
    “We apologize for our delay. Something came up, and we just returned.” Rhoslyn bowed and stepped forward. “We will begin. I bless your kingdom with much beauty, and great bounty in the harvest.” She stepped back, and Tenyanye took her place. 
 
    “I bless you with much joy in your marriage and as you begin your family.” She smiled at Jenny and moved as Shaylee spoke. 
 
    “I bless you with grace and good judgment as you rule over your kingdom.” 
 
    Liliana blessed them with peace in their kingdom, and Rhyannon left them with great success in the field of art. 
 
    Rhoswen stepped forward. “I come here with a blessing, and with a warning. Things are not as they should be in this land. You will need to be vigilant. My blessing is protection from the dark forces of this world.”  
 
    Jenny’s eyes widened and her breath caught as a chill went through her. This was the last thing anyone wanted to hear on their wedding day. 
 
    Rhoswen was stopped short by a whirlwind that suddenly filled the great hall, pulling tapestries off the wall and shattering vases. Thunder rocked the castle, and green flashes of light pierced the air. Everyone ducked down, and Sam pulled Jenny close to him. She huddled in his arms. Fear threatened to overwhelm her, but she pushed it down. She looked up as the wind calmed, and Maurelle stood in front of her. 
 
    “It seems you are having quite a party.” The sorceress walked slowly up the steps of the dais. Her dress was black, and the staff she carried was black and twisted. But what had Jenny cowering in fear was the power emanating from her. 
 
    “Please leave us,” Jenny pleaded. She’d had to talk to this woman a year before, and she’d hoped never to see her again 
 
    The woman's laugh was high-pitched. “I think I will stay here. It is a celebration, is it not? I see you have invited the lowest of your kingdom, as well as the most elite. You seemed to have forgotten my invitation yet again, Queen Esmeralda.” She swept off the stage and glared down at a villager, who quickly slid off his seat. She crossed her legs and leaned back in the chair as if she’d been there all along. “You may continue.” 
 
    Jenny and Sam looked at each other. Jenny hesitated, not knowing whether they should continue. Having Maurelle there meant nothing good for Jenny or for the kingdom. 
 
    The priest cleared his throat. “Are there any who wish to object to this wedding?” 
 
    Maurelle rose and began to speak, but all seven fairies ganged up on her and tackled her to the ground. Maurelle growled in anger, but Tenyanye covered her mouth. 
 
    “Keep going. We cannot hold her much longer,” Tenyanye cried. 
 
    Sam stood and helped Jenny rise to face the priest. “Continue.” 
 
    “Very well.” With one more glance at the struggling Maurelle, the priest nodded toward Sam. “You may kiss the bride.” 
 
    Sam smiled and cupped Jenny’s face in his hands. “I love you, my princess.” He leaned forward. 
 
    With a loud blast of wind, Maurelle pushed the fairies away and jumped to her feet, then screamed out a curse in a language that Jenny didn’t understand, but she could feel the power in it. The lights dimmed and the ground rumbled, causing vases to fall to the floor. An electric charge flew through the air and hit Jenny. Maurelle cackled loudly, and Jenny saw only blackness as she fell limp in Sam’s arms. 
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    Jenny held her head as she groaned and rolled over. The gym floor smelled like it had just been polished a few minutes before. Wait. Gym floor? Her eyes flew open to find a mass of girls surrounding her. She sat up and looked around, panicking. Her dress had been replaced by PE clothes. She wasn’t supposed to be here. What had happened to the wedding? Maurelle had pulled her away just as she was about to kiss Sam. It felt like her heart had been ripped out of her chest, knowing he’d been left behind. But then this world came crashing down on her. 
 
    Lucy stood above her and held out her hand. “Man, Jenny, that was some fall. I didn’t think Zoe hit you that hard.” 
 
    Jenny took Lucy’s hand and pulled herself up, then wrapped her in a hug, sobbing for joy. She was home. 
 
    “Um, Jenny? What’s going on?” Lucy pulled away and stared at her. 
 
    “I’m back.” Jenny wiped her eyes. “Lucy, it’s me.” 
 
    Lucy’s jaw dropped, and she turned to the coach. “Um, I’m going to take Jenny to the nurse. I think she bumped her head harder than we thought.” She yanked on Jenny’s arm, and they quickly left the gym. Lucy didn’t say anything until they got into the locker room. Then she whirled around and stared at Jenny. “Okay, spill. What’s going on?” 
 
    “Seriously, Lucy, it’s me. Jenny. Your best friend. I don’t know how or why I’m here, but I’m home.”  
 
    Lucy just kept staring, her mouth moving, but she said nothing.  
 
    Jenny paced back and forth, something she’d picked up while in Genevieve’s time. She stopped and took Lucy by the shoulders. “Look, you’ve had a crush on Ammon for as long as we can remember. We had a treehouse in your backyard where we used to play with dolls and give them haircuts. You threw chewing gum in my hair when I wouldn’t let you have the purple Popsicle. Mom had to chop off six inches of my hair.” 
 
    “And we were grounded from each other for two weeks.” Lucy grabbed Jenny in a hug. “Oh, man, I missed you. I mean, you were still kind of here, but not really.” She let go and went into the stall to grab some toilet paper to wipe her eyes. 
 
    “How was Genevieve? Was she nice?” Jenny’s thoughts flew back to when she’d first arrived in the kingdom and everyone had been afraid of her. She absentmindedly turned on the faucets just to watch the water run down into the sink. Indoor plumbing was something she’d never take for granted again, especially since she didn’t know how long she’d be here to enjoy it. 
 
    “She was a little intense and rather odd when she first got here.” Lucy shook her head, laughing. 
 
    “Odd? What do you mean?” Jenny looked around, taking in her surroundings. She missed her home and everything about it, including the faint smell of gym socks and old perfume in the locker room. Then thoughts of Sam and the wedding she was missing right at that moment clogged her mind. Was Genevieve there? She teared up at the thought of leaving Sam behind. 
 
    “She didn’t know what anything was. And she had this way of speaking—are you okay?” Lucy looked at Jenny, her eyebrows drawn together. 
 
    Jenny shook her head. “I’m so confused. And exhausted.” She sat down on the bench and covered her face with her hands. “Lucy, I’m supposed to be getting married right now. I’m so torn between being thrilled to be home and missing Sam that I don’t know what to do with myself.” 
 
    “Wh—what?” Lucy dropped down next to her. “What do you mean, married?” 
 
    Jenny looked down at her hand, bare of the ring she had been wearing just a few minutes before. “I met this servant boy. He was … gorgeous. Sweet. Amazing. We were just getting married when something happened and I ended up here.” 
 
    “Yeah, so that didn’t clear anything up at all. You and I are going to have a little chat tonight about everything that’s happened.” Lucy looked at her watch. “Right now, we need to hurry and get dressed because I’m supposed to have you down at the nurse’s office.”  
 
    “Oh, right.” Jenny jumped up and pulled her clothes out of the locker. “Er, what are these?” She held up a dress and leggings and looked at them in disgust.  
 
    Lucy burst out laughing. “Oh, you don’t like your new look? Genevieve wore pants sometimes, but usually, she wanted to be more covered up. That was her compromise.” 
 
    “I can see why, after what I’ve been wearing for the last year. My dresses are heavy and made of several layers.” Jenny pulled on the clothes and found shoes at the bottom of the locker. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get going.” Lucy led the way out of the locker room and mentioned a few things that had been going on. The school year was almost over, and they were supposed to be trying on their graduation gowns later that day. She walked Jenny to the nurse’s office and poked her head in to let her know that Jenny had hit her head, but seemed fine. The nurse checked her eyes, then told her to go to her next class. 
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    The bell rang, and students came flowing out of the classrooms. Jenny didn’t even know which class she was supposed to be in, and she didn’t really care. She wanted to get home to her mom and dad. She searched the crowd for Ammon, but didn’t see him anywhere. 
 
    Lucy stopped by her locker to grab a few books and then headed over to another one. “This is yours. You have math next.” Lucy flew through the combination and opened the door. She turned to say something, but paused, seeing someone behind Jenny. Her eyes grew wide. “Um, there’s something you need to know.” 
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    Jenny 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Jenny, how was PE?”  
 
    Jenny whipped around, and her breath caught in her throat. Erik was standing there. The Erik she’d been desperately in love with for years. And not only did he say hi, but he was standing really close to her. “Hey. It was great.” She blushed. 
 
    “Are you okay?” He put his hand on her shoulder and pulled her in for a hug. 
 
    “Y—yeah, I’m fine. I just have to get to class.” She grabbed her math book and started to walk away before she realized she had no idea which room her class was in. Apparently, Genevieve had left the fact that she and Erik were dating out of their conversations in the mirror. 
 
    “Hey, where are you going?” Erik caught up. “Math is that way, remember?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I forgot.” Jenny could feel her face redden again. She was making a mess out of this. Seriously, how many classes did she have left for the day? She followed Erik into the room and sat down, thankful that all the seats around her were taken. After not ever talking to Erik before, it was weird to have him so close to her.  
 
    Jenny went to push her glasses up on the bridge of her nose—a habit she hadn’t even thought about until now—and realized they weren’t there. She blinked several times and felt contacts in her eyes. She’d been begging her mom for them for a couple of years. She shook her head, willing the tears away. So many things had changed since she’d been gone. She wanted to see her family and sleep in her soft bed and use a real toothbrush, but what she really wanted was Sam and Olive and everything she’d grown used to. 
 
    Erik kept shooting worried glances over at her during class, but she chose to ignore them so she could concentrate on the test in front of her. She didn’t know how long she’d be here, but she hoped she hadn’t just blown the test for Genevieve. Petrus had taught her, but she was pretty sure this math hadn’t been used in the thirteenth century. 
 
    As soon as the bell rang, she jumped up and hurried toward the door. Erik caught up to her at her locker and helped put her books in her bag. 
 
    “Seriously, what’s going on? Did I do something wrong?” Erik tipped her chin up to look at him.  
 
    Jenny shook her head, flustered. “No, you’re fine. I’m just distracted today.” Curse those eyes of his. She had stared at them for years, trying to get him to notice her. They didn’t compare to the blue of Sam’s eyes, though. She couldn’t believe how completely opposite the two of them were in looks. “You weren’t distracted during lunch. What happened in PE?” He leaned up against the wall. 
 
    “It’s a long story. Look, can we talk later? I need to find Ammon.” She headed toward the front entrance. 
 
    “Genevieve, wait.” 
 
    Jenny stopped short and turned toward him, her heart pounding. “What did you call me?” She didn’t think she’d hear that name around here. 
 
    “Genevieve. What I’ve called you ever since prom.” He brushed a hair from her face. 
 
    “How do you know that name?” Jenny whispered. Genevieve had told people about the switch? Well, of course she had. Jenny had told a few people as well. But still. Erik? 
 
    “You—wait. Jenny?” he asked, surprised. He backed up quickly. 
 
    Jenny nodded. “Yes, I’m Jenny. How long have you known?” Seriously. What had gone on around here? It felt like her world had completely flipped upside down. Which, technically, it had. 
 
    “I’ve known for about a year. She told me when we started getting serious.” He studied Jenny. “So, you’re really back?” 
 
    “Yeah. I don’t know how or why.” And I don't know how in the world I’m talking to you. Apparently, it took living in a different century to get up the guts to talk to her crush. Who knew? But then, it also helped that she was supposed to be marrying someone else. 
 
    “But … where’s Genevieve?” He looked lost. He ran his fingers through his hair. 
 
    “I don’t know. I can only guess that she went back in time.” Jenny wondered how Genevieve would react when she realized she was married. 
 
    “That’s … good, I guess.” Erik shoved his hands in his pockets. “I just … wow. I don’t even know what to say. This morning, we were talking about colleges, and now she’s gone.” 
 
    “You really like her.” Jenny’s heart broke for him. Sadly, she knew exactly how he felt.  
 
    “Yes, I do.” He played with the strap on his backpack. “So, what now?” 
 
    “I’m going to do what I’ve wanted to do for a very long time. I’m going home. Do you know where Ammon is?” The fact that she hadn’t asked Lucy showed just how distracted and messed up she was. 
 
    “He’s gone. Youth Government.” 
 
    Jenny’s face dropped. “Oh. When does he get back?” She was finally home, and her brother wasn’t even there? That just seemed wrong. 
 
    “I think he’ll be back by this weekend.” Erik smiled at Jenny’s blank look. “That’s in two days. Today is Wednesday. Man, must be weird suddenly popping up in a whole different time.” 
 
    “You have no idea.” Jenny looked around, uncomfortable. “Can I get a ride, then? I haven’t seen Lucy for a while, or I’d ask her.” 
 
    “Of course.” He led Jenny to his car and opened her door before going around to the other side. 
 
    Jenny was actually in Erik’s car—the guy she’d died over—and yet the only thing she could think about was how much she wished she could show Sam what a car was. She’d tried to explain one to him once, but he’d just stared at her, confused. It was probably for the best. They wouldn’t have been invented for another six hundred years. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get you home. I bet you’re dying to see your parents.” He grinned and started the car. Rock music blasted out of the stereo, and Jenny wanted to cry. Real music. She’d had enough harps to last her a lifetime. 
 
    “Yeah. I need to see my family.” She stared out the window, watching the world she’d known fly past. She almost felt claustrophobic with the houses so close together. She was used to her castle with the rolling hills. Had she changed so much? 
 
    Erik pulled in and put the car in park. “You ready for this?” 
 
    Jenny couldn’t help the tears that escaped. “I’ve waited for this for a year now, but I can’t seem to move.” 
 
    “I’ll help.” Erik climbed out, and Jenny took a deep breath before she did the same.  
 
    Everything seemed normal. The house was still chaotic with kids running around, and it had a comfortable, lived-in feel to it. Jenny stepped inside, finally home, and yet she was missing something. 
 
    Jenny’s mom came into the hallway. “Oh, hello, Erik. Hey, Genevieve. Can you watch the kids for a bit? I need to run to the store.” She suddenly stopped and looked closer. “Are you crying?” She glanced over at Erik and then back. 
 
    Jenny ran forward and pulled her mom into a hug. “I’ve missed you so much.” She couldn’t help the sobs that racked her body. 
 
    “What’s going on, sweetie?” Her mom hugged her and patted her on the back. 
 
    “You may want to put off that visit to the store. She has something she needs to tell you,” Erik said. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Jenny.” 
 
    Jenny waved and pulled away from her mom, wiping her eyes. “Thanks, Erik. See you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Are you going to answer me? Are you hurt?” Mom held on to Jenny’s shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “Did Erik break up with you?” 
 
    “No. Erik is fine. Mom, it’s me. It’s Jenny. I don’t know how, but I’m here.”  
 
    Mom froze. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Jenny watched as her mom tried to comprehend what was happening. “Mom, it’s me. Would you like me to prove it? Your favorite candy bar is a Milky Way, and when I was three, I ate an entire bag of them that you’d been hiding for yourself.” 
 
    “Jenny?” Mom’s hands flew to her mouth, and tears spilled down her face. She pulled Jenny into another hug. “I thought I’d never see you again.” 
 
    “I didn’t either. This morning, I was wishing you’d be there for my wedding, and suddenly I’m here.” This wasn’t quite what she’d had in mind, but she was so glad to see her.  
 
    “Wait—hold on. Your wedding?” Mom backed up and stared at Jenny. 
 
    Jenny laughed, wiping her tears. “Yes, wedding. Life’s a little different there. I’m considered an old maid. Or, at least I was before the wedding.” 
 
    “But you’re just seventeen. You haven’t even graduated yet.” She pulled Jenny into the living room to sit on the couch and hugged her again. 
 
    “Right. But that’s Genevieve now. I kind of belong to a different world. Or I did until a few hours ago.” 
 
    Mom jerked back like she’d been slapped. “You don’t think you belong here?” 
 
    Jenny sighed. “Mom. Focus. I’m here. I don’t know for how long, and things are bad. Maurelle switched us again, and I don’t know why. We have to figure that out. For now, I want to go take a very long, very hot shower and brush my teeth with an actual toothbrush. And enjoy the fact that I have indoor plumbing.” She could pretend everything was back to normal—that Lucy was her best friend and she was with her family again—but she really missed Sam, and wanted to go back and help him stop Maurelle from doing whatever it was that she had planned.   
 
    “I see.” Mom’s lip trembled as she pulled Jenny close again. “You shower. I’m going to make your favorite meal. We’ll have a big celebration for you. As far as how long you’re staying, we’ll just enjoy every minute we actually have together.” 
 
    Jenny smiled. “I’d like that. And, Mom? I really am happy to be home. I missed you every single minute I was gone. You would not believe what I went through while I was there.” 
 
    “You’ll have to tell me after your shower. Now, go.” She smiled and went into the kitchen. 
 
    A door slammed as Mary, Emma, and Bonnie ran into the living room. They jumped up on her lap, and she squeezed them tight.  
 
    “Are you really Jenny?” Mary asked. 
 
    “Yep, I am.” 
 
    “Good. Because the other Jenny didn’t talk right. And she didn’t know how to fold the clothes or read me stories the right way.” Mary snuggled up closer to Jenny. 
 
    “She was just fine.” Bonnie rolled her eyes. “Did you live in a castle?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. A great big one.” Jenny pictured the hall and her rooms.  
 
    “Did you have to fight any dragons?” Emma asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “Nope, no dragons. But I fought a troll. He was big and scary.” 
 
    Mary squeaked. “A troll? Like the one in Genevieve’s paintings?” 
 
    Jenny looked at her strangely. “Paintings? What do you mean? And how do you know her name? Did she tell everyone?” 
 
    Emma hopped up. “No. I heard her telling Mom and Dad. Besides, she’s our sister. Why wouldn’t she tell us?” She grabbed Jenny’s hand. “Come on.” 
 
    Jenny followed the girls upstairs to her room. The walls that had once been covered with posters of boys now had paintings of forests and castles. Jenny’s breath caught. She knew this castle. She knew the forests. She studied each one, barely aware that the other three girls were still there. 
 
    “Genevieve said that castle wasn’t there before.” Bonnie pointed at one of the paintings. 
 
    “She’s right.” Jenny gasped when she came to the battle with Prince Gavin. He’d turned into a large, ugly troll and had tried to kill her.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” Mary asked. Her big eyes looked up at Jenny. 
 
    “I was there.” She pointed at the princess. “That was me fighting that troll.” She looked down at Mary and Bonnie. “How did she know this happened?” 
 
    Bonnie shrugged. “When she paints, the pictures appear on the canvas. No one knows how she does it.” 
 
    Jenny shivered. “She has him perfectly.”  Her mind went back to the moment when he went from adorable prince to hideous troll. He’d tried to kill the queen, and was going to marry Jenny so he could take her power as well. 
 
    “I’d rather have a dragon.” Bonnie dropped onto Jenny’s bed. 
 
    “Yeah, me too.” Jenny turned away from the paintings. “Okay, girls. I really, really need a shower. Can you go help Mom?” 
 
    “I don’t want to. She’ll make us set the table.” Bonnie made a face. 
 
    “Come on, Bonnie. Jenny said.” Mary grabbed Bonnie’s and Emma’s hands and raced them down the stairs. 
 
    Jenny grabbed her robe, went in to the bathroom, and turned on the shower as hot as she could stand, then stood under the water. She’d never loved indoor plumbing quite as much as she did just then. After she was done, she pulled a new toothbrush out from under the sink—she couldn’t bring herself to use the same one Genevieve had used, even if it was the same body—and brushed, reveling in the soft bristles and minty freshness of the toothpaste. 
 
    When she was done, she went to her room and brushed her hair, staring at all the pictures Genevieve had painted. She looked for pajamas she recognized, but could only find frilly nightgowns that Genevieve must have picked out. She settled for a pair of shorts and a T-shirt and went downstairs to see what her mom needed.  
 
    The smell of spaghetti and garlic bread was intoxicating. She’d tried to explain both to the cooks at the castle, but they just couldn’t get it right. The thought of Jenny cooking it for them was a scandal, so she didn’t even try. 
 
    “Mmm, that smells amazing.” Jenny leaned against the counter, watching her mom cook. 
 
    “Oh, Jenny. Dinner is ready. Could you call the boys in?” 
 
    “Of course. I haven’t even seen them since I got home.” 
 
    “They were at baseball practice. They just got dropped off.” Mom carried the spaghetti to the table. 
 
    “Right, baseball.” She’d forgotten that the city baseball season would have started by then. “Hunter, James, it’s time for dinner!” she called. 
 
    Thundering came from upstairs, and the boys fought to get downstairs before the other one. They pushed their way into their seats, earning screams of indignation from the girls. 
 
    “Boys, calm down. Jenny doesn’t need this noise on her first night here.” Mom began dishing out the food onto plates. 
 
    Hunter gave Mom a funny look. “First night? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “It means I’m back from the past.”  
 
    Hunter’s eyes widened. “Jenny? It's really you?” 
 
    "Yep, it's me.” Jenny bent down and hugged her brothers, commenting on how big they’d all gotten in the last year. She stopped as Dad walked into the kitchen. She grinned and jumped up to give him a hug. “Oh, Daddy. I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her. “Jenny? How’d you get here? I thought it was permanent.” 
 
    Jenny laughed and pulled away. “So did I, but Maurelle figured out a way to switch us.” 
 
    “That's great!” He searched her face. “Isn't it?” 
 
    “I . . .” She didn’t know how to go on without putting a damper on their meal together. “Yes, it’s great. And I’m starving. Let’s eat.” 
 
    Jenny scooted in next to Mary, wanting to forget about how it hurt to admit that she’d rather go back than stay here. After a quick blessing, everyone began eating. 
 
    There was loud chatter as they ate, and Jenny couldn’t help the tears as she watched her siblings and her parents interact. Meals were usually spent in her suite with her ladies-in-waiting. The king and queen were often away meeting with other leaders.  
 
    “Jenny?” Mom asked. 
 
    Jenny jumped. “Oh, sorry. What did you say?” She could feel herself turning red. 
 
    “Hunter asked if you ever had to fight.” Mom raised her eyebrows. 
 
    “Nope. I stayed out of it as much as possible. They’ve all seen my fighting skills and knew better than to let me near a sword.” It wasn’t that she hadn’t tried to learn. Her trainers just finally gave up on her and announced that she was hopeless. 
 
    “Genevieve is really good at sword fighting.” James jumped up from the table and demonstrated. “She even taught us how to fight.” 
 
    “That’s great. Maybe you’ll be able to teach me what my trainers couldn’t.” 
 
    “Okay! Let’s go!” Hunter and James started to leave the table, but stopped when they caught their dad’s look. 
 
    “Sit down. You can show her after dinner.” Dad turned to Jenny. “So, what’s this about you getting married?” 
 
    The table went silent. 
 
    “It didn’t actually happen. I don’t think. We were about to kiss when we were switched.” 
 
    Emma tugged on Jenny’s shirt. “But what about Erik?” 
 
    “What about him?” Jenny asked. 
 
    “He has to come to our house still. Can’t you just like him instead?” 
 
    The boys snickered. James threw a napkin at Emma. “She’s had a crush on him for a long time.” 
 
    “I’m sure he can still come over, but that’s not what I’m worried about. I need to figure out how to get home.” 
 
    Mary dropped her fork. “But you are home. You just got here.” 
 
    Jenny stammered. “Well, I am home, but not where I belong. I mean, I used to belong here, but this isn’t where—” She stood and grabbed her plate. “I need to go to bed.” She set her dishes in the sink and ran upstairs, away from the disappointed looks of the family she’d called her own for sixteen years. 
 
    “Jenny?” Mom called. 
 
    “Yeah?” Jenny waited for her to come upstairs. 
 
    Mom wrapped her in a hug. “I’m sorry. I know this is probably all too much for you right now. Have a little patience with us. We just got you back.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry.” Jenny wiped her eyes. She blinked, feeling the contacts move around. “Uh, Mom? I have no idea how to get these things out of my eyes.” 
 
    Mom laughed. “Oh, right. Come on—I’ll teach you how to do it. I became an expert after trying to teach Genevieve.” 
 
    Once her mom had helped her take the contacts out and put them back in a few times, Jenny finally felt like she had the hang of it. 
 
    “Night, Jenny. I love you.” Mom kissed her on the forehead. “Things will work out. I promise.” 
 
    “I love you too. And I sure hope so.” Jenny watched her go before going to her bedroom. 
 
    Everywhere she looked was evidence of the girl who had taken over her life. The furniture was what Jenny remembered, but even the bedspread was different. Jenny turned the lights off and curled up in bed. When her mom came to check on her, she pretended to be asleep. She let the tears run down her face as she thought of how badly she’d wanted to return to this time. She tried to be happy she was back. She tried to think about playing with her sisters again. But all she could picture as she drifted off was Sam’s face as he promised to be hers forever.  
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    Genevieve 
 
      
 
    Genevieve heard screaming and chaos as she awakened. Zoe had bumped into her during a basketball game, but that should not have knocked her out. They had gone up for the ball at the same time. Maybe they had smacked heads on the way down? 
 
    “Princess Genevieve?” a voice called to her. Someone she didn’t recognize. “Are you well?” 
 
    Her eyes flew open to find bright-blue eyes just a few inches from hers. She jerked out of his arms and looked for something to fight him with. How dare he touch her? But then she stopped and realized where she was. The castle she’d grown up in. The gym was gone, and her T-shirt and shorts had become a dress of rich blue fabric.  
 
    The king and queen stood from their thrones, Esmeralda’s hands covering her mouth. Genevieve looked at the man who had been holding her and realized that this must be Sam, the man Jenny had fallen in love with. He was exactly as Jenny had described him through the mirror. Genevieve stepped away from his outstretched hand and turned to look out at the crowd. 
 
    Genevieve’s breath caught, and she swallowed her fear. Standing in front was Maurelle, the woman who had tried to kill her at birth. It had only been prevented by Gavin’s curse when he stepped in and switched Jenny and Genevieve. Maurelle strode forward, pushing away anyone who tried to get in her way as she walked up the steps. Her icy glare made the king and queen cower, and she grabbed Genevieve’s face. She stared into Genevieve’s eyes as if looking for something. Her own eyes flashed green, and Genevieve screamed in pain as memories of her life were sifted through and tossed aside, as if Maurelle was looking for something specific. 
 
    Growing up in the castle. The lessons she’d been taught. The battles she’d fought. And then a sudden switch to the future, when she’d arrived in Jenny’s time. Seeing her twin brother, going to school for the first time. Everything was out in the open for Maurelle’s viewing. Genevieve jerked away, and it felt as though her mind had shattered.  
 
    Maurelle fell back as if stunned, but then she laughed. “It is done.” She said nothing else as she raised her hands into the air. Smoke billowed around her for a moment until she disappeared.  
 
    Genevieve dropped to the floor, holding her face. Her head pounded from Maurelle’s probing. Whatever she’d been looking for, she’d apparently found it, and that made Genevieve’s skin crawl. She was vaguely aware of the arms that went around her, holding her tightly.  
 
    “Princess? Are you well?” A familiar voice broke through the fogginess. Her mother, the queen. 
 
    Genevieve looked up, but instantly had to close her eyes from the brightness of the main hall. Images of her home in the future and the castle where she was sitting kept flipping through her mind, and it only made the headache worse. “No, I am not. Could you please escort me to my bedroom? Where’s Ammon?” 
 
    Strong arms lifted her from the floor. “I will take her up. Please inform Petrus and Rhoswen that they are needed in Genevieve’s suite.” 
 
    Genevieve rested her head against the man’s chest, taking comfort in his beating heart. While she did not know him personally, she was sure he was the man Jenny had fallen in love with. As they left the hall, she could hear her mother speak to the crowd. Something about postponing the wedding, and a feast.  Genevieve jerked her head up, but instantly regretted it as stabs of pain shot through her. “Wedding?” 
 
    “Do not speak. I do not want to make it worse.” His voice rumbled against her ear. “Whatever Maurelle has done, she will pay for it.” 
 
    Any movement made Genevieve want to lose her breakfast, and she gladly stayed quiet as they went down the hallway. Servants’ voices buzzed as they moved, but Sam only gave a few orders and continued on.  
 
    He laid Genevieve gently on the bed and propped her head up on a pillow. The grating of the chair as he moved it closer was like Ammon’s music blasting in her ears. 
 
    “Please stop.” She curled up into a ball, holding her ears. 
 
    “I am sorry.” There was a tiny scrape and then a thunk as he set the chair next to the bed. “What did she do to you?” 
 
    Genevieve forced herself to relax, hoping it would ease the pounding in her head. “She read my memory like a book. Everything.” 
 
    There was silence for a moment. “But why? What is her reasoning?” 
 
    “Because of who I am.” Genevieve opened her eyes, even though the light pierced her skull. “I am not Jenny. I do not know how it happened, but we have been switched again. I was at her school playing bas—playing a sport, and then I was suddenly here.” 
 
    Sam leaned back in his chair, looking as though he had been punched. “You’re not … but … I do not understand.” 
 
    Genevieve closed her eyes tightly. The light in the room had become too much. “I do not know what happened, but I must rest. We will talk later.” 
 
    Sam stood. “I will let the others know not to bother you, although Rhoswen and Petrus might argue. Sleep well, Princess.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Genevieve listened to him leave before sitting up long enough to slide under the covers of the bed. She needed to make sure she recovered from whatever it was that Maurelle had done. 
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    The sun had turned the sky into a painting of blues, pinks, and oranges as it rose. Genevieve stared out at the landscape she’d loved so dearly. It was the one view she missed more than anything when she left, but it didn’t tug on her as much as her new life did now. She missed Erik, Lucy, and her family terribly. The day before, she had been worried about the nine-hour drive between her university and where Erik would be. Now they were centuries apart. 
 
    There was a gentle knock at the door. Genevieve sighed. She’d hoped for just a little more silence. “Come in.” 
 
    Olive answered the door and curtsied. “I came to see if you were ready for breakfast, Highness.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful. Thank you.” Genevieve turned away, but when she didn’t hear the door close, she sighed and glanced behind her. “Was there something else?” 
 
    “Yes, Highness. Lord Chatham wanted me to tell him the moment you awoke. Is it all right to tell him now?” 
 
    Genevieve blinked. “Who?” 
 
    “Lord Chatham.” Olive leaned forward. “You know him as Sam.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” Genevieve nodded. “Yes, that would be fine. He must have many questions for me.” 
 
    Olive studied Genevieve for a moment. “Is it true? Are you really the real Genevieve?” 
 
    “Yes. How did you find out?” It wasn’t something she wanted people to know. 
 
     “I was at your door last night when you told Lord Chatham that you were not Jenny.” Olive blushed as she ducked her head. “I am sorry for intruding.” 
 
    Genevieve smiled. “You didn’t know. Now, please go tell him he is welcome to come and talk.” 
 
    Olive curtsied again. “Yes, Highness.” 
 
    Genevieve watched her go. If Sam was coming, she needed to change quickly. Olive or someone had changed her while she slept, and she was still in her nightclothes. She opened the wardrobe to find a gown, and fingered the fine silk. She had missed wearing the loose material. She slipped her robes on, and then added the silk gown over the top. She finally felt dressed again. The tops and leggings she wore as Jenny were nice, but this was what she preferred.  
 
    There was another knock, and Olive came in. “Oh. I was not expecting you to have changed already. I was planning to help you. Lord Chatham will be here soon.” 
 
    “Sorry. I just needed something to do until you returned. Could you help with my hair, though? I worry that the knots will take years to get out.” 
 
    Olive smiled. “There are a few knots, but I can help.”  
 
    Once Olive declared that Genevieve’s hair was done, she had Genevieve sit at the table so she could be served breakfast. 
 
    The eggs and sausage were cooked to perfection, but Genevieve couldn’t help missing her cold cereal. She was starving, though, and she quickly ate everything on her plate. She wiped her mouth with her napkin just as Sam showed up at the door. 
 
    “Oh, there you are. Come in.” 
 
    Sam glanced at Olive before sitting at the table. “Sorry to meet in your suites, but I wanted complete privacy. No one else must know what has happened.” 
 
    “I agree.” Genevieve studied the man in front of her. Jenny really did have great taste, but then, she should know that. Jenny had the crush on Erik first. Genevieve could only imagine how Jenny would react to how much she had changed everything, and hoped that she would not be angry. “I am sorry you lost Jenny.” 
 
    Sam played with an inkwell sitting on the table. “Is she all right? Do you think she is safe where she is?” 
 
    “Yes, she is in a beautiful land. She’s fine. She is probably fighting to come home as well. She cares deeply for you.”  
 
    There was a knock at the door, and Genevieve opened it to find the queen standing in the hall. 
 
    “Welcome home, Genevieve.” Her mother’s eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “How—how did you know?” Genevieve asked with surprise. 
 
    Her mother laughed. “You hold yourself differently. You are the girl I taught from the time you were small. The other girl, Jenny, was wonderful, but she did not have the same upbringing.” She pulled Genevieve into a hug. “I am sorry for how I treated you.” 
 
    Genevieve hugged her back, shocked. “It’s all right, Mother. I understand why you did what you did.” 
 
    Her mother shook her head. “It is still no excuse. Now, I must go. We have guests who will be leaving soon. I wish you had stayed at the wedding just a little longer.” 
 
    “I will make up for it later. I needed the rest.” She watched her mother go. Maybe it was good that she came back. Jenny had been right about her mother, and she finally got to see it for herself. She turned to find Sam poring over some maps he’d rolled out on a large table that stood to the side of the room. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Looking for places where Maurelle's castle could be.” He took a quill and dipped it in ink before marking a place on the map. 
 
    “Good idea.” Genevieve took her place on the other side of the table and studied the maps. “Has anyone been to this part of the woods?” She pointed to a large forest to the south of the castle. 
 
    Sam nodded. “Yes, those forests have been searched thoroughly, both by the fairies and our soldiers. There is no sign of her.” 
 
    Genevieve pulled a chair over and caught the look of surprise on Sam’s face. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing …” He went back to studying the maps. 
 
    “No, really. What?” 
 
    He gestured to the chair. “You never would have done that before.”  
 
    Genevieve blinked. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You would have demanded that a servant come and do it for you.” Sam caught himself. “I am sorry. I spoke out of turn.” 
 
    “No, you were right to speak.” Genevieve paused. “I was that bad?” 
 
    Sam laughed, filling the room with a melodious sound. “Yes, Highness. You were.” 
 
    Genevieve studied him. “Did I know you? I mean, did you ever serve me?” She would surely remember his looks, right? He was very handsome. Where Erik was darker, Sam was fair, but she could still see why Jenny liked him. 
 
    “No, Highness. I was always in other parts of the castle. You did have my mother fired as your nursemaid at one point, however.” The twinkle in his eye didn’t match his serious face. 
 
    “I am sorry. What was my reason?” She stopped looking at the map and looked up at him, her face burning.  
 
    Sam studied her for a moment. “She did not get your doll quickly enough.” 
 
    Genevieve’s jaw dropped. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It is all right. Things have changed. She found other duties around the castle.” He marked a spot on the map. 
 
    “That is not all right. Please let me know if there is anything I can do for your family.” 
 
    “You already did. My mother and the rest of my family work in the castle now and even get paid. They will take over the land that was given to me when I became a lord.” 
 
    Genevieve smiled. “That is wonderful. I’m glad things are well for your family.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He stood and stretched. “Do you mind if I take these with me? I have a few other things I want to check.”  
 
    “Go ahead. I have been gone for long enough that I wouldn’t even know where to start.” 
 
    Sam rolled up the maps and went to the door. He paused as he opened it and turned back. “Good day, Highness.” 
 
    Genevieve watched him leave, but didn’t move from her spot. Exhaustion threatened to overtake her. What time would it be where Jenny was? And what was she doing? 
 
    Her thoughts were interrupted by the door opening. Olive, Genevieve’s maid, stood there with linens in her arms. 
 
    Genevieve jumped up. “Hello, Olive.” 
 
    “Pardon me, Highness.” She hurried in and began making the bed.  “Sorry it is not ready, Highness. I had hoped to have these changed before you came back from speaking with Lord Chatham, but then he came here instead. I will be done soon and out of your way.” 
 
    Genevieve sighed and walked over to Olive. “I am sorry for how I treated you in the past. I hope you will forgive me.” 
 
    “Of course, Highness.” 
 
    “Do you have another cloth for me to use? I could help you finish cleaning in here so you can do your other chores.” Genevieve glanced around the room. It seemed clean enough, but maybe that was because she'd dealt with her brothers’ messes for the last year. 
 
    Olive looked down at her cloth. “I just have this one.”  
 
    Genevieve held out her hand. “Let me see it.” When Olive gave it to her, Genevieve tore it in two. “Here you go. If anyone gives you trouble, tell them I did it.” She smiled and started dusting the furniture. 
 
    “What kind of world did you get sent to, Highness?” Olive asked. She hadn’t moved from her spot. 
 
    Genevieve laughed. “You would not believe me if I told you.” 
 
    “Please. You seem so different.” She stopped. “I am sorry, Highness. I should not have said that.” 
 
     “Stop apologizing, and I will tell you.” Genevieve sat on her bed and played with the cloth in her hand. “They have a kind of magic they call electricity. Their carriages move without horses, and their food? It is amazing. I would give about anything for a hamburger and milkshake.” She sighed. “I went to school with other teenagers, and took tests. I even played sports.” 
 
    “It sounds wonderful. I am glad you enjoyed yourself.” 
 
    “It was. I miss it terribly.” Genevieve jumped off her bed and tried to hide the tear that escaped and ran silently down her cheek. “There was a boy. Erik. Better than any prince I have met here.”  
 
    Olive said nothing and began dusting the shelves. When Genevieve stayed quiet, she cleared her throat. “Did he court you?” 
 
    “Yes, but it is different from here.  Just before I left, I found out he would be going to a school far away from me. I thought my heart was broken, but it does not come close to how I feel now.” 
 
    “I am sorry. You stopped Gavin. I have no doubt you can stop Maurelle.” 
 
    “Thank you, Olive.” Genevieve sighed. “I am tired. We can finish this tomorrow. Thank you for your help.” 
 
    Olive bowed and went to the door. “You are welcome.” 
 
    Genevieve changed and climbed into bed. It was strange that so much had changed since she left. Her parents seemed so much happier, and the fact that they allowed a servant boy to marry their daughter? She shook her head. She couldn’t even fathom it.  
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    Maurelle 
 
      
 
    The curse had gone much better than she’d expected. It had taken months to find the spell that troll had used, and then longer to figure out exactly how he made it work. She had managed to make it happen before Jenny and the meddling servant boy had kissed to solidify their marriage. If it hadn’t been for those fairies, she could have stopped it before the priest had declared them husband and wife. She would have to take care of the meddling fairies as well. 
 
    Maurelle traveled through the woods and came to an old boat on the shores of a lake. She climbed inside, careful to step in the center. With a flick of her hand, she floated across the water. Her staff was lit with a dull glow to break through the fog that kept her castle hidden from intruders.  
 
    The lake was small, but it was full of unspeakable creatures that did Maurelle’s bidding. Only those who wanted an unpleasant end would dare to cross. She stepped onto the other side and made her way up the path. 
 
    A rush of wind hit Maurelle, as a creature descended and landed nearby. The large black dragon snorted and blew out smoke. 
 
    “Ah, there you are, Arengol. Did you find something to eat?” Maurelle placed her hand on his snout, and he ducked his head with a low rumble. “Very good. Get some rest. I have set things in motion. You will be pleased.” 
 
    The dragon dipped his head again, and Maurelle continued up the steps to the castle. While Arengol’s parents had been battle dragons, he had his own purpose. He was her spy and her familiar—she was able to magnify her magic when he was near. More than this, however—he was her captor, something she’d learned to use to her own advantage over the decades they'd been together.  
 
    She’d needed his extra strength in order to perform the curse on Jenny, so he’d flown high above the castle, making sure to stay out of sight from any guards who had been on watch. The curse had cost them both to use so much energy, but it was worth the price. 
 
    Once inside, she was met by her servants. They bowed down, ready to do anything she asked. “Prepare my dinner. I will eat in my room.” 
 
    “Mother?” The small voice behind her made her stop. 
 
    “Yes, Ingrid?” Maurelle turned toward the dark-haired beauty. Her daughter. The one reminder of a past Maurelle wanted to forget. 
 
    Ingrid shuffled forward. Her hair fell in front of her face. “Did you stop the bad thing from happening?” 
 
    Maurelle smirked. “Yes, Ingrid. Your life will soon change for the better, and you will be a princess as you always should have been.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mother. And the dragon will let me go?” Her dark eyes filled with fear. 
 
    “The dragon will be no problem at all.” Maurelle placed her hand on Ingrid’s shoulder. The girl was small for her age—a curse from being banished to this dark kingdom. “Now, go to your room. Dinner will be served soon.” 
 
    Ingrid kissed Maurelle on the cheek and left the room. Maurelle wiped the kiss off—affection was weakness—and walked up the stairs. She sat in the chair that faced the direction of Queen Esmeralda’s castle. She would keep an eye on Genevieve and Sam. She could not let that boy get the crown. It should have been hers, but instead, it would end up in the hands of a servant boy who had cleaned stables. If Jenny hadn’t fallen for him, he would still be nothing. 
 
    Now that Genevieve was back, Maurelle just had to make sure that she fell in love with someone else. She closed her eyes, running through the images she had taken from Genevieve’s mind. Somewhere in her memories was the key to the undoing of the entire family line.  
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    Jenny 
 
      
 
    Jenny stared at the scores in front of her. She’d never seen an A written on her science test before. Or math, for that matter. She should have switched with Genevieve sooner. She could have scored better on her ACTs. 
 
    Mr. Jensen, the school counselor, sat across from Jenny, smiling. “I’m very pleased with how well you’ve done this year, Jenny. I must admit, I was little worried that you wouldn’t get the grades you needed.” 
 
    “Thank you. I’ve been a completely different person this year.” Jenny giggled at her own joke and cleared her throat. 
 
    “I wouldn’t go that far, but I do know that your teachers are very pleased with your performance. I think our meetings have helped, don’t you?”  
 
    “Yes, they’ve been great. Thank you, Mr. Jensen.” Jenny stood, hoping the meeting was over. She was a little tired of hearing how awesome she’d done during the school year. It would have been great if it was actually her who had scored thirty points in basketball or won the knowledge bowl. 
 
    Mr. Jensen scribbled a note and handed it to Jenny. “Here you go. Keep up the good work.”  
 
    “Thanks.” Jenny left the office and waved at Amber as she walked past. The girl had been strangely friendly toward Jenny. Lucy said it was because of the whole saving-her-life thing, but it was still weird after being bullied by her for years. 
 
    Math was just starting, so Jenny slipped into her seat. Erik looked back at her and smiled before turning toward the teacher. Since tests were over for the year, they were going to play a game. Once the directions were given, Erik came and sat in front of Jenny.  
 
    “Hey, want to be my partner?” he asked. 
 
    “Um, sure, but I have to tell you now that I’m not very good at math.” Jenny squirmed in her seat. It was so strange that her crush could be sitting in front of her without her feeling anything. Sure, he was still adorable, with the way his hair fell in his eyes just right, but it wasn’t the same. When he smiled, it was Sam’s blue eyes and dimples she really wanted to see. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll be fine. And besides, I’m not that great either.” He picked up the sheet in front of him. “Okay, let’s figure out this problem.” They leaned over the worksheet and figured out the equation. The answer was supposed to match a classroom number on the board, and once the teacher had checked their answers, they were supposed to go to that classroom for the next question.  
 
    “Um, Erik. Our answer doesn’t match any of those.” Jenny stared at the problem. She played with the numbers again and came up with a different answer. It still didn’t work. 
 
    Erik started laughing. “I have a feeling we’re going to get last place.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that. I didn’t study this stuff while I was gone. I don’t think it was even invented yet.” Jenny stopped and looked around to make sure no one was paying attention. 
 
    “Hey, I was going to ask you about that.” Erik leaned forward. “What about the fairies?” He whispered the last word. 
 
    Jenny stared at him blankly. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Erik caught Mr. Wood watching them and looked down at his paper. “We’ll talk after school. I have an idea that might help you.” 
 
    “Really? Great!” She smiled at Mr. Wood, who started walking over. 
 
    “Is there something wrong, you two?” he asked.  
 
    “We’re stuck on this problem,” Erik said. He handed Mr. Wood the paper. 
 
    “You didn’t carry the one here. And you didn’t multiply the numbers here.” Mr. Wood handed them the paper. “Maybe you two should spend more time on this paper and less on looking into each other’s eyes.”  
 
    “Right. Thanks, Mr. Wood.” Jenny’s face burned as she quickly fixed the mistakes and looked up at the board. “Ah, there we go. We’re supposed to go to the art room.” 
 
    “Well, let’s go, then.” Erik stood, and they walked together. Each problem got a little harder, and by the time the bell rang, Jenny’s head was pounding.  
 
    They went to their lockers to pick up their books before Erik came over to offer Jenny a ride home. Curious about his idea, she agreed. 
 
    “See you tomorrow, Lucy.” Jenny waved. 
 
    “I’ll call you later tonight, ’kay? I want to go shopping and need you to come with me.” 
 
    “Okay. Sounds great.” Shopping. Jenny could handle shopping. She needed clothes that were a little less Genevieve. 
 
    On the way home, Jenny kept switching between the stations. She noticed Erik’s smile and sat back. “I’m sorry. I just missed my music.” 
 
    “It’s not a problem. I’m glad you go for rock music, though. Genevieve decided she liked country best.” 
 
    Jenny made a face. “Really? That’s awful. If I ever go back, I want to find a way to smuggle my iPod and a whole bunch of batteries with me. And a toothbrush.” 
 
    Erik laughed. “Good luck with that. I’m not sure it would be a good idea. You might mess up history as we know it.” 
 
    “True. But seriously, everything is so quiet there. Drives me crazy.” Jenny sighed. “So, what was this idea? What fairies are you talking about?” 
 
    Erik turned onto Jenny’s street. “The fairies are the ones who warned Genevieve about Dmitri. Or Gavin, as you knew him. She didn’t tell you that?” 
 
    Jenny shook her head. “No. We usually spent our time filling each other in about what was happening at the time. I just wonder if they're the same fairies I know.” 
 
    “I don't know, but she traveled to their cottage a few times. I just wondered if you could do the same thing.” He pulled into the driveway. 
 
    Jenny thought for a moment. “That could work. But how do I find the cottage?” 
 
    “That I don’t know. You might have to wait for Ammon, unless your mom knows.” He waited for her to climb out of the car. “I’ll talk to you later.” 
 
    “Thank you, Erik. Let’s hope this works.” Jenny waved and ran toward the house. She walked inside and dropped her bag by the door. “Anyone home?” 
 
    “I’m in my room, sweetie,” Mom called. 
 
    Jenny followed her voice and found her mom writing in her journal. “Hey, Mom. Can I go shopping with Lucy?” 
 
    “I need you to stay here for a little bit while I run to the store. I was going to go yesterday, but then you showed up and I got distracted.” She closed her journal and set it on the side table. “After we have dinner, you can go.” 
 
    “Okay. Thanks. I’ll call Lucy and let her know.” Jenny ran to her room and punched in Lucy’s number, amazed that she still remembered it.  
 
    “Hey, can you come shopping?” Lucy asked instead of saying hello. 
 
    Jenny grinned into the phone. Same old Lucy. “Yes, Mom said it’s fine, but I have to watch the kids first. She has to get some groceries.” 
 
    “Okay, well, text me when you’re ready to go.”  
 
    “Will do.” Jenny pushed the end button and turned to find her sisters standing right behind her. “Hey, girls. What are you up to?” 
 
    “We want to play dolls with you.” Mary held up one of her dolls that had seen better days. Hunter and James must have gotten ahold of it. 
 
    Considering that she could be doing embroidery at the castle, playing dolls sounded heavenly. “Sure. Let’s go.” 
 
    The girls squealed and ran for their room. Jenny followed behind and flopped onto their bed. After deciding that Mary and Bonnie’s dolls were the moms and Jenny’s and Emma’s dolls were the babies, the girls got lost in the game and left Jenny to let her mind wander. She’d forgotten to ask her mom about the fairies. She thought about how old they’d appeared when she’d first visited them. They were ancient then, so she couldn’t believe they were even still alive. 
 
    “Hey, Bonnie, did Genevieve ever mention fairies?” Jenny asked. 
 
    Bonnie shrugged. “Not really.” She dropped her doll. “I’m hungry. Can I have a snack?” 
 
    Mary perked up. “I want a snack too.” 
 
    Emma kept playing with her dolls until she noticed that no one else was paying attention. “Come on, guys. It’s their bedtime. Let’s play.” 
 
    “I think it’s time to start making dinner. Do you guys want to help me?” Jenny asked. 
 
    She was answered by a chorus of “Yes!” and Mary and Bonnie took off running for the stairs. Jenny stood and followed them, leaving Emma to keep playing. 
 
    “All right. What should we make?” 
 
    “Spaghetti!” Bonnie ran to get the noodles. 
 
    “Hot dogs!” Mary grabbed the buns.  
 
    “Hmm, how about mac and cheese with hot dogs? That way, we get both.” Jenny took the box out of the cupboard. 
 
    “Yay!” The girls cheered and pulled out the pots. 
 
    Jenny started the food while the girls set the table. Once the water was boiling, she let Bonnie put the noodles in one pot, and Mary put the hot dogs in the other. It felt good to be cooking for herself instead of having the cooks take care of everything. It was nice to do anything for herself. 
 
    The garage door opened, and Jenny’s mom came inside. “Oh, thank you, sweetie. That saved me so much time.” 
 
    “Sorry it’s just mac and cheese. That’s what we compromised on.”  
 
    “We helped, Mommy!” Mary grinned. 
 
    “Thank you for helping your sister. Why don’t you get your brothers and sister for dinner?” Mom set her bag of groceries on the counter. “Jenny, could you help me with the rest?” 
 
    “Sure.” She followed her mom out to the car and grabbed a few bags.  
 
    “I was going to surprise you with your favorite cake, but I had to settle for ice cream. I hope that’s okay.” 
 
    “I haven’t had ice cream in over a year. It will be heavenly.”  Jenny helped put everything away and then sat down to dinner. She ate quickly so she could leave with Lucy. Once everyone was done, her mom brought out the ice cream. Jenny wanted to cry with the first bite. She’d missed it so much. 
 
    When Jenny was finished, she got up and texted Lucy to let her know she was done. She ran upstairs to find something that didn’t look so girly and had just finished changing when Lucy showed up at the door. 
 
    Jenny listened to Lucy chatter about all the gossip from the last year as they drove to the mall. Genevieve had quite a successful year, from what it sounded like. When Lucy noticed Jenny’s face drop, she reached over and put her hand on Jenny’s arm.  
 
    “Look, you weren’t replaced. You’ve been my best friend since kindergarten, and that’s not going to change. Genevieve needed help fitting in, so I helped her. While you’re off adventuring in princess land, I’m trying to survive high school, but I can tell you that your family and I missed you more than anything.” She pulled into the mall parking lot. 
 
    “Thanks. I guess I can’t blame you. We never thought we’d see each other again. You know, with that whole ‘this is permanent’ thing.” Jenny smiled. 
 
    Lucy giggled. “That did have something to do with it.” She reached over and hugged Jenny. “I’m glad you’re back, though. Even if it’s just for a little while. Now, let’s go. We have some shopping to do.” 
 
     Jenny climbed out and stared at the mall. She’d had all the fabric and dresses brought to her rooms for the last year. That was nice and all, but she was dying to buy her own clothes. She looked around at everyone wearing shorts and T-shirts or tank tops instead of the gowns she was used to seeing.  
 
    “Where do you want to go first?” Lucy asked. 
 
    “I need some jeans. I think Genevieve threw mine out.” She glanced down at her blouse and leggings and grimaced. 
 
    Lucy laughed. “Okay, let’s go.” They picked their favorite stores and tried on clothes until closing time. 
 
     Lucy had several bags in her hands, and Jenny was happy with the outfits she’d found that would get her through a few more days. She hoped Ammon would have the answer when he got back the next day. 
 
    They stopped to grab a smoothie on the way out to the car. It was something they did on every trip, and Jenny savored the taste. Surely they could make something like this when she got back to the castle. She had to share it with Sam. She felt a stab in her heart as she thought of him. She’d been so excited to marry him. 
 
    “Hey, no sad faces while we’re out.” Lucy glared at Jenny and then winked. 
 
    Jenny smiled. “I know. I’m sorry. I’m glad to be here. I just … I miss Sam.”  
 
    “I guess having Erik as your boyfriend isn’t quite the same, is it?” Lucy started the car. “It’s so weird that you’re getting married. Last year, you wouldn’t even look at the guy you were dying over.”  
 
    Jenny laughed. “I know. I was so obsessed.” She thought back to the first time she’d met Sam. He was a servant boy who took her to get her broken wrist fixed. He’d helped her so many times after that and became someone she depended on. “This is different. I mean, Sam is gorgeous, but it’s not that. It’s how he treats me. He’s always so nice, and he protects me. Somewhere along the way, we just sort of fell in love.”  
 
    Lucy sighed. “That’s totally romantic.” She drove in silence for a moment. “Was Dmitri, or whatever his name was, creepy to you?” 
 
    Jenny thought for a moment. “Not really. I mean, he was intense, but at first, he was more annoying. He could go from totally sweet to controlling within seconds. And then he turned into a troll during what was supposed to be our wedding day.” She shuddered. “I’m just glad Genevieve got rid of him.” 
 
    “Yeah, me too. She was completely different when she was around him.” Lucy pulled into Jenny’s driveway. “He’d put some sort of curse on her and made her forget everything but him. It was pretty scary.” 
 
    “I bet. I don’t think he ever used it on me.” Jenny opened the door. “Thanks for taking me shopping. See you tomorrow.” 
 
    “See ya.” 
 
    Jenny hopped out and ran up to the house, waving to Lucy just before she went inside.  
 
    “Oh, hey, Mom.” 
 
    “Did you have fun?” Mom looked up from the news she’d been watching. 
 
    “Yep. I found a few things.” She held up the bag. She turned to leave, but stopped. “Do you know where the mirror is?” 
 
    Mom stood. “The girls kept playing with it, and I was afraid they’d break it, so we put it up in the attic after we hadn’t heard from you for a while.”  
 
    “Sorry about that. I wanted to talk every night, but the queen had other things in mind.” Like taking over more castles, or planning a wedding.  
 
    Mom smiled. “I guess that’s the problem with trying to talk to someone a millennium away. I’ll go get the mirror.”  
 
    “It’s okay. I can.”  
 
    “All right. The trunk is in the back of the attic. You’ll be able to tell which one it is.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Jenny ran her bag upstairs and pulled down the trapdoor. She climbed up the rickety steps and flipped on the light. She’d only been up there once or twice before because she hated climbing the steps. It always felt like they’d break. 
 
    She glanced around at the decorations that were stored up there and then made her way to the back. There were a few older trunks, but she was drawn to the one under the window. It looked remarkably untouched, for as old as it was. She pried it open, and a musty smell flowed out around her. 
 
    Lying on top of old linens was a book that looked similar to the ones she read constantly in the library. Next to it was the mirror that was identical to the one she had back in the castle. It looked dead at the moment, and she stared at her reflection. There were differences between her face and Genevieve’s, but they were barely noticeable now that she wore contacts. Mom had mentioned that Genevieve had gotten the braces off just a month or two before. Jenny admired her straight teeth in the mirror before setting it down to look through the trunk to see what else had been saved. 
 
    Old scrolls that were falling apart covered a few blankets and small dresses. She gasped in surprise when she pulled a faded blue dress from the bottom. Tears filled her eyes. This was her wedding dress. It was tattered and looked like it would come apart in her hands at any time, but she knew it like she’d worn it yesterday. Which, of course, she had. She laid it back inside and covered it up with the scrolls and the other dresses. She shut and latched the trunk, hoping it would continue to preserve everything it contained. 
 
    Jenny picked up the mirror and walked down the attic stairs, watching each step. After brushing her teeth and taking out her contacts, she slipped into bed, holding the mirror tightly to her. She wasn’t going to let it out of her sight.  
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    Genevieve 
 
      
 
    Genevieve stood looking out the window of her bedroom. She had missed this view—the rolling green hills, and the fields that were being plowed for the new farm year. In the distance stood a castle that hadn’t been there before, but she knew it all too well from her nightmares. 
 
    Maurelle was out there somewhere, and it bugged Genevieve that no one had found her yet. One couldn’t just disappear into thin air.  
 
    “Oh, Highness. I did not expect to find you awake.” Olive stood in the doorway. “The queen has requested your presence.” 
 
    Genevieve went to the wardrobe. “I could not sleep anymore.” 
 
    “I have never known you to awaken so early, or I would have been in here much sooner.” Olive helped Genevieve into her gown, then combed and pinned up her hair.  
 
    Genevieve missed the shorter style she had in the future. It was so easy to pull it up into a ponytail, and it was harder to do that here without her ponytail holders. Once she was ready, she stood and left the room. Guards followed her to her parents’ suite. Father was nowhere to be found, but her mother sat eating her breakfast. 
 
    “You asked to see me?” 
 
    Her mother gestured toward the seat next to her. “I thought we could have breakfast together this morning.” 
 
    “Of course.” Genevieve sat at the small table and took the bread and butter her mother offered her. This was a first. 
 
    “The fairies sent a letter this morning. They believe they have found the entrance to Maurelle’s hiding place, but there’s a barrier around it.” Her mother looked up at her. “It is several days ride to the north.” 
 
    Genevieve paused in buttering her bread. “Already?” 
 
    “After her warning that she would be back, they have searched for her so they could stop whatever plans she had made to seek revenge. We have sent scouts throughout the land, and when there was a sighting of a black dragon, the fairies were summoned.”  
 
    “I’ve always been told the dragons had ceased to exist.” Genevieve took a bite, noticing a different texture after the soft bread she’d become used to in the future. 
 
    “They had, except one. He is Maurelle’s familiar, and we have not seen him for many years. There were rumors that he had been killed, but she would have lost much of her power. Anyway, the fairies went to the area where he had been spotted and found her magic signature that would indicate the dark magic that she uses.”  
 
    Genevieve rubbed her forehead. “So, are we going to attack?”  
 
    “No. She is too strong there. We have to draw her out. The fact that Arengol is flying again does not bode well for you or for our kingdom. You must be very cautious. Do not trust anyone you do not know.” 
 
    “After being cursed by Dmitri—Gavin—I do not plan to get close to anyone.” Genevieve shuddered. 
 
    “I also wanted to let you know that I will be leaving in the morning with your father. We have received word of an uprising to the west, and we must make sure that it is taken care of swiftly. I am leaving you in the care of Sam and Petrus until the fairies can make it back.” 
 
    Genevieve frowned. “You are leaving me behind?”  
 
    “I’m sorry, but I need you to remain protected here. As soon as we know more about Maurelle’s plans, we can do something to stop them.” 
 
    “Of course.” Genevieve thought back to the dreams she’d had. “Mother, has anyone in our family ever had visions?” 
 
    “Visions? What sort of visions?” Mother looked at her in surprise. 
 
    Genevieve hesitated before answering. “I saw many of the things that Jenny was going through. At first, it was in dreams, but then it came out on the canvas as I painted the scenery around our castle.” 
 
    Mother leaned forward and stared into Genevieve’s eyes. “I have not heard of this gift running in our family. It is strange that you possess it. You must not speak of it again. If Maurelle learns that you can do this, we will be in even more trouble.” 
 
    “I understand that. The strange thing is, I had not been plagued with these dreams for months, and then suddenly, they came back just before we were switched again.”  
 
    Mother frowned. “Even more curious. We will have to find out what is causing them and why. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must get ready for court. You are welcome to attend as well.” 
 
    Genevieve stood. “I want to find Petrus, if that is all right with you. I must learn about the dreams.” 
 
    “Of course. I will see you at the banquet later tonight.” Mother opened the door, and two servants hurried in to help her get ready for court. Genevieve slipped out. 
 
    She made her way to the tower where Petrus taught her math and science even after her parents had banned her from learning anything that wasn’t politics. No one answered her knock, so she slowly pushed the door open. Petrus slumped in a chair surrounded by piles of books and scrolls. He snored softly as Genevieve crept toward him. It had been a game since she was very young to surprise him. She grinned as she stood in front of him and leaned forward. 
 
    “Petrus.” She said it just loud enough to make him jump and flail his arms around.  
 
    “Ah, Highness. You scared me.” He held a hand to his chest and smiled. “What brings you here besides trying to give your old professor a heart attack?” 
 
    Genevieve sat on the stool nearby and explained the dreams to him. “Mother has not heard of it in our family, but I am hoping you know more about it.” 
 
    Petrus didn’t say anything for a moment as he stroked his beard. “You say these dreams did not begin until you were in Jenny’s time. Are you certain that nothing else had happened before then?” 
 
    “No. Well, I had dreams that were more real than others …” Genevieve’s head jerked up. “Mother had always brushed them away when I was young, so I decided that everyone has these dreams and forgets them. But there were times when I would see something happen during a battle that I had seen before. I could almost tell you what was going to happen next. Ammon called it déjà vu when it happened once or twice, but maybe it was something more.” 
 
    “Curious. I have only heard of this ability a few times, and never so strong. The queen is mistaken when she says no one in your family had it. Her mother did, as well as her great-grandmother, but nothing quite like this. But what confuses me is that you are not of this time, and should not have the ability. Unless there are others with abilities in your time?” 
 
    Genevieve shook her head. “No, they find it very strange for me even to speak of it.” 
 
    Petrus nodded. “That is what I thought. Even now, it is very rare to find someone besides the fairies who has powers. It is why the fairies are called to give blessings at the time of birth. It’s very possible that when they bestowed them on you, it affected you differently since you are not of this time.” 
 
    “Maybe. And I have not had any dreams since I came back here.” Genevieve smiled. “That makes more sense. Thank you.” She paused. “Have you heard anything from the fairies? Mother said they found Maurelle’s hideout.” 
 
    “Yes, they have been in contact with me.” Petrus leaned forward. “I advise you to stay within the castle walls as much as possible. She has much anger toward you and toward this kingdom. She would not hesitate to destroy you.” 
 
    Genevieve frowned. “I had not planned to go after her, although it bothers me to sit back and wait for someone else to stop her. My worry right now is getting back to my time.” 
 
    “We will make that happen. We just have to find a way to do it first. I suggest you concentrate on your abilities because it is your ability to See that may help us stop Maurelle.” 
 
    “I will do my best. I may need paints and something to paint on. Did you ever get rid of my supplies?” She’d had to hide them in his tower when Mother decided she was spending too much time creating instead of learning to take over the kingdom. 
 
    Petrus stood and walked over to the cabinet. “I had hoped that I would see you again. I’ll have someone bring them to your room.” 
 
    “Thank you. I had better get back. I need to talk to Sam about his plans.”  
 
    Genevieve made her way to her suites, nodding at servants as she passed by. She smiled when she found Olive cleaning in her room. “I hoped you’d be here. Could you go find Sam? I need to speak with him.” 
 
    “Of course.” Olive set down her cloth and scurried out of the room. 
 
    Genevieve stared out the window at the castle in the distance. The castle in her nightmares. She just hoped that she’d be able to make the painting work like it had before. It was the easiest way to see her visions. 
 
    After several minutes, Genevieve began to worry. Where was Olive? It should not have taken this long to find Sam and come back. Maybe he was detained in a meeting or even still sleeping. 
 
    There was a knock at the door.  
 
    “Come in.” Genevieve turned, expecting to see Olive, but it was a young servant boy with her supplies. “Oh, thank you. Set them on the table, please.” 
 
    He bowed and put them down before hurrying out of the room. Genevieve picked up an old brush and tested the bristles. They were stiffer than the brushes she used to paint the scenes in Jenny’s time, but they would have to do. She laid out the paper and opened the small jars of dye, checking to make sure they were still fresh. Petrus must have refilled them because they were full and the colors were rich. 
 
    Genevieve took a deep breath and dipped her brush into the paint, hoping that Maurelle’s house would appear. She started with the sky and worked from there, but nothing seemed to be changing with the picture. The landscape was the same as the one she saw outside her window. She sighed in annoyance, but it was only the first try, so she couldn’t give up yet.  
 
    That painting was set aside to dry as she started another one, and then another after that. Each time the picture showed up just as she’d painted it, she became more distraught. Was it her, or was it the supplies? She finished a carriage on its way to a ball and dropped her brush on the table in frustration.  
 
    She looked out the window, surprised to see how low the sun was on the horizon. She had been painting for hours, and yet, Sam still wasn’t there. She crossed the room and opened the door to go find him and was met by Olive, who was wringing her hands. 
 
    “Where is Sam?” Genevieve looked closer at Olive’s face and noticed her tear-stained cheeks. Her stomach dropped. “What is wrong? Where is he?” 
 
    “We cannot find him, Highness. We have searched every inch of the castle grounds, and he has disappeared.” 
 
    Genevieve could feel the blood drain from her face. What would she tell Jenny if something happened to him? She swept past Olive and hurried down the hallway, poking her head into each room as she went. Shouts rang out from the occupied rooms, and Genevieve apologized as she hurried to the next one. 
 
    After making it down two hallways with no success, she stopped and rubbed her temples, trying to think. Jenny had said he’d once been … a stable boy? Maybe. She picked up her skirts and ran down the stairs.   
 
    The stables were silent when Genevieve opened the door. Each of the stalls was occupied by horses, but Sam wasn’t there. She pushed down the panic that enveloped her. With the lead they’d gotten from the fairies, he could have just gone off on his own quest to find her castle himself. But Genevieve knew it was more that. He would have taken his horse. She could feel it in her bones. Sam was gone.  
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    Maurelle 
 
      
 
    Finding and kidnapping the servant boy had been easier than Maurelle thought it would be. He’d been on his way out to the stables at Genevieve’s castle when Arengol had grabbed him and knocked him out. She’d watched as Arengol transformed back into a dragon and flew off into the sky. It had all happened within just a few seconds. He had tried to attack her for making him kidnap a male instead of the princesses he loved to capture, and he would pay for his anger. 
 
    Now that Sam was out of the way, Maurelle could work her magic on Genevieve. She moved to her cauldron and dumped the ingredients for a transforming spell inside. She’d need to have it ready as soon as Arengol got back from dropping off Sam.   
 
    Scanning the memories in Genevieve’s mind had been more fruitful than Maurelle could have hoped. The girl had visions. She’d seen everything that had happened to Jenny. It was a gift Maurelle did not have, and she wanted it for herself.  
 
    The rumbling outside the castle told Maurelle that Arengol was back. She went to the window to find him down on the ground, cleaning his scales. Perfect. Her chant was low and harsh as she waved her hands over the cauldron. A cloud formed near the ceiling, growing larger with each wave of her hand. When the liquid in the cauldron had disappeared into the air, she made a swiping motion toward the window. As the cloud left, she shouted the name of her dragon, her captor and familiar she had been forced to keep near her at all times. The one creature who helped maintain her magic, and she was about to sacrifice him for something so much better. 
 
    She ran to the window and looked down as the cloud surrounded Arengol and seeped in through his scales. The dragon looked up at Maurelle, a look of panic and anger changing to pain as he let out a roar that shook the castle walls. “What have you done?” 
 
    Maurelle turned away, a tear running down her cheek. The transformation had begun, and unless she gave the counter-curse, he was trapped this way forever. She was free—something she’d been preparing for since she’d been taken centuries before. 
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    Jenny 
 
      
 
    School had just begun for the day, and Jenny already wished for the day to be over. Ammon would be getting home after school, and she was dying to see him.  
 
    Zoe sat in the desk next to her. “Hey, did you get the assignment done?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’m not sure I understood the whole thing.” Jenny glanced over at Zoe. “How about you?” 
 
    “I couldn’t figure out the last one.” Zoe ran her fingers through her long blonde hair. “I’d hoped with the end of testing, we’d be able to have a break from homework.” 
 
    Jenny laughed. “I know exactly what you mean.” 
 
    Zoe leaned closer. “Is there something wrong between you and Erik?” 
 
    “What? No. Everything’s fine.” Except that Jenny wasn’t Genevieve and wanted to be hundreds of years in the past. 
 
    “It’s just that … you two usually spend every minute of the day with each other, and I’ve noticed you avoiding him.” Zoe blushed and turned away. 
 
    Jenny was hit with the realization that she wasn’t the only one who’d had a massive crush on Erik. “We just got busy with school and figuring out college.” 
 
    Zoe perked up. “Oh, did you get into a school?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Jenny racked her brain, trying to remember where Genevieve had been accepted. Mom had mentioned it in passing … Oh, right. “I’m going to the University of Idaho for the art program.” 
 
    Zoe grinned. “That’s great. Your art is amazing.”  
 
    “Thanks. Where are you going?” Jenny glanced up to make sure Mr. Peterson wasn’t paying attention, but he was busy talking to a group of students. Someone laughed at something he said. 
 
    “CSI. Lots of other people from our class are going there too.” Zoe smiled. “I got the scholarship I wanted, which helps a lot.” 
 
    “That’s great.” Not so great for Genevieve if Zoe liked Erik as much as she seemed to, but that wasn’t even an issue right now. The bell rang, and Jenny stood. “I thought this class was going to last forever.” 
 
    Zoe laughed. “No kidding.” 
 
    They walked to their lockers, where Lucy stood biting her thumbnail. Zoe waved and left as Jenny opened her locker. She glanced over at Lucy. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Lucy sighed. “What if Ammon found someone while he was gone?” 
 
    “Not a chance. He’s head over heels for you.” Jenny grabbed her book. 
 
    “How do you know? You just got here.” 
 
    “Because you spilled everything as soon as I got back. He wouldn’t have asked you out if he didn’t care about you.” Jenny and Lucy walked toward math. 
 
    “Yes, but that doesn’t mean he couldn’t meet someone he liked better.” 
 
    “Not a chance. And if he did, I’ll beat him up.” Jenny hugged Lucy before running into the classroom.  
 
    Erik looked back and smiled at Jenny before turning to the front. Jenny stared at the back of his head, more out of habit than anything. Her mind drifted to Sam, and she hoped everything was going well. Did he marry Genevieve, or did they put it off? He’d known her when she was mean and uncaring. Had he noticed a difference?  
 
    The test took the whole class period, and Jenny was pretty sure she’d just failed the entire thing. Her mind wouldn’t leave Sam. She couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong, which was strange because it wasn’t like he was just in the other room. 
 
    Jenny sat with Lucy and Erik at lunch. She picked at the mashed potatoes until Lucy snapped her fingers in front of Jenny’s face. 
 
    “What?” She looked up to see Zoe standing next to the table. “Oh, hey.” 
 
    “She asked if she could sit here.” Lucy raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Of course.” Jenny scooted over so Zoe could sit.  
 
    Lucy glanced between Zoe and Jenny, but didn’t say anything as she took a bite of her carrot. Jenny knew that look. She was dying to ask questions, but didn’t want to hurt feelings. 
 
    “So, how’d everyone do on today’s tests?” Jenny wanted to roll her eyes at the lame question she’d just asked, but she needed to break the awkwardness. 
 
    “Terribly. You?” Lucy asked. 
 
    “Same. Erik?”  
 
    “I actually think I aced that one. The math test, on the other hand, was abysmal. How’d you do, Zoe?”  
 
    Zoe’s face went bright red. “It was good. I could have helped you with math.” 
 
    Erik grinned. “I’m pretty sure I’m a lost cause, but if you ever want to go through torture, you’re welcome to try.” 
 
    Lucy glared at him and went back to her potatoes. Jenny wanted to be upset with him, but the way Zoe’s face lit up, she knew it was exactly what the girl needed to hear. It was probably time to change the subject again. 
 
    “So, how’s baseball going?” Jenny opened her milk and took a drink. 
 
    “Pretty good. We start tournament next week.”  
 
    Lucy stood and picked up her tray. “I need to practice for my drama class. Jenny, can you help me for a sec?” 
 
    Jenny stood. “Of course. I’ll see you two later.” 
 
    Zoe smiled and scooted closer so she was sitting across from Erik. Okay, so Jenny probably shouldn’t have encouraged the two of them.  
 
    Lucy waited until they were near the lockers before whipping around. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’re practically throwing Zoe at Erik. Why aren’t you making sure he’s still around for Genevieve?” She stepped closer. “Do you think she’s going to come back? Are you staying here?” 
 
    Jenny sighed. “I don’t know. I just know that Zoe would have liked him no matter what, and why not let her have a chance? They’re going to the same school, and I—Genevieve—will be on the other side of the state.” 
 
    “Except that you stink at art, and they’ll learn that seconds after you get there. What are you going to do about that?” Lucy folded her arms tightly across her chest. 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess if we don’t switch back, I can always just transfer to CSI with you. But we’ll see what happens.”  
 
    Lucy brightened. “You’d switch schools?” 
 
    “You know I’d rather stay home and drive the half hour to CSI. I just spent time in a medieval world where I didn’t even have running water and had to pretend to be a princess. I don’t want to leave my family again if I don’t have to.” 
 
    “That would be awesome.” Lucy threw her arms around Jenny. “By the way, when did you and Zoe become such good friends?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just assumed she and Genevieve did while I was gone.” Jenny laughed. 
 
    Lucy joined in. “No, we haven’t really hung out until now. I need a roommate at school, so maybe I can ask her.” 
 
    “Besides me, you mean?” 
 
    “Yes, besides you.”  
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    The bus for Youth Government arrived just as school was letting out. Jenny stood on her toes, watching for Ammon to climb off the bus. As soon as she saw his sandy-blond hair, she pushed past everyone else and grabbed him in a hug. 
 
    “Whoa! What are you doing?” Ammon pushed away, but then hesitated, studying Jenny’s face. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Nothing, I’m just happy to see you.” Jenny laced her arm through Ammon’s and pulled him away from the bus. “Let’s go home. We can talk on the way.” 
 
    Ammon just gave her a strange look and didn’t say anything until he got into his truck. Jenny ran around to the other side and climbed in. He’d upgraded the stereo since she’d ridden with him last. 
 
    “Okay, are you going to tell me what’s going on, Jenny?” Ammon started his truck. 
 
    “I’m back.”  Jenny waited for a response, but Ammon just pulled out of the parking lot. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “You know?” 
 
    “You feel different. I can sense the connection we had before. It wasn’t there with Genevieve.” Ammon stared straight ahead at the road. “So, how did it happen?” 
 
    Jenny shook her head. “We don’t know. I’ve been back since Wednesday, and—” 
 
    “You’ve been back since Wednesday, and you haven’t even called me?” Ammon clenched his jaw. 
 
    Jenny jerked back like she’d been slapped. “What’s going on with you? I thought you’d be excited to have me here. I’ve been gone for a year.” 
 
    It took a second for Jenny to realize that Ammon was trying hard not to laugh. When he parked at their house, he finally let it out. 
 
    “Oh, man. Your face was epic. Of course I’m glad to have you back, Jenny. The second I felt you again, I about lost it. I was right in the middle of a speech, and had to turn it over to Chase so I could calm down.” 
 
    Jenny’s eyes filled with tears. “I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
    Ammon reached across the truck to hug Jenny. “I’ve missed you too. Come on.” 
 
    They climbed out and raced into the house, a routine they’d had since they were little. Ammon won like he always did, and Jenny had to bend over to catch her breath.  
 
    Ammon dropped his stuff off in his room and met Jenny on the couch downstairs. “So? Was it as cool as Genevieve said it was?” 
 
    “‘Cool’ is a relative term. I got used to it after a while, but there’s nothing like a hot shower and peppermint toothpaste to make me never want to go back.” 
 
    “So you get to stay?” 
 
    Jenny shrugged. “I don’t know. Maurelle switched us during my wedding, so it has something to do with her. I’m guessing that’s a bad thing.” 
 
    “Wait. Whoa. What?” Ammon held up a hand. “Wedding? What are you thinking?” 
 
    “It’s 1273 where I was living. Being seventeen and not married is looked down on, especially since I’m supposedly their princess.” Jenny leaned back on the couch. “Anyway, that’s not the point. The point is, something bad is most likely happening to Genevieve right now, but since we’re here and she’s there, we can’t do anything about it.” 
 
    “I thought the point was that I want you to stay here and you want to go back.” Ammon smirked.  
 
    Jenny glared back at him. “Fine, but the answer is still ‘I don’t know.’ But listen. Do you know how to get ahold of the fairies? Erik suggested that I talk to them about what’s going on.” 
 
    Ammon stood. “Come on.” 
 
    “Uh, okay.” Jenny jumped up and followed him to his room. Mom must have gone in while he was gone and grabbed the laundry because she was pretty sure she hadn’t seen Ammon’s room this clean before. 
 
    “Once you two switched and it was obvious you weren’t coming back, I put the swords and other things away in case we ever needed them again.” Ammon pulled a bundle out from under blankets in his closet. “Mom doesn’t know I still have these. That card has a spell to get you to the fairies’ house. I hope it still works.” 
 
    Jenny picked up the card and read the instructions. “So, how long until the next full moon?” 
 
    Ammon checked his phone. “Soonish, but if it’s anything like last time, they’ll probably come to you. That’s how Genevieve found out they were here.” 
 
    Jenny studied Ammon’s face as he looked down at his phone. He’d changed a little over the last year. His hair was a longer and lighter than before. But it was the comfort of knowing that her brother was sitting right there that made her finally feel like she was home. 
 
    Ammon looked up, and his eyes widened. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I missed you. More than anyone.” Jenny wiped away a tear. “I’m so torn between wanting to go back to Sam and staying in the life I knew for so long.” 
 
    “You’d give up all this for one boy?” Ammon leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.  
 
    Jenny stared at her hands. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “All of us went through a huge shock when Genevieve suddenly showed up and you were gone. I felt a loss that I can’t even explain. And then weeks turned into months. Life had moved on, but you were always out there, and I just hoped you’d come back sometime. Genevieve is amazing, but she wasn't you, the person I shared everything with. And people keep saying that you’re not my real sister, but I don’t believe it for a second.” When Ammon finally met Jenny’s eyes, they were red with unshed tears. “Now you're back. Right next to me. And I still feel like there’s this … wedge between us.” 
 
    Jenny’s lip trembled. “I know.” 
 
    Ammon pulled Jenny into a hug. “I guess if we only have a little while together, we’d better make the best of it. Come on.”  
 
    “Where are we going?” She slipped the card into her back pocket so she wouldn’t lose it and ran to catch up to Ammon.  
 
    “Did you find the mirror?” Ammon asked, standing next to the trapdoor to the attic. 
 
    “Yep, it’s in my room.” 
 
    “Do you think she has the other one?”  
 
    Jenny nodded. “It should be in her room, unless the queen took it out, but I doubt she did.” 
 
    “Have you tried talking to her?” 
 
    “Yeah, but it stayed black. I’m not sure it even works anymore.”  
 
    “Grab it. We can try it again.”  
 
    Jenny found the mirror, and they went out to the backyard. Ammon sprinted across the lawn to where an old tree stood. He climbed up into the treehouse that had been their hideout. 
 
    “Here you go.” Ammon tossed a pillow at Jenny and dropped to the floor in the middle of the treehouse.  
 
    Jenny lay down so their heads were together. They stared out the window their dad had put in the roof of the playhouse. “So many memories here. Remember that hailstorm?” 
 
    Ammon laughed. “We were sure we were going to die.” 
 
    “Yep, and you cried like a baby.” Jenny laughed and rolled away when Ammon tried to hit her with his pillow. 
 
    “You wouldn’t calm down either.” Ammon picked up the mirror from where Jenny had left it. “So, how does it work?” 
 
    Jenny sat up and took it from him. “I should just have to say her name.” 
 
    “Try it.” 
 
    Jenny stared down at it for a moment before calling for Genevieve. After waiting for a bit, she set it down, frustrated. “It’s not working.” 
 
    “No, wait. Look.”  
 
    The mirror’s glass began to swirl, making Jenny squeal. “It’s working!” 
 
    Genevieve’s face came into view. She smiled, but her eyes were red and puffy. “How did you get this to work? I have been trying for hours.” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe because we were both trying at the same time?” 
 
    Ammon took the mirror from Jenny. “Hey, Genevieve. I leave for a couple of days, and you take off. What’s up with that?” 
 
    Genevieve laughed. “Hello, Ammon. I thought I would escape while I could.” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    Jenny took the mirror back, but held it out so Ammon could see as well. “Is everything okay? Are you okay? Did the wedding happen?” 
 
    “We were able to put the wedding off for a while. The fairies are trying to find Maurelle, and I am to stay here until Mother believes that I am safe.” Genevieve broke with a sob. “Jenny, Sam is gone. We fear the worst.” 
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    Genevieve 
 
      
 
    The vision blurred, and suddenly Ammon’s face appeared in the mirror. “What do you mean, he’s gone?” 
 
    Genevieve wiped her tears and took a deep breath. “The servants saw him leave to get his horse, but all the horses are still in the stable. There is no sign of him.” 
 
    “Listen, can you do that painting thing again? Maybe you can find him.” 
 
    “It does not work here. I tried.” She’d been working on more paintings when the news came that Sam’s cape had been found in the forest.  
 
    Jenny’s face appeared next to Ammon’s. “Please try again. You need to find him.” 
 
    Genevieve nodded. If the pictures wouldn’t work, she’d have to sneak out of the castle. A knock sounded at the door, and she jumped to her feet. “I will do my best. Mother is back, so I must go. Please keep the mirror close by so I can contact you.” 
 
    Ammon and Jenny said goodbye just as Genevieve shoved the mirror under her covers. “Come in.” 
 
    Mother walked into the room and looked around. “Who was here? I heard voices.” 
 
    “No, I was just singing to myself.” Genevieve smoothed her dress. “Have the fairies contacted you?” 
 
    “No, and it worries me. They should have returned by now.” Mother sat at the table, and a servant brought over a pitcher and some cups. “Come and sit.” 
 
    Genevieve sat across from Mother. “Are we going to go find them? Or Sam?” 
 
    “We have our best trackers out looking for them. I want you to stay here in case he comes back.” She sipped at her drink. 
 
    “I can’t just sit here. Please let me do something.” By the way Mother spoke, Genevieve wondered if she knew more about Sam than she let on. 
 
    Mother shook her head. “I am sorry, but I cannot allow you outside right now. Maurelle is dangerous, and I believe she will stop at nothing to get her revenge.” 
 
    “Well, may I go with you? Then I’m protected.” After all the freedom she’d had in the future, the thought of being stuck in the castle was stifling. 
 
    “Not this time.” Mother stood and put her hand on Genevieve’s shoulder. “We will find him and stop Maurelle.” 
 
    Genevieve smiled, not trusting herself to say anything. With Sam gone, there was no reason to stick around. She waited until the footsteps retreated and then hurried to her wardrobe to grab a cloak. Stopping by the kitchen would slow her down, but she needed food before leaving.  
 
    Once she had everything she needed from her room, she opened the door to make sure the area was clear. Two guards stood outside. Of course her mother wouldn’t trust her. Genevieve slipped her bag under her cloak and smoothed her hair.  
 
    “Thank you so much for watching over me. I need to walk to get some air, and then I will be right back.”  
 
    “You are not to leave your room,” one of the guards said. He glared down at her. 
 
    Ah, that was the leader of the two. Perfect. She put on the same flirtatious smile she’d seen so many times in high school and moved closer to him. She leaned until she was just inches away. “I would hate to become sick and faint while you are on duty. The trouble you could get in …”  
 
    The guard cleared his throat. “You know your mother would punish me more if I allowed you to leave.” 
 
    Genevieve walked her fingers up his breastplate and touched his cheek. “I guess that means you can’t tell her, can you?” 
 
    The guard glanced over at the other man. “Just make sure you are back in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Genevieve patted his cheek and gave the other guard a coy smile before doing her best impression of a model on the runway. Maybe all those shows she’d watched with Lucy would come in handy. 
 
    Once she was around the corner, she broke into a run until she came to the third door on the left and darted inside. Only a few people knew there was a secret passage in this room, and she was one of them. The nursemaid who had cared for her was another. Genevieve smiled to herself as she thought back to all the games she’d played before Mother had forced her to stop acting like a child and become a princess. 
 
    The kitchens bustled with activity as Genevieve weaved her way through cooks to snatch bread, potatoes, and meat. She accidentally bumped into a pot, knocking it to the ground, and had to dart back into the passageway before the head cook caught her. She could sweet talk the guards all she wanted, but there was nothing stopping the cook from bending even the princess over her knee. 
 
    Once she’d made it outside, Genevieve broke into a run and made her way to the stables. Hopefully, her horse would recognize her. She walked inside and walked straight to the stall that housed one of her best friends. “Hey, Duke. Remember me?”  
 
    Duke whinnied and moved closer to put his head up against her forehead. Genevieve led him out of the stable. She had no time to saddle him, and she hated saddles anyway.  
 
    Genevieve climbed on and urged Duke into a gallop, forgetting her worries for a moment as she enjoyed the feeling of being back on her horse. It had been too long. She broke through the trees onto the path she’d made herself over the years. Much of it had become overgrown, but it was clear enough that Duke could make his way through it.  
 
    Maurelle was supposedly to the north, so Genevieve turned Duke toward the north and moved forward until she had to climb off and lead him through the worst of the underbrush. This was farther than she’d ever gone into the forest, but she continued on. She needed to find the fairies first so they could help her find Sam. 
 
    Wild animals kept their distance, but there were times when Genevieve felt like someone or something was following her. Her stomach twisted in knots as she climbed back on the horse and continued forward. Perhaps she should have had someone accompany her. But who? The guards were still expecting her to come back, and her parents weren’t about to let her out of the castle. 
 
    Genevieve stopped at midday to take a break and eat. She ate some of her bread and shared the rest with Duke. The feeling of being watched was stronger now. “Hello?” 
 
    Her voice carried through the woods, but no one answered back. She called a few more times, but it was the same. She climbed back on her horse and caught a glimpse of movement to the left. Someone was out there. She turned Duke to follow the movement, but it was too quick for them to keep up. Genevieve pulled him to a stop until she could hear the rustling. There. To the north. She climbed down, wishing she had a sword. 
 
    She saw thrashing branches before a man burst out of the woods and sank to the ground. Genevieve rushed to him and rolled him over onto his back. With a gasp, she jumped up. Under all the scrapes and bruises was the boy she’d left in the future. 
 
    “Erik?” No, it couldn’t be. He wasn’t here. Maybe this was an ancestor. Genevieve knelt down and brushed the hair away from his face. It was uncanny how similar they looked. “Erik? Hey, wake up.” 
 
    The man stirred and blinked a few times before opening his eyes. “Genevieve? Where are we?” 
 
    Genevieve froze. This wasn’t possible. She stood and brushed herself off. Her mom had specifically said not to talk to strangers, but this was Erik—or someone who looked an awful lot like him. “Who are you?” 
 
    “It’s me.” The man rolled over and cringed as he tried to push himself up. “Where are we?” 
 
    “My home. Long before you are supposed to be alive. How did you get here?” Genevieve’s tone was sharper than she intended, but her brain felt like it was going to explode. She didn’t know whether to laugh, cry, or run as far away from him as possible. 
 
    Erik stood, holding his arm to his chest. “I don’t know. I was sitting in class, and the next thing I know, I’m a prisoner in a castle. The woman whipped me until I could no longer stand, and when I started healing, she’d do it again. When she went out to play with her dragon, I took the chance to escape.” 
 
    Genevieve backed up. If Erik had been with Maurelle, he could be a trap. She climbed up on Duke. “I’m sorry, but I need to go. There’s a castle behind me about half a day’s ride away.” 
 
    “Genevieve, wait. Please. I’m tired and hungry, and I don’t know where I am.” 
 
    It was all she could do to ride away. He sounded and looked so much like Erik. It was possible that he was taken at the same time she was, but they weren’t even in the same room.  
 
    Genevieve glanced back as they galloped away and saw Erik lying on the ground, face down. Panicked, she twisted Duke around and raced back to him. She slid off the horse, dropped to the ground, and turned him so his head rested on her lap. He remained unconscious, so she stood and tried to lift him up onto the horse, but it was no use. Her dress was too confining, and he was too heavy. 
 
    “Come on. Work with me.” She slapped his face until he stirred again and threw his arm over his head to defend himself.  
 
    “What are you doing?” He pushed himself up, but nearly collapsed. 
 
    Genevieve helped him over to the horse. “I can get you back to the castle, but I need you to help me.”  
 
    Erik did his best to get onto the horse, then Genevieve climbed on after him. She grumbled to herself as she turned Duke back toward her castle. She had other stuff she needed to be doing. Maybe she could just drop him off near the grounds and leave again. 
 
    As they left the forest, her castle loomed ahead. Her home and her prison. Especially now that she’d disobeyed her mother twice. When she reached the castle, she climbed down, and Erik slid off behind her. Servants scurried out to help, and she handed the reins to a stable boy.  
 
    Genevieve sighed and left Erik behind, ignoring the shouts of surprise when he fell to the ground for the third time. She took the passageway back up to her suites and stopped in front of the guards. 
 
    “I told you I’d be back.” She patted the guard on the shoulder and went into her room to make plans for her next escape. She needed to get out of here. She flopped onto her bed, not bothering to take off her cloak. Her mind drifted back to Dmitri and how dazed she always felt around him. There had been none of that with this man who had shown up in the forest. Could he actually be Erik? 
 
    No. It had to be some sort of trick. Maybe she’d just wanted to see him, and she was dreaming. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the door flew open. Mother stood in the doorway, anger flowing off her. “What were my specific instructions? Stay here and do not talk to anyone.” 
 
    “I am sorry. I needed to go find the fairies.” Genevieve sat up. “Making me stay here in this castle means that your best asset isn’t out there looking for them. You trained me to track down killers, while you attacked with your armies, remember? What is the point of training me if I cannot use those skills?”  
 
    Mother pulled Genevieve into a hug, something she rarely did. “I have lost you, and then the girl who was supposedly my real daughter. Now you want to leave me again. You’re breaking your mother’s heart.” 
 
    Genevieve stepped away. “I am doing this so we can stop Maurelle from tearing our family apart. I am not supposed to be here—Jenny is. And right now, the love of her life is out there somewhere, and I need to find him. But I can’t do that without the fairies. Please just let me do this.” 
 
    Mother smiled, but her eyes showed deep sorrow. “I taught you too well, it seems. Go find them. But this time, please take your sword. I didn’t teach you to fight so you could leave it home.” She pulled out a small purse full of coins. “This should be more than sufficient. Keep it safe.”  
 
    The relief was almost overwhelming. “Thank you. I will be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    Genevieve slipped the coins into the folds of her dress and left before Mother changed her mind again. Her thoughts turned to the man she’d saved, but he’d be there when she got back. Right now, she just needed to find the fairies. Her horse was back in the stables, but it didn’t take long for the servants to have him ready to leave.  
 
    This time, Genevieve took the road. No more hiding from Mother. Duke galloped toward the castle from her nightmares. She stopped and looked up at it, thinking of what happened the night when Jenny had to fight the troll. She was tempted to search the castle, but she didn’t have time.  
 
    The journey continued on until past dark, when they came to the first village. Genevieve climbed off Duke and walked him down the streets until she found an inn with a stable next to it. She stepped inside and walked straight to the man at the bar. 
 
    “Hello. I would like to reserve a room here tonight, please.” She pulled her hood back to reveal the small tiara on her head. 
 
    The innkeeper’s eyes widened, and he bowed low. “Yes, Highness. We will prepare our best room especially for you.” 
 
    “Thank you. And I also have my horse outside, if someone could attend to him.” Genevieve glanced around the room. It was large, but cramped with furniture to allow more guests. People sat at the tables while women walked through the crowd to serve dinner. 
 
    The innkeeper bowed again and hurried up the stairs to prepare a room. Genevieve found a table and set her things on the floor next to her. The food smelled wonderful after only having bread earlier that day. One of the serving women brought her a bowl of soup and a thick slice of bread slathered in butter.  
 
    She curtsied. “I hope this is to your liking, Highness.”  
 
    “Thank you. It looks wonderful.” Genevieve smiled up at her before trying a bite. The stew had a rich broth with chunks of carrots and potatoes. She dipped some of the bread into the broth and loved how it melted in her mouth. “This is very good. Thank you.” 
 
    The serving woman beamed and turned back to the kitchen. The minstrels in the corner started up some music, singing of the wonderful kingdom and some of the wars the king and queen had fought. The stories were definitely exaggerated because Genevieve had fought in several of those battles too and knew there were no giants or ogres. 
 
    But when they came to the wedding of the princess to the evil troll, Genevieve froze. It wasn’t her story, but they didn’t know that. As the song ended, they looked over at her expectantly, and she clapped. 
 
    “That was beautiful. I am honored by your song.” She raised her pewter cup to them and earned a cheer before the music started back up again.  
 
    The serving woman came back with custard and set it on the table. “Some dessert for you, Highness. Once you are done, I will escort you to your rooms.” 
 
    “Thank you. What is your name?” It was something Genevieve had never thought of until she met Ammon and Lucy. All her servants were just servants until she got dropped into a family of seven. Then names became important. And from there, she learned how to appreciate and be kind to them. 
 
    “It is Millie, Highness.” She curtsied again and hurried away with a smile on her face. 
 
    Genevieve smiled to herself and took a bite of the custard. She was pleased to find that they’d used honey and strawberries to sweeten it. It almost reminded her of ice cream. Almost. She’d have to remember to get more for breakfast in the morning. 
 
    She started to rise, and a young man hurried over to pull out her chair. “Thank you.” 
 
    The man bowed. “You are welcome.” 
 
    Genevieve picked up her bag and went to find Millie, who was in the back talking to the cook. She stood straight when she noticed Genevieve in the doorway. 
 
    “Oh, you are finished. Are you ready to go to your room?”  
 
    “Yes, please.” Genevieve nodded to the cook before following Millie up a flight of stairs. Her room was at the end of the hall. It was small, but it had a bed and a place to wash her hands and face.  
 
    Millie cleared her throat. “It is not much, but it is our best room. We can move you if it is not to your liking.” 
 
    “This is perfect. Thank you.” Genevieve sat on the bed and waited for Millie to leave, shutting the door behind her. Genevieve lay back and stared up at the ceiling, wondering how she had gotten herself into this mess.  
 
    Not long before that, she’d been playing basketball in PE, and now she was back in gowns and running from her castle. She had no idea where she was even going, and wished that she had requested that Petrus travel with her. 
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    Jenny 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Jenny.” Ammon turned her to face him. “Listen, I know this is bad, but I want you to concentrate. You need to do the same thing with the card in your pocket as you did with the mirror so you can find the fairies.” 
 
    Jenny looked up into his eyes. Tears ran down her cheeks from sobbing into her pillow. “Why are you helping me?” 
 
    “Because I’m your brother. Now come on.” Ammon dragged Jenny to her feet. “You can’t just flip out like this. It won’t help anyone.” 
 
    Jenny let Ammon help her out of the treehouse and to the center of the yard. She took the card out of her pocket. “It’s not a full moon.” 
 
    “No, but I think they’ll come. They didn’t really pay attention to the rules last time.” Ammon helped her learn the pronunciations. 
 
    “How do you know this?” Jenny asked. Numbness had set in, and her mind cleared up a little. Ammon was right. She needed to do something instead of falling apart. 
 
    “I listened to Genevieve say it a few different times. Now concentrate. Otherwise, you’re stuck here for another two weeks until the actual full moon.” Ammon stood back and gestured for her to try. 
 
    Jenny closed her eyes, concentrating on the fairies she’d grown to love in the past. As she spoke the words, she could feel magic stir around her. She opened her eyes to see the air swirling up into a funnel.  
 
    She felt as though she was being pushed in on herself until her feet came to rest on solid ground again. Jenny opened her eyes to find the home she’d visited with Sam. It was worn, and the cupboards sagged with the weight of the dishes that sat on them. But otherwise, it was the house where she’d met Rhyannon.  
 
    “Hello?” Her voice echoed off the walls. When no one answered, she walked through the house to the room where Rhyannon had slept, but it was empty. She went to the door and opened it, hoping the fairies were just outside, but all she found was the old garden that had become overgrown long before. 
 
    This couldn’t be possible. She had to find a way to help Genevieve, or Sam would die. A quick search of the dining room showed nothing, so she moved on to the kitchen. Notes were scattered across the counter, but nothing that told her where the fairies had gone. 
 
    Tears poured down Jenny’s cheeks as she yanked out drawers and riffled through papers on the counters and table for a clue. Anything. The only other place to look was in Rhyannon’s room, and she hesitated to go all the way in there. Rhyannon hated having anyone come into her room, but what choice did Jenny have?  
 
    Jenny pushed open the bedroom door and peeked inside. It was just as cluttered as the rest of the cottage, and judging by the dust covering the blankets, the bed looked like it hadn’t been slept in for at least a few days. Strange. There was no dust on any of the books, so either they’d just left, or they had placed some kind of charm on the house. 
 
    A mirror sat on the dresser. It was similar to the ones she and Genevieve had, but what if it didn’t show the fairies? What if this was meant for someone else? What if it was a trap from Maurelle? She held her breath and reached for the handle, but paused. Was someone there? Jenny glanced behind her, listening for any sound. When there was nothing, she grabbed it and held it up. 
 
    “Hello? Anyone there?” The glass began to spiral, and a face appeared on the other side. It was Rhyannon, but she couldn’t possibly be in this time because she looked exactly the same as she had at the wedding a few days before.  
 
    “Jenny?” Rhyannon asked, surprised. “What are you doing there? How do you have the mirror?” 
 
    “I came to get help from, well, you. No one was here.” Jenny waved at the other fairies as they came into view. “What happened here?” 
 
    The fairies glanced at each other. “If the house is empty, they’ve moved on.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. But I need them.” 
 
    “No, we mean that they’re no longer there. They had lived long enough to help Genevieve, and they fulfilled their purpose. You have to realize that they—we—were very old and couldn’t stick around forever. When we hadn’t heard anything from them, we figured it was time.” 
 
    Shock, dismay, and anger all hit at once. “But … I need them. Sam’s gone, your … future selves are gone, and I’m stuck here.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Sam is gone? How do you know this?”  
 
    “The mirrors you gave me and Genevieve . . . We were able to talk to each other about an hour ago. Sam’s horse is there, but he’s gone.” Jenny tried to stifle a sob, but she’d never felt so alone. 
 
    Tenyanye took the mirror from Rhyannon. “Listen, Jenny. We are working on stealing Maurelle’s spell from her so we can switch the two of you back. Keep our mirror with you so we can let you know when we are ready. Stay calm. We will get back to you. Please collect anything you might need before you leave the cottage. I doubt it will be there if you ever try to go back.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jenny looked around at the cozy little bedroom. 
 
    Rhyannon took the mirror back. “My guess is that with the mirror gone, the magic keeping the cottage together will disappear.” 
 
    Jenny’s breath caught. “Then I can’t take it. All these books and everything else will be gone, and we will never be able to use them again. What if they have something I need later?” 
 
    “You must take the mirror. Now go. There are charms in the drawer next to my bed. Grab what you can and go. We will contact you as soon as we know more.” Rhyannon smiled. 
 
    “Okay. Please just hurry.” Jenny looked around for something to carry the mirror in and found an old leather satchel in the corner.  
 
    She ran to the drawer and opened it to find little bottles, but the markings weren’t in English. Hopefully, she wouldn’t need to use them because otherwise, she’d have to guess what they were. She shoved as many as she could into the bag, and then wrapped the mirror in an old cloak and put it on top of everything else. 
 
    Jenny left the room, went back into the kitchen where there was more room to move, and studied the card with the spell on it. The breeze whipped up around her as she spoke the words. As she disappeared, she was sure the house had begun to fade away because the forest had become visible through the walls. 
 
    Ammon stood up from the steps to the house as soon as Jenny reappeared in their backyard. “What did they say?” 
 
    “They’re gone, but I got another mirror that lets me talk to them in the past.” Jenny took it out of her bag. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Jenny explained what had happened in the cottage. She readjusted the strap on her bag, weighed down by the charms that lay inside it. “Let’s go. I don't want to have to explain all of this again.”  
 
    Mom had come home and was in the kitchen with the other kids. She looked up from the soup she was making. “Oh, hello. I wondered where you two had gone.” 
 
    “We tried talking to the fairies.” Jenny set the bag on the table and took all of the charms out. “Anyone know German?” 
 
    At least she hoped it was German. When she was back in Genevieve’s time, her language switched naturally, but while she was here, she had no clue what the words meant.  
 
    Ammon picked up one of the bottles and nearly dropped it. “How can you touch these? This one shocked me.”  
 
    “That’s odd.” Jenny picked it up, but nothing happened. “Try another one.” 
 
    “Okay, but if I turn into a frog, I’m blaming you.” He picked it up, and this time the shock was visible as he jerked.  
 
    Jenny grabbed the bottle from him and shoved them all back into the bag. “Okay, so we’re not going to touch these for now. Are you okay?” 
 
    Ammon shook his hand. “I’ll survive. Barely. Why can you touch them, but I can’t?” 
 
    “I’ve given up trying to make sense of anything.” Jenny took the bottles up to her room and washed her hands before going back downstairs to help with dinner. She had to stay busy or she’d go crazy with fear for Sam. She'd felt something was wrong with him, and it had turned out to be true. 
 
    Mom and Ammon were whispering together when Jenny came downstairs. Ammon left the room and avoided her eyes.  
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Nothing. Ammon’s just worried about you. That shock hurt more than he let on.” Mom stirred the soup and turned to face Jenny. “I’m sorry to hear about Sam.” 
 
    Jenny dropped into a chair at the table. “I don’t know what to do, Mom. The fairies say they’re going to get me back there as soon as possible, but what if it’s too late?” 
 
    Mom put her hands on Jenny’s shoulders. “There’s nothing that can be done until they figure it out. Why don’t you help me with dinner and then go out with Ammon or Lucy?” 
 
    “Okay.” Jenny stood and set the table, then went to find her sisters. They sat in their room playing with makeup. “Hey, it’s dinner time.” 
 
    Mary jumped up. “Look at me. I’m a princess.” 
 
    Lipstick and blush were smeared across her face, and the others weren’t much better. Jenny laughed and grabbed a tissue.  
 
    “It’s beautiful, but let’s get some of it cleaned up before dinner. And you may want to put away the makeup. I don’t think Mom would like knowing you were playing with her eye shadow.” 
 
    “This isn’t Mommy’s. It’s Genevieve’s.” Bonnie held up a small bag full of makeup that had seen better days. 
 
    Jenny took the bag from her. “She’s not going to be very happy about this when she sees it. Go in the kitchen.” 
 
    Emma stood and ran, the others trailing closely behind. Jenny could hear the chatter as they showed their mom their princess faces. She took the bag up to her room, even though most of the lipstick and blush couldn’t be used again. Genevieve could deal with that when she came back because Jenny was going to make sure that would happen. They needed to get back to their own times, even though that meant leaving Ammon again.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Genevieve 
 
      
 
    Genevieve jerked awake, sweat pouring down her face. She fully expected Maurelle to be standing over her, laughing. While the nightmare had left her shaken, she was grateful that the visions had come back. She only hoped they would be enough to help her figure out where Sam was being kept.  
 
    It was still dark outside, but there was no way she was going to sleep after being threatened by Maurelle. Somehow, the sorceress had learned that Genevieve had the gift of Seeing, and she planned to use it.  
 
    Maybe going after Maurelle wasn’t such a good idea, but Genevieve needed the fairies, and that was the place where they’d been. She’d been traveling for three days now, and she’d found nothing.  
 
    Genevieve stood and took the mirror out of her bag. She’d tried several times, but she couldn’t get the mirror to work right. She spoke into it, hoping to hear something. “Rhyannon?” 
 
    A face began to appear, but it was Jenny’s, not Rhyannon’s, that she saw. Jenny’s smile dropped into a disappointed pout. “Oh, it’s you. I mean, hi, Genevieve. I don’t mean to be rude, but I’ve been waiting for the fairies to get back to me.” 
 
    “That is who I was trying to contact, but I guess this mirror only works for you. I do not understand why it went to you.” Genevieve studied the room behind Jenny. Her room. 
 
    “Because of the mirror. I went to see the fairies, and they were gone. I was able to speak to the fairies in your time just before I took the mirror from the house. Now I’m waiting to hear from them again.” Jenny frowned. “Where are you?” 
 
    “At an inn. I went to go find the fairies, but after the dream I just had, I do not know what I should do.”  What Jenny said suddenly dawned on her. “Wait—the fairies are gone?” 
 
    “Yes, Rhyannon said it was because they were so old. I guess that makes sense, but I’d hoped to get some help.” 
 
    Genevieve felt a jolt of grief. She had loved the fairies, and it was heartbreaking to know they were gone in Jenny’s time. “I still do not know where they are, but the dreams are back. Or at least, I’ve had one.”   
 
    “That’s wonderful. Okay, maybe not for you, but I hope you can see something about where Sam is.” 
 
    “I will do my best. How are things there?” 
 
    “Good. School is almost over. We got our graduation gowns today.” Jenny held up a blue robe. “Yours fits great, by the way.” 
 
    Genevieve laughed. “That is good. I had no idea how it was even supposed to look.”  
 
    “You did well. Oh, hey, I hear Erik and Lucy. I need to get going. I hope you find the fairies soon.” 
 
    Dread flowed through Genevieve. “Erik is there?” 
 
    “Yes. He just got here.” Jenny narrowed her eyes. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Someone showed up in the woods outside the castle who looked a lot like Erik. He tried to convince me it was him, but after the whole Dmitri/Gavin thing, I was not sure what to believe.” 
 
    Jenny turned the mirror slightly. “Hey, guys, come here.” 
 
    Genevieve heard Lucy and Erik, and her spirits rose. Their faces appeared soon after, and Genevieve couldn’t help squealing. Her loneliness fled as she talked to her friends. 
 
    “There you are. How are you doing?” Erik’s grin matched Genevieve’s. 
 
    “I have been better. It is good to see you.” Genevieve cupped the mirror in her hands, wishing that Erik wasn’t so far away. 
 
    Lucy pushed Erik to the side. “Hey, I’m here too. Are you seriously at an inn? That’s so cool. Can I see it?” 
 
    Genevieve held up the mirror and slowly rotated so they could see everything in the room. Not that there was much to see. This room was smaller than the first two where she’d stayed. The farther from the castle she got, the less they cared that she was the princess. She’d had to leave a few because of threats to her or her family. 
 
    “Whoa. That’s awesome.” Lucy laughed. “Too bad you can’t take a selfie there.” 
 
    Jenny rolled her eyes. “Okay, I’d better get these two out of here so we can explain how mirrors don’t work like cell phones. If you find the fairies, please have them contact me.” 
 
    “I will. Have fun.” Genevieve set the mirror back in her bag and took out a piece of paper. She needed to figure out which way to go, and soon. Going forward would find the fairies, but going back would let her figure out what the impostor was doing at her castle.  
 
    She had purchased some pigment from a stall in one of the villages she’d passed through. It was better quality than the stuff she’d had at the castle, and she hoped that would make a difference. 
 
    Genevieve closed her eyes and tried to clear her mind so she could paint what the vision told her to, and then dipped the brush into the paint. As the picture took shape, Genevieve’s hopes plummeted. It was the trail she’d taken on her journey. And while it was beautiful, it wasn’t what she needed to see. 
 
    But what was that? A shadow had appeared in the upper corner, following a woman on a horse. Genevieve’s heart beat rapidly as she continued on. The shadow was enhanced with other tints of black until it was the shape of a dragon. Arengol.  
 
    She set the picture aside and began another one. This picture started with Rhyannon and moved on to each of the fairies. The landscape began to form around them, and Genevieve suddenly jumped up and dropped the brush on the table. She grabbed her cloak and ran downstairs. The fairies were here somewhere. She recognized the buildings from across the street because she’d stared at them the night before when she couldn’t sleep. 
 
    Seven stooped women turned as one when Genevieve threw the inn door open. The fairies stood in a group just a few yards away. She ran and hugged each of them. 
 
    “How did you find me?” Genevieve wiped her eyes.               
 
    “We must speak to you in private.” Tenyanye glanced around nervously. 
 
    “Come upstairs. We can talk there.” Genevieve led them up to her room and sat on the chair next to the table. It was crowded, but she didn’t care. “Did you find Maurelle’s castle?” 
 
    Rhoswen nodded. “Yes, and she is there, but from what we could tell, Sam is not. It does not surprise me, however. She would put him where no one could get to him.” 
 
    “So, what did you find?”  
 
    Tenyanye took a scroll out of her bag. “This will help bring Jenny back here. There is a huge risk in doing this, however. We do not know how it will affect time itself. You and Jenny have switched places twice now, and I fear that your timeline will begin to unravel if you are both in the same place for too long. The question is, do you believe it is worth the risk?” 
 
    Genevieve stared at her hands for a moment. Thoughts of her parents here, and the family in the future who she also belonged to—Erik, Lucy, Ammon. But without Jenny here . . . She raised her eyes to look at the fairies. 
 
    “If Jenny does not come back and does not marry Sam, the future will change. I will not have been born. Am I correct?” Ammon’s favorite movies had to do with time travel, and while she did not understand most of what was going on, that part made sense. Without Jenny’s line, Genevieve and her mother would not exist. 
 
    Tenyanye nodded. “That is correct. A whole line would change. That means any kingdoms that would have come under your parents’ rule, and any descendants, would change or disappear.” 
 
    “Then we really have no choice. Sam must be found. The wedding must happen. And most of all, Maurelle must not learn that Jenny is here if she comes.” Genevieve swallowed before she continued. The shadow in her picture now made sense to her. “This means I must keep Maurelle busy elsewhere. There is a trap waiting for me at my castle, and I feel that I must fall into it to give Jenny any chance of finding Sam.” 
 
    Shaylee leaned forward. “You do realize that if you do that, it could change your own line, right?”  
 
    “It is what I must do.” Genevieve stood. “Do not cast the spell until I am far away from this village. Give me a day.”  
 
    Rhoswen stood and pulled Genevieve into a hug. “You have grown into the queen that you were raised to be. Leave Jenny in our hands.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Genevieve grabbed her bag, and after saying goodbye to the fairies, she went for the door. The thought of having the fairies help her out in the future gave her the hope that she would see them again, but there was no guarantee. 
 
    Duke was ready to leave when Genevieve made it down to the stables. She guided him to the walls of the city and climbed on. This could help save Sam, but she just hoped she was making the right decision.  
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    Maurelle 
 
      
 
    Maurelle smiled as she watched Genevieve go back toward the castle. She had feared that the meeting with the fairies would send her off to find the servant boy, but it appeared that the pull to Arengol was stronger. Maurelle knew that using the likeness of the boy she had seen in Genevieve’s head would make him irresistible. Love. It was such a weakness, but easy to manipulate.  
 
    It was time to visit the servant boy again. She couldn’t afford to let him die—she had other plans for him. She chanted and felt the dust kick up around her as she transported to the tower where the boy lay in a heap. 
 
    He glanced up and blinked. The cut over his eye had begun to swell, a sign of infection. With annoyance, Maurelle crossed over the room and ran her hand over his face, healing the cut, but not healing his eyes. He would not get his vision back. The dragon had made sure of that when he’d been dropped into the thorns surrounding the tower. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” the boy demanded. 
 
    “Making sure you don’t die.” Maurelle placed a bowl of meal in his hands. She watched as he shoveled it into his mouth. Disgusting boy. 
 
    “I need water.” 
 
    Maurelle grabbed him by the arm and yanked him toward a table that held water. “If you would explore your surroundings, you would have learned that you have water sitting right here. I thought you were brave. All I have seen is weakness.” 
 
    The boy clenched his fists. “You took my sight and dropped me somewhere away from everything I know. I have been starved for days, as far as I have been able to tell, and you accuse me of being weak?” 
 
    Even with the faded blue of his eyes, Maurelle could see the anger flash. “Temper, temper. I will be back with dinner. I do hope that you’ll appreciate me just a little more.” 
 
    The boy froze. “I will not do anything for you.” 
 
    “Just wait. I think you will be begging to give me whatever I want soon enough. Goodbye, servant boy.”  
 
    Maurelle disappeared to the sound of his shouting. She’d keep an eye on him to make sure he was worthy of Ingrid, but for now, she needed to get back to Genevieve. It was exhausting, trying to destroy the world in so many different ways.  
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    Jenny 
 
      
 
    It was during math that Jenny’s mirror came to life. She could hear the fairies arguing back and forth, so she jumped up and asked Mr. Wood for permission to leave the class. Before the “yes” was even out of his mouth, she’d grabbed her bag and run out. 
 
    The hallways were empty, which made the fairies’ voices echo. Jenny held the bag up to her face. “Shh. Give me two minutes.”  
 
    Once she was sure the stalls were empty in the bathroom, Jenny pulled the mirror out of her bag. All seven fairies had managed to squish into the small screen. 
 
    “What’s going on? Did you find Sam?” Jenny talked quietly, knowing class would end soon. 
 
    “No, but we did find a way to bring you here. If you are willing to come back.” Rhyannon moved Tenyanye’s hair out of her face. 
 
    Jenny laughed. “And get out of school? Yes, please.”  
 
    Rhoswen pursed her lips. “Your education is very important—” 
 
    “She knows that,” Tenyanye snapped. “You need to realize it will only happen one more time, and you will not be able to meet Genevieve. It could be disastrous, but I fear it might be anyway. Genevieve is going to act as your distraction while you go find him.” 
 
    “How does she plan to do that?” Jenny’s head spun with everything she needed to do before leaving. All of the goodbyes. She blinked back tears. 
 
    “We do not know, but it has something to do with a trap.”  
 
    Jenny gasped. “I know what she’s doing. Give me two hours to get everything ready, and then let me know what I need to do.” 
 
    She shoved the mirror in her bag and left the bathroom as the fairies tried to talk over each other, demanding that she tell them what she meant. If Genevieve fell into Maurelle’s trap with the fake Erik … “Trust me. The fewer people who know, the better. Just be ready.”  
 
    The bell rang as Jenny grabbed her books. Not that they mattered. Who knew when Genevieve would be back to study them? The thought of not graduating with Lucy and Ammon brought tears to Jenny’s eyes, but she blinked them back. She needed to go right now. Her hands shook as she tried to calm herself down. She could flip out later. At least this time, she had advance notice that she was going back. Not that it helped.  
 
    “Where are you off to so fast?” Lucy leaned against the locker. 
 
    Jenny blew out the breath she’d been holding and turned to Lucy. “I’m leaving. For good.” 
 
    Lucy’s eyes widened, and she took a step backward. “Wait—already? But I’d hoped you could wait for a couple of weeks.” 
 
    “So did I, but Genevieve is about to do something really stupid, and I need to stop her.” Jenny slammed the locker shut, angry that Genevieve had already made a mess of this. She wanted to leave the school before she burst into tears. She’d just gotten back to the world she knew so well, and now it was time to leave.  “Have you seen Ammon?” 
 
    “No. But you should probably tell Erik too.” Lucy brushed away a tear and avoided looking over at Jenny. “He’s going to want to know what’s happening.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Erik.” Jenny texted him to meet her at home and searched the parking lot. Ammon laughed at something one of his friends had said as he headed for his truck. She ran to catch him before he left. He looked up and opened his mouth to say something, so she blurted out, “I’m leaving. Like, leaving leaving. Right now.” 
 
    The smile on his face slipped off, and he blinked. “Wait—what?” 
 
    “Come on.” Jenny climbed into the truck, and Lucy sat next to her. The thought of letting Lucy trade places was quickly squashed. It didn’t matter right now. They could sit next to each other later. She needed her brother next to her. She kept balling up her fists, wanting to be the one to drive so she could get home faster—not that it would be a good idea. It’d been over a year since she’d last driven. 
 
    “Spill.” Ammon’s eyes stayed on the road, but his jaw clenched in anger. He was losing a twin. Again. Of course it was hard on him because it was nearly killing her. 
 
    Jenny told them everything she knew, which wasn’t much more than they’d already talked about. “You guys take care of Genevieve when she gets back. Make sure she goes to the school she wants to instead of where her scholarship is, okay?” 
 
    Lucy snorted. “You’re about to leave forever, and all you care about is college?” 
 
    “What else do you want to talk about? I have to go. I have no choice. If this doesn’t happen, our entire family could disappear.” The thought sent a chill through her. She’d seen the same movies Ammon had, and she knew that messing up the time continuum could be bad. 
 
    Ammon glanced over, but didn’t say anything. Jenny looked out the window, taking everything in. The roads, the cars—even the stoplights. Everything that she would never see again. It was too bad she couldn’t take pictures and bring them with her, but no one would have understood anyway. 
 
    Jenny stared up at the house when they parked in front. Only a few days before, she was excited to say hi to her parents again, and now she was leaving them. Thoughts of staying ran through her mind, but she knew Genevieve needed help. She could feel the urgency pounding in the back of her head. She took a deep breath. “I guess I should get this over with.” 
 
    Ammon climbed out and slammed the door without saying anything. Lucy laid her hand on Jenny’s shoulder. “Don’t be too mad at him. You were his twin sister for sixteen years. He’ll be mourning for a long time to come.” 
 
    “I know. I just hope he can understand that at some point too.” Jenny and Lucy walked up to the house together, neither willing to let go. “I do have the mirror, and we’ll still be able to talk through it. So there’s that.” 
 
    “True. Won’t be the same, but at least it’s something.” Lucy smiled, but her eyes betrayed her hurt. 
 
    Mom was just inside the door, crying. When she saw Jenny, she grabbed her in a hug. “Ammon told me. I had this small hope that you’d be able to stay.” 
 
    “I know. Me too.” Jenny kissed her mom’s cheek. “I have to go. They need me. I’m hoping Dad gets here, though. I want to say goodbye.” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to get ahold of him. He’ll make it. He wouldn’t miss saying goodbye.” Mom kissed Jenny’s forehead and left the room. 
 
    Jenny’s brothers and sisters nearly tackled her as they came running for hugs. There were more tears when they found out she wouldn’t be coming back. She had to keep telling herself that she was doing this to save them. If she didn’t, they wouldn’t even exist. When they finally let go, Jenny went to find Ammon. He wasn’t in his room, so she took two chocolate chip cookies out to the playhouse. Ammon lay on the floor, throwing a ball up in the air. Tears ran down his cheeks, making Jenny choke up. He rarely cried. When he saw her, he sat up and wiped his eyes. 
 
    Jenny sat next to him and handed him a cookie. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Ammon took a bite of the cookie and chewed it before answering. “We went over this already. I’m pretty sure I was the one cheering you up. Except that I forgot the cookie, so I think you win.” 
 
    Jennie laughed, relieved that he was joking with her. “I think you’re right.”  
 
    “I guess I should thank you now for saving us since I might not get to later. Thanks for being willing to go back, even though your life is here.” Ammon stared down at the half-eaten cookie. 
 
    “It’s kinda overwhelming, really.” She leaned her head on his shoulder. “Nothing like having someone say, ‘Oh, by the way, you’re in charge of an entire line that could just go poof if you don’t do things right.’” 
 
    Ammon chuckled. “That’s one way to put it.” 
 
    “Can you do me a favor?” Jenny turned so she was facing him. “You know in all those movies, where there’s some consequence if they stay too long or whatever? Can you try to figure out what will actually happen? Because I’m scared to death that having us both back there will slingshot one of us forward. Or we’ll break something.” 
 
    “Not sure I’ll find much, but I’ll see what I can do. After all, this is supposedly just a myth. That’s why there are so many theories out there.”  
 
    Jenny sighed. “I know. And most of them got it wrong anyway. No one said body switching was a possibility.” 
 
    Ammon laughed. “No, they didn’t. But there’s at least another way because the fairies are doing it. Plus, that Dmitri creep came here too. It’s obviously possible in a few different ways. We just have to figure out how and what happens.” 
 
    “Thanks for doing that for me. Come on. I need to get going, and Dad should be home now.” Jenny climbed down from the treehouse for what was most likely the last time. A pang of homesickness hit as she jogged into the house. Her family, Lucy, and Erik were in the living room, talking quietly. Ammon stood next to her. “Hey, guys.” 
 
    Erik jumped up and hugged Jenny. “Please tell Genevieve to be careful.” 
 
    “I will. And I’ll make sure she gets back here as soon as possible.” Jenny turned to her dad. “Bye, Dad. I love you.” 
 
    He pulled her into a hug, crushing her to him. “I can’t believe I have to say goodbye again.” 
 
    “I know. You have the mirror, so we’ll talk. I promise.” Jenny let her tears flow freely as she pulled away from him. She knelt down and grabbed the mirror from her bag, then slipped the bag back over her shoulders. “Rhyannon? What do I do?”  
 
    The fairies appeared in the mirror. “All right. We’ll need you to go out in the yard so you have plenty of space.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” Jenny walked out to the backyard and stood in the center. Her heart fluttered as she went between wanting to stay and the need to go back to save Sam. Her family and friends stood near the house, watching her. Ammon had his arms around Lucy, and Mom cried into Dad’s shoulder. She tore her eyes away from them and looked down at the fairies in the mirror. “All right. I’m ready.”  
 
    Rhyannon leaned forward. “Now, lay the mirror on the ground and stand on it.” 
 
    Jenny stared at them. “Stand on it? The mirror is glass, and like, six inches wide. Even if I don’t break it, how am I supposed to fit through there?” 
 
    “The other option is for someone else to hold it, and that would make it possible for the other person to get sucked in. That would be rather disastrous.” The expression on Rhyannon’s face was enough to make her understand that she didn’t want to choose that option. 
 
    “Right. Let’s not do it that way.” Jenny looked up at her family. “Love you all!” 
 
    “Ready?” Rhoswen rolled out the scroll. “Okay, step on.” 
 
    Jenny stepped onto the mirror, hoping it wouldn’t break, and closed her eyes. The fairies began chanting. Wind whipped around Jenny, beating her with rocks, sticks, and dust. With a sucking motion, she felt herself fall into the mirror, squeezing her small enough to fit inside. The wind was so intense that she could hear nothing else. She wasn’t sure if the tears running down her cheeks came from the dust blowing in her eyes or her heart breaking as she left the family she grew up with. 
 
    When the mirror’s edges reached her torso, all of the air in her lungs was squeezed out, making stars appear in front of her eyes, and she was pretty sure she wouldn’t live to see the other end of the mirror. As her vision narrowed, her shoulders and then her head popped through the mirror, and she gasped for air. And then she sat floating in oblivion. As she floated toward the other pane of glass, she glanced back to see where she’d come from. It seemed so far away. Her ears needed to pop with the sudden change in air pressure. Or was it simply that there was nothing to hear? Except . . . what was that? 
 
    A shout came from somewhere, telling her to flip around. It took a split second to catch onto what they were saying, and then she did a somersault to make sure her head went first. She looked up at the glass she was supposed to be going through, but she seemed to be stationary. Panic from the thought of being stuck there forever was enough to make her kick her legs to propel her forward.  
 
    Her swimming instincts set in, and she used her arms and feet to reach the glass. As her hands touched it, the sucking sensation began all over again, only backward. Because her hands were above her head, the pressure wasn’t quite as bad on her chest, and she was able to breathe. She used her arms to push her way out of the mirror. Once she was all the way through, she collapsed to the ground, coughing and sputtering. She tried to smile up at the fairies, but it was too much effort. 
 
    Many hands picked her up and carried her over to a bed, and that’s all she remembered before blackness closed in. 
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    Genevieve 
 
      
 
    The castle came into view just as the sun was going down. Genevieve reined in her horse and watched the bustle of activity as they prepared the castle grounds for the evening. It was hard going in, knowing that Maurelle had laid a trap just for her. But she had taken something precious from Genevieve, and that wasn’t okay with her. 
 
    She broke into a gallop, deciding it was better just to get it over with. She hoped Erik would understand her reasoning when she got back to him. She climbed off her horse at the gate and allowed one of the servants to take him to the stables. Genevieve took a deep breath. She could do this. She had played Jenny for the last year and made the role work for her. Now it was time to do the same thing, pretending to be in love with the impostor who called himself Erik.  
 
    Her mother met her at the door. “What are you doing here? I thought you were going to find the fairies.” 
 
    “I did. And that is why I am here.” Genevieve walked past her mother and stopped in shock. The great hall was decorated in blues and silvers. “What is all this?” 
 
    “The man who was here told us that you knew each other well from home and asked us to prepare for a wedding.” 
 
    She turned to her mother and raised an eyebrow. “And you believed him?” 
 
    “I had no reason not to believe him.” Mother paused. “You do know him, right?” 
 
    “I know who he claims to be. As to whether or not he is, we shall see. Where did he go?” Her mother gestured toward the dining hall. “He is currently discussing the banquet seating chart.” 
 
    “Oh, no, he’s not.” Genevieve stepped closer to her mother. “That man is an imposter. But I have to play along so Jenny can come and save Sam.” 
 
    “Who is he, then?” The queen glanced over Genevieve’s shoulder. 
 
    “I do not know, but I am sure that Maurelle has something to do with it.” Genevieve walked toward the great hall. She really just wanted a long bath and a nap, but she needed to get this over with.  
 
    Genevieve’s father and the man pretending to be Erik turned toward them as they entered the hall. It was quite amazing how much the man looked like Erik. If she hadn’t just seen him with Jenny, she would have believed him. 
 
    “I am home.” Genevieve smiled up at her dad. 
 
    “Ah, my sweet Genevieve.” Erik wrapped her in his arms, and she nearly melted. Even his hugs felt just right. 
 
    But no. It wasn’t him. She stepped back. “I am glad to see you up and about. I worried that you would be ill for weeks.” 
 
    “Your healer is quite amazing.” Erik turned away. “Do you like what I have done with this place?” 
 
    “It is beautiful.” Genevieve allowed him to take her hand, and as he kissed it, her knees went weak. Was it possible that he could be in two places at once? No. She forced herself to stop thinking of him in a romantic way and move around the room. “I am amazed that you found this much silver and blue at this time of year.”  
 
    Erik smiled down at her. “Anything for my princess. I know they’re your favorite colors, so I insisted that we use them. Most of it was left over from a recent wedding, but the rest was ordered in by a merchant.” 
 
    That was just enough to pull her back out of her thoughts. No merchants came here at this time of year, and most definitely not with these types of items. Not to mention the fact that Erik would never say “merchant.”  
 
    Genevieve forced herself to yawn. “It has been a very long day. I think I may turn in. Where will you be staying?” 
 
    Erik glanced between her and the king and queen. “I will be staying in the forest, of course.” 
 
    “Nonsense. You will stay in the castle. We still have space in the servants’ quarters.” Mother smiled, but her eyes flashed.  
 
    “Inside? Oh, no. I couldn’t possibly.” Erik looked down at Genevieve with panic. “I must insist on sleeping in the forest.”  
 
    When Mother started to argue again, Genevieve put her hand up. “If that is where he wants to sleep, we must allow him to do so. Do you need someone to accompany you?” 
 
    “No, I will find my way on my own. Tomorrow, we will go into the village and speak of the wonderful times we had together while we shop for our wedding.” Erik leaned down and kissed her, earning a gasp from her mother. 
 
    The kiss lasted just long enough to make Genevieve dizzy. When he pulled away, she had to remind herself to breathe. It had been several days since she last kissed Erik, but it had felt the very same. Who was this man? She stood in one place while he made his way to the front door, flicking his hair out of his face just like she remembered. 
 
    The king summoned a servant and ordered him to follow Erik and report on everything he did. The servant jogged to catch up, and her father frowned at Genevieve. “Would you like to explain to me what is going on?” 
 
    “Someone knows Erik well enough that he can impersonate everything about him down to his touch.” She glanced at her mom. “I do not understand, though. I talked through the mirror to Jenny, and Erik was there. And that was after I met this Erik the first time. So how can he be in two places at one time?” 
 
    Mother placed her hand on Genevieve’s arm. “He cannot, but there are things that can. Watch yourself around him. There is obviously an attraction there, and I worry that your plans will be forgotten when he offers to take you back to his kingdom.” 
 
    Genevieve nodded. “I would disagree, but I felt it. Now, we need a way to distract him long enough to allow Jenny to find Sam, and we have no idea where to begin looking. Unless you learned something while I was away.” 
 
    “Follow me.” Father led Genevieve to the map room.  
 
    This was one of Genevieve’s favorite rooms, and she would visit it whenever her father would allow her. There were collections of their latest conquests, along with lists of which countries held what riches. When he was about to leave on a trip, he would let Genevieve pick out one thing for him to bring back. 
 
    But in the center of the room was a map of Bavaria and the surrounding countries. Along with the normal notes and pins showing where they wanted to invade next, there were new pins that she didn’t recognize. 
 
     “These pins mark abandoned castles and towers throughout the land. While the fairies and a few other groups have gone to look for Maurelle, others have searched these towers. Most of the buildings have crumbled into ruins to where no one would be able to inhabit them.” As he explained each one, he pointed out the different locations. 
 
    “So, how many of them can be inhabited, then?” Genevieve stared down at the maps. She had helped her parents gain a lot of the land in front of her, and yet all she wanted right then was to go to a school for her art and maybe end up with the real Erik. 
 
    Father indicated the small blue pins. “Two still have people in them, which leaves these two. We just heard back from one group saying that this one has a swamp around it, and at least one beast that guards the towers.” 
 
    “So, could that be where he is?”  Not that she wanted that to be the case. It was clear on the other side of the kingdom. Even if she could keep Maurelle busy, it would take weeks to travel there.  
 
    “I think Maurelle wanted us to follow that trail because she has left clues of dragon scales and dead cattle. I believe it is here.” Father pointed to a spot to the northwest. “Still quite a journey, but just far enough from where we believe her castle is hidden to make it believable. Swamps, wild animals, and vines surrounding the bottom—her signature. She covered our castle in vines while we slept during the hundred-year curse, if you recall.” 
 
    Genevieve looked between the different spots, and something still didn’t seem right. “Where is her castle again?” 
 
    “Over here. The fairies found a weak spot in the barrier, which is surprising because her magic is usually stronger than this.” 
 
    “Unmapped territory” was written across the area. She drew a line from one tower to the next in her mind. “Look. There is a triangle between them, but then if you add our castle, it makes a diamond. What’s in that forest in the center?” 
 
    “Nothing. Wild animals, Rhyannon’s house—that’s about it.” Father glanced up at her. “Why? What do you see?” 
 
    “It could be nothing, but that is where Erik insists on sleeping. We have to be missing something.” 
 
    Father put his arm around her. “I feel the same way. We just have to figure out what it is. Come, we must sleep. Maybe we will learn more tomorrow.” 
 
    Genevieve let her father guide her out of the map room, but she couldn’t help glancing back at it. What was in the center there?  
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    Maurelle 
 
      
 
    Maurelle watched as Ingrid scrubbed the tile in the throne room. Generally, it was the job of the servants, but Ingrid had tried to sneak out again, and she was key to Maurelle’s revenge. She had to break Ingrid of the habit before she was put in the tower with Sam. She had to make sure they got along well enough that Sam would fall in love with her and forget Jenny. Simple in theory, but Ingrid had it in her mind that she was in love with someone else.  
 
    “Finish that tile and then we will leave.” Maurelle stood and walked to the window. She had heard nothing from Arengol since Genevieve had arrived back at the castle, so she had no idea how things had progressed there. 
 
    “I am done.” Ingrid stood by Maurelle. “Please do not make me go. I am finally free of the dragon, and I would like to explore.” 
 
    Maurelle clenched her jaw. “Last time you left, you went straight to the merchant’s house. I have much better prospects for you.” 
 
    “You mean, better for you,” Ingrid muttered. She flinched when Maurelle whipped around to face her. 
 
    “Do not speak to me like that. You are my daughter, and you will treat me with respect.” 
 
    Ingrid’s eyes smoldered with anger, but she wisely kept her mouth closed. Maurelle took her by the arm and waved her hand in the air, making them disappear from their castle and reappear in the tower. Sam stood at the sink washing his face. He looked much better than he had a few days before. 
 
    “Here is your food.” Maurelle handed him some leftover fish and rice. 
 
    Sam took the bowl and slid down the wall so he could sit while he ate. He shoveled the food into his mouth and then suddenly stopped. “Who else is here?” 
 
    Maurelle looked down at him. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “There is someone else here. I can hear her breathing.” Sam cocked his head to the side. “You have never brought anyone else. Who is it?”  
 
    Ingrid stood there with her mouth open. She looked down at him and then back up at Maurelle. “You kidnapped the prince?” 
 
    “He’s not the prince yet,” Maurelle snapped. “This is my daughter, Ingrid. She is here to take care of you.” 
 
    “You have a daughter?” Sam asked in surprise.  
 
    Maurelle growled under her breath. “Yes. Now focus. Ingrid is here to feed you. Do not touch her, or your life will be forfeit.” 
 
    Sam glared at her. “I would not touch your daughter. I love one person, and you ripped us apart.” 
 
    “Yes, well, that is beside the point. Now, I must go make sure my other plans are happening as they should.” Maurelle flicked her hand and disappeared, reappearing as a raven to perch near a hole in the roof and watch how the two of them interacted. 
 
    Ingrid walked around the room, inspecting the walls and windows while Sam finished his food and set the bowl on the floor. 
 
    “You cannot escape from here. I have tried to find an opening, and there is none.” 
 
    Ingrid sighed. “I have to do something or I will go crazy.” 
 
    “I already went through that.” Sam chuckled. “I need to find a way to leave a message for Jenny.” 
 
    “Jenny?” Ingrid asked in surprise. 
 
    “Sorry—that is what I call Genevieve. I should have used her correct name. I worked in the castle, but I am new to associating with royalty.” 
 
    Ingrid scooted closer. “What was it like, working in the castle?” 
 
    Maurelle flew away. If the two of them continued talking, they would realize the feelings they had for each other, and then Jenny would be alone. She squawked her laughter, and then made her way to the castle.  
 
    The grounds were busy with people getting ready to travel somewhere—most likely to find Maurelle—which meant that Genevieve would be left by herself again. She swooped down closer to find the princess with Erik as they watched the small groups of men march away. Erik put his arm around Genevieve, and while she stiffened slightly, she let him keep his arm there. Wonderful. 
 
    Maurelle dropped to the ground and transformed back into herself. “Well, well. What do we have here? Going somewhere?” 
 
    “It is market day in the next village over. Leave us.” Genevieve glared. 
 
    “I just stopped by to congratulate you two on your engagement. You will have a blessed life.”  She smiled at the expression on Genevieve’s face. 
 
    Arengol—Erik—smirked at the comment, but squeezed Genevieve closer to him. “Please leave us. You are not welcome here.”  
 
    Maurelle took a step back in shock. Had he turned on her? Or was he just acting for Genevieve’s sake? “Very well, but I will be back for the wedding.” 
 
    Genevieve jerked forward, but Erik held her back. Genevieve glared at Maurelle. “Stay away from my family.” 
 
    “I will once I have made sure you all pay.” Maurelle disappeared and went back to her castle. The pieces were in place, and now it was time to watch the events unfold. 
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    Jenny 
 
      
 
    Jenny pushed the food around on her plate, trying to make herself eat. She was still weak from traveling through the glass, and she needed all the energy she could get to go save Sam. The problem was that no one seemed to know where he was being kept prisoner.  
 
    “The porridge will do you no good if it is not in your belly.” Tenyanye chuckled.  
 
    “I know. I’m not hungry.” Jenny pushed the plate away. “Do you have a horse or something I can use to travel? I need to find Sam.” 
 
    Rhoswen frowned and patted Jenny on the shoulder. “We know you are anxious, but we must wait. We have many creatures out there searching for him.” 
 
    “I know. I just wish I could do it myself.” Jenny stood and went to the window. The forest surrounding the small cottage seemed to mock her. She couldn’t leave until they were sure she wouldn’t run into Genevieve. Not that there would be a chance of that. Genevieve had her own issues at the castle, so Jenny doubted she’d be leaving any time soon.  
 
    Her fears had been confirmed that morning as a crow delivered a message about a wedding between Genevieve and some unknown prince. There wasn’t much description of him, but Jenny was pretty sure it was whoever pretended to be Erik.  
 
    While the fairies pored over a map at the kitchen table, Jenny slipped out the front door. Flowers of every kind grew in the gardens and flower pots around the cottage. Tiny fairies and gnomes moved about, pruning and watering the plants. They paid no attention to Jenny as she walked past them and stood at the edge of the shield that had been placed around the cottage. 
 
    Somewhere out there, Sam was suffering. She could feel it when she closed her eyes. Almost as if she . . . could point to where he was. Her eyes flew open to find herself facing the northeast. There. He was that way. Jenny ran back toward the house and slammed the door open. 
 
    “I know where he is. Or at least, I can figure it out.” Jenny pushed her way between the fairies to stare at the map. The cottage was marked in the center. She ran her finger northeast, but didn’t run into anything that made sense. There was the uncharted territory, but that was it. “What’s here?” 
 
    “We do not know, but we are assuming it is Maurelle’s castle. But she wouldn’t keep Sam that close. That would be too easy.” 
 
    Jenny searched the map near where the uncharted area sat, but nothing else seemed right. “I’m sure he’s there.”  
 
    The fairies exchanged glances, and Rhoswen straightened. “I will go to the castle to see if Genevieve has had anymore visions. Maybe that would help us. If what you are saying is correct, and you really can feel him, we will pull back from the other areas and concentrate there.” 
 
    “He is. Please tell Genevieve I’m here and that she needs to be really careful.” Jenny ached to meet her now that they were in the same place at the same time.  
 
    “I will.” Rhoswen draped her shawl around her shoulders and went to the door. “Be ready to travel when I get back. We will want to leave as soon as we know where he is.” 
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    Jenny stared at the door, waiting for something to happen. She was stuck there yet again while everyone else did the work. The fairies spoke quietly in a corner, leaving Jenny to sort through a bag of clothing she’d been given. Most of it fit, but the shoes were way too small—something she’d need to fix if she was ever going to leave the cottage. 
 
    The bag also contained a few things she’d need for the road. Money, dried meat and fruit, a small knife—she wasn’t safe with a sword—and a long dark cloak. Now if they’d just let her go. Three days stuck in that cottage was about to drive her crazy. Why send for her and then make her sit around? She could have had a few more days with her family. 
 
    She lay back on her bed and stared up at the ceiling. Her eyes grew heavy, and she had nearly succumbed to sleep when the door flew open. Rhoswen rushed in and grabbed a bag. 
 
    “You must leave. Now.” She shoved food into the bag and handed it to Jenny. “I have found him, and if you do not save him and get back to the castle soon, Genevieve will lose her life.” 
 
    Jenny gasped and scrambled to put her shoes and cloak on. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The boy who is trying to woo Genevieve is not just a boy. He is a dragon.” Rhoswen leaned against the table to catch her breath. There was silence in the cottage as everyone stared at her. 
 
    “How do you know this?” Tenyanye gripped the knife she’d been using to cut vegetables. 
 
     Rhoswen set her bag on the table and sorted through it. “Esmeralda mentioned how strange it was that Erik insisted sleeping in the forest each night, and I had to agree. It took until now to figure out what was going on. He always leaves at sundown and seems to disappear once he reaches the forest. But this time he dropped something—ah, here it is.”  
 
    She set three black scales in front of her. “He scratched his back, grumbling in a language I haven’t heard in a century. When he looked back to see who followed, his eyes flashed red. He curled up into a ball under a tree, and his snore was more the rumbling of a dragon.” 
 
    Rhyannon picked up one of the scales. “There is only one dragon these could belong to, but that’s impossible. He died long ago.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought as well. But how do you explain these?”  
 
    Jenny’s head spun. Dragons? They weren’t real. Of course, time travel wasn’t real to her up until a year ago. But still. Dragons. “So, what does this mean?” 
 
    The fairies glanced at each other and then over at Jenny. Rhoswen set her hand on Jenny’s shoulder. “If we are correct and this is the dragon we think it is, Genevieve could be enslaved by him. Forever.” 
 
    First Sam was taken captive, and now Genevieve. This was a mess. Jenny stood and grabbed her bags. “Do you have a horse I can use? Or do I get to walk?” 
 
    “You’ll have a horse until you reach her territory. Then you’ll have to walk. I’m sorry.” Rhoswen opened the door, and Jenny followed her out of the cottage. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing me back here.” Jenny hugged her tightly and then moved on to each of the other fairies.  
 
    Rhyannon whistled, and a large brown horse came from around the corner of the cottage. He was twice the size of Duke, and the saddle was nicer than the one Jenny had used before. She packed her stuff into the pouches on each side of the horse and then climbed on. 
 
     “Do not worry about Merek. He is tough and will last much longer on the road than you will. Birds and other creatures are watching out for you, and they will report back to us. Be vigilant. Now, once you leave here, you’ll need to go through the forest and head straight. That will take you to the north. Once you leave the forest, turn toward the rising sun, and you should arrive at the tower in a day or two.” 
 
    Jenny nodded. “We don’t have a day or two. I’ll trade horses at the next village if Merek gets tired.” 
 
    The forest welcomed her as she left the small pocket of protection that surrounded the house. She closed her eyes and felt for Sam, hoping she could still sense him. The sense wasn’t quite as strong as she’d felt near the cottage, but it was there. 
 
    She leaned down close to Merek’s ear. “We have people to save. Fly fast, and I’ll let you rest soon.” 
 
    Merek's whinny seemed to show his agreement. Jenny urged him to go, and they took off down a trail. She had to duck low to avoid the branches that threatened to knock her from Merek. Though there was a path, parts were overgrown, so he had to slow down here and there, but then he’d pick up his pace again. 
 
    Memories of her last flight through this forest ran through her mind. Back then, it had been Gavin following her. His presence had been dark, but the fear that consumed her now was for the man who had helped her survive the first time. This time she was on her own, and while she’d learned more of the landscape in the time she’d spent here in the last year, it was usually from the safety of the carriage. 
 
    Jenny pulled the cloak up over her head and made sure that it shaded her face. She couldn’t let anyone recognize her. Not with Genevieve at the castle. They looked too much alike, especially now that Jenny no longer had glasses or braces.  
 
    When the trees thinned out, Jenny stopped for a short break. She climbed down and patted Merek’s neck. 
 
    “Well done. I’ll let you rest.” She took his reins and led him out of the forest. The sun was still below the mountains, but it was enough to see the direction she needed to turn. Lights from the nearest village were like pinpoints off in the distance.  
 
    They walked until the sun poked its head up over the mountains. She debated staying off the trail, but this was someone’s field, and she’d put too much into helping her people get back on their feet. She didn’t want to destroy their crops. She led Merek over to the road and then climbed back up into the saddle.  
 
    “Take your time, buddy. We don’t want anyone to pay attention to us.” She rubbed his neck and coaxed him into a walk. As they made their way toward the village, the nearby farms came to life. She readjusted her hood again and picked up the pace. 
 
    The guards nodded as she entered the city, and she shook her head. They should have at least checked her papers—not that she had any at the moment. She made her way to an inn away from the main traffic of the village and handed her reins a small stable boy. 
 
    “Are you sure you have him?” She took her bags out of the pouches. 
 
    The boy puffed out his chest. “I am strong enough.” 
 
    Jenny found a small silver coin in her pocket and handed it to him. “Thank you.” 
 
    As she walked into the inn, she glanced back to see him still standing there looking at the coin with wide eyes. She smiled to herself and went to find the innkeeper. There were a few people in the common room eating their breakfast, but they kept to themselves. Jenny spotted the older man wiping down a table and made her way over to him. 
 
    “Excuse me. I need a room for the day, if that is all right.” 
 
    The man stared at her with suspicion. “It is morning. Others are just waking up.” 
 
    “Yes, but I have traveled all night. I need to rest, and then I’ll be on my way.” Jenny took out a few more coins. “I can even pay ahead of time, if you’d like.” 
 
    “Where did this money come from?” The man narrowed his eyes. “Do I need to call the guards?” 
 
    By that time, a few of the patrons watched the exchange. Jenny stepped closer and pulled her hood back just enough that the innkeeper could see her.  
 
    “I have my reasons. Keep this quiet, please. I am here on official business.” 
 
    He stumbled back. “Of course. I will show you to a room myself.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Jenny kept her gaze on the innkeeper so no one else could see her face.  
 
    He grabbed keys from his desk and led her up the stairs. “I hope the room is to your liking. Would you like meals brought up?” 
 
    Jenny set her bags on the bed. “No, I just need to sleep. Please have dinner ready for me before sundown.” 
 
    “Very well. Enjoy your stay.” He bowed as he backed out of the room. 
 
    “Oh, and I warn you again. Don’t tell anyone I’m here.” Jenny handed him another coin and shut the door before he could ask any more questions. She took the blankets off her bed and hung them over the windows to keep the sunlight out. She had enough warmth from her cloak, and she needed to sleep. 
 
    She just hoped Genevieve wouldn’t do anything drastic until Sam was found.  
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    Genevieve 
 
      
 
    The ball had gone much later the night before than Genevieve had planned, and she was still exhausted as she listened to reports from around the kingdom. She rubbed her temples to push away the headache that threatened to overwhelm her. 
 
    “Princess? What do you think?” Queen Esmeralda’s voice broke through Genevieve’s thoughts. 
 
    “Excuse me. I missed the question.” Genevieve pasted on a smile and waited for the villager to speak. 
 
    The woman wrung her hands. “I am sorry if I have bored you. I will just—” 
 
    “No, please. I am just tired. Go on.” She really needed to be more careful if she was going to keep up the charade that she was Jenny. So much had changed. 
 
    “My husband was injured in a farm accident. I was simply asking for a little more time to pay my taxes.” 
 
    Genevieve leaned forward, her heart breaking for the woman. “Of course. Has your husband received treatment for his injuries?” 
 
    “No, we could not—no. But I have done what I can for him.” She dropped her gaze to the floor, her face reddening. 
 
    “That is not acceptable. I will send a healer with you to make sure he recovers quickly.” Hopefully, Rhoswen was available. She was the best in the kingdom. “Also, collect some grain so you might have something to eat until he can get back on his feet.” 
 
    Tears ran down the woman’s face as she dropped to the floor. “Thank you, Highness. We will repay you. I promise.” 
 
    “I have no doubt that you will.” Genevieve gestured for her to make her way to the exit. 
 
    The rest of the villagers were there to speak with the king or queen, allowing Genevieve to slip back into her thoughts. 
 
     As the last villager left, her mother stood and smoothed her dress. “I thought Jenny would give away everything we had, but you have given twice what she did. The healers are already busy as it is.” 
 
    “You and I both know the royal healer has nothing else to do right now besides finding Sam.” She whispered his name. 
 
    “Ah, that is who you meant. Rhoswen left the castle last night.” 
 
    Genevieve looked over at her in surprise. “She did?”  
 
    Rhoswen had been there to watch Erik, and Genevieve was glad she’d come. It helped remind her not to get too attached. Her mother stayed silent until they arrived at her chambers and sat at the small table. A servant brought tea and bread. “She was going to follow him to the forest. I have not heard anything from her since.” She frowned. “I hope it was to go back to her sisters and not that something happened to her.” 
 
    “It feels strange to think that Erik would hurt anyone.” 
 
    Her mother looked at her. “Your Erik would not. We know nothing about this boy.” 
 
    Genevieve smiled at Olive as she poured the tea and waited for her to leave. “You are right. I wish we could just send him away.” 
 
    “So does your father.” She took a sip and added another teaspoon of sugar. “I wonder where Erik and George are. They have been hunting for hours.” 
 
    “Father probably got lost again.”  
 
    Her mother laughed. “You are probably right.”  
 
    Genevieve stared at her mother over her cup. She had changed so much in the last year. Tea together rarely happened because they were getting ready for the next battle, or finding new ways to tax the villagers.  
 
    “Is something wrong?” Mother asked. 
 
    “No, I am just enjoying our talks. They did not often happen before.”  
 
    “Ah—” Mother broke off as the king strode into the room. “How was your hunt?” 
 
    He glanced over, but said nothing as he put on his leather jerkin. “We found scales in the forest. The dragon is out there somewhere.” 
 
    Genevieve gasped. “The one that took Sam?” 
 
    “Only one black dragon has ever been sighted, so I believe so.” He strapped a quiver over his shoulder. 
 
    “Where is Erik?” Genevieve jumped up. 
 
    Father grumbled under his breath. “He panicked and went to hide in the library.” 
 
    Mother stood and pulled her sword out from under the bed. “I am sorry to leave you here, but we must find this beast and chase it from our lands.” 
 
    “You are not leaving me behind. I want to make sure it never returns.” Genevieve balled her hands into fists. 
 
    Mother put her hand on Genevieve’s arm. “We cannot leave Erik alone. I fear what he will do if left by himself.”  
 
    “Then I will drag him along. I do not feel safe here without you and Father.”  
 
    “Princess, as much as I would love for you to come with us, we need someone to care for our people.” Father kissed her forehead. “We will be back later tonight. I promise.” 
 
    Genevieve sighed. “All right. But please be careful.” 
 
    Mother put on her leather armor, and a servant helped her strap it. “We will. Now, make sure that you do not let Erik do anything rash.” 
 
    Genevieve nodded and watched them leave. She was stuck at the castle yet again, but she had to admit that she was relieved to stay. Dealing with Erik as they traveled didn’t sound appealing. She watched her parents leave on their horses before going to find Erik. The fact that he ran and hid did not speak well for him. 
 
    He sat staring at a large leather-bound book and didn’t stir when Genevieve entered the room. She watched him for a moment before going to sit down across from him. 
 
    “What are you looking for?” 
 
    Erik licked his lips and glanced up. “I want to learn all I can about dragons. Or at least, what one must do to fight them and gain the favor of the princess.” 
 
    Genevieve stood and walked over to the bookshelves. She picked out a book and set it next to him. “I think you will find that this has more information that you need.” 
 
    “Ah. Thank you.” He opened the book and rested his arms on the table. His eyes flicked from one page to the next. Either he could speed read, or he was just pretending. 
 
    “Is it to your liking?” Genevieve clasped her hands in her lap.  
 
    He flashed a smile that brought an ache for the Erik she knew. “It is just what I needed.” 
 
    Genevieve didn’t point out that the book was upside down. She stood and went to the window. A chill ran through her as she watched the activity outside. Something wasn’t right. She looked up and gasped. “A storm is coming. A dangerous one.” 
 
    Clouds piled high on the horizon and swept toward the castle. Servants rushed to bring wagons and animals into shelter. If this storm was as bad as the one she remembered from her childhood, the houses in the village would be destroyed. She turned to leave, but Erik stood right behind her. 
 
    His normal charming smile had a hunger to it. “I love storms. They are always good for finding the weak.” 
 
    “What?” Genevieve slid past him, her heart pounding in her chest. 
 
    Erik moved closer and shook his head. “I apologize. I was reading the book, and it was as if it had come alive. Now we must get you into the hall where you will be safe.” 
 
    “The villagers need to be let into the castle. You can go to the hall, and I will meet you there.” Genevieve left him behind as she ran up to her room to grab a cloak. She wished there was a way to warn Jenny about the storm—if she was even here. Rhoswen hadn’t been able to tell Genevieve if she’d made it. 
 
    Servants called out to each other as Genevieve rushed past. She knew she should be watching Erik, but there was no time. The storm was bad enough that he probably wouldn’t be going anywhere anyway. She forced the doors open and ran through the courtyard, darting between carts and horses. She grabbed the arm of the nearest guard.  
 
    “Please tell those inside to make room for the villagers. They will need food, blankets, and clothing.” 
 
    “But there is not room for all of them.” He squinted and held a hand up to block the wind. 
 
    “Then make room.” She watched him go before sprinting for the village. Wind buffeted her cloak, and she had to shield her face from the debris that flew through the air. She stopped one of the larger men. “Come, you need to get into the castle. It is not safe out here.”  
 
    The man looked between her and his wife and children. “It is too dangerous to go out there right now.” 
 
    “It is more dangerous to stay here. Go. Take whatever food and other supplies you can, and go.” She ran to the next house, and soon, others were helping send the rest. Families stood in line to enter the castle. Genevieve put her arm around a young mother and helped her, but soon it was clear that the line wasn’t moving at all.  
 
    Genevieve let go of the woman and stepped out of the line to find that the door to the courtyard had been closed. Where was that guard? He would pay for going against her orders. She bent forward to brace herself against the wind and debris as she pushed toward the gate. 
 
    She stood right up into the guard’s face so he could hear her. “Why is this gate closed?”  
 
    “It is too dangerous to allow them in, Highness.” He wouldn’t look her in the eye. 
 
    “Push it open now or your job and your life are on the line. Do you understand me?” Genevieve glared until he turned and gave the order. The doors slowly opened, and Genevieve urged the crowd forward just as the rain began to fall. She nodded and smiled at the villagers as they passed by. 
 
    The crowd flowed through the courtyard up into the castle, but Genevieve stayed near the gates until the last family made it in. The rain fell so hard by that time, Genevieve was sure she’d never get dry—or warm—again. She followed them into the castle to find chaos in the main hall. Villagers milled about while servants scurried between them with blankets or other linens. 
 
    Genevieve climbed the stairs to the next landing and motioned for one of the servants to whistle and get everyone’s attention. “Please make yourself at home and find a place to rest. We do not know how long this storm will last, but we hope that you will be comfortable. Once the king and queen return, they will give further instructions.” 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, Genevieve could see Erik staring up at her. His gaze was unsettling, but before she could figure out what he wanted, he whipped around and headed toward the great hall. Genevieve shivered and took a step to follow him, but Olive stood in front of her. 
 
    “Sorry, Highness, but I must get you out of those clothes before you take a chill.” She curtsied. 
 
    “Fine, but will you send someone to keep an eye on Erik? I do not trust him.” Genevieve glanced toward where Erik had stood. 
 
    Olive nodded. “Of course, Highness.”  
 
    Lightning flashed in the dark sky outside. Normally, she liked the windows in her tower, but now she could feel the fury of the storm as it whipped past. She hurried to the window, but there was too much dust in the air to see the village clearly.  
 
    Olive cleared her throat. 
 
    “I believe this gown will keep you warm, Highness. Would you like me to prepare a bath for you as well?” 
 
    “No, I need to get back down to make sure everything stays calm. Thank you, though.” Genevieve stared at the closet as Olive tightened the strings on her bodice. “Olive? Where did my other gowns go?” 
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    “The gowns. They’re different from what I remember. Where did the others go?” Genevieve winced. She really didn’t like corsets. 
 
    Olive finished tightening the gown and stepped back. “I believe they were stored for the winter, as Jenny requested. Why?”  
 
    Genevieve couldn’t help but smile. With all of Jenny’s siblings, of course she would insist on saving them, even if there was no one to use them after she was done. “Please find out where they are and distribute them among the villagers. There are not enough for each person, but at least some of them can change out of their wet clothing.” 
 
    “But Highness, they are made of silks and satins. Surely you do not want to give them so freely.” 
 
    “Olive, these people may lose everything they have if this storm is as devastating as it promises to be. I still have a wardrobe full of gowns. You are lucky I do not insist on giving those away as well.” Genevieve put on a cloak and walked toward the door, but stopped as a vision slammed into her mind and showed Olive being hit with something that came through the window.  
 
    She dove and grabbed Olive just as the window shattered, and something large knocked into her legs—right where Olive had just been standing. The maid didn’t move when Genevieve shook her shoulder. Debris flew into the room as Genevieve rolled over, trying to catch her breath from hitting the floor so hard. Thatching from the roof lay inches away, large enough that it would have killed Olive if it had hit her full force. Genevieve’s head pounded from the strength of the vision. This had never happened before, especially while in this time. She would need to speak to the fairies soon. 
 
    The door burst open, and guards flooded in with their weapons raised. Two grabbed Genevieve to pull her out of harm’s way.  
 
    Genevieve yanked her arms out of their grasp and turned, instantly regretting the quick movement. Her headache nearly knocked to her to the floor again. “I need to make sure Olive is all right.” 
 
    “Your servant girl is fine. Come.” The guard tried take her arm again, but Genevieve stepped back. 
 
    “I will decide if she is all right. Please go find something to repair my window.” Genevieve swept into the room and dropped next to Olive.  She tried to remember everything she’d learned in the first aid class she’d taken at school, but it was hard to concentrate with the wind whipping through the room. Olive appeared to be sleeping, and her pulse was slow, but present. 
 
    A guard scooped Olive up in his arms. “Follow me. It is not safe to be here.”  
 
    Genevieve didn’t recognize the man, but he was right. This was a bad place to be standing at the moment. She glanced back at her room as she left, amazed at the fury of the storm. 
 
    “Where are you taking her?” 
 
    “To the healer.” The guard didn’t add anything, so Genevieve just walked with him. 
 
    Exhaustion threatened to overtake her as they walked down the stairs to Rhoswen’s old chambers. She had to concentrate on each step just so she wouldn’t collapse. She pleaded for the fairies to be there when she arrived, but didn’t expect it to happen. Rhoswen had left the night before. 
 
    “Do you know where Erik is?” She tried to read the guard’s face, but it was partially covered by his helmet. 
 
    “No. He seems to have fled shortly after you insisted on having all of the villagers come into the castle. We have guards out looking for him.” He clenched his jaw as he stopped in front of Rhoswen’s door. 
 
    Genevieve pulled the latch to allow him in, but he waited for her to go through first. It was better that way because it took all she had just to make it to the chair before she collapsed. 
 
    The guard laid Olive on the table and bowed to Genevieve before turning to leave. 
 
    “Wait—I did not have a chance to thank you.” She held out a hand, but then pulled back when she remembered no one would shake her hand here. 
 
    “You are most welcome.” His eyes flicked over to Olive.  
 
    Genevieve followed his gaze. “Are you two friends?” 
 
    “We are betrothed, but I am still working to make enough money for a home.”  
 
    “That is wonderful. How much more do you need?” Genevieve took out the small bag she had tucked in her skirts. 
 
    The guard stared at her. “I just need a few more pfennig. I hope to marry her by the end of the year.” 
 
    Genevieve pulled out a few coins. “I have heard that summer weddings are more enjoyable. Be sure to get nice clothes for both of you as well.” 
 
    He stepped back with his hands up. “I cannot take that.” 
 
    “Yes, you can. In fact, I order you to take this money and treat my most trusted servant—and dearest friend—with the kindness she deserves.” She took his hand and dropped the coins in his palm. “Now, go see what else needs to be done for the people, and I will stay here with Olive. I must speak with the healer anyway.” 
 
    “Th—thank you, Highness.” He bowed low. “I will do as you wish.” 
 
    Genevieve couldn’t help the grin that spread across her face as he rushed out of the room. She was thrilled for Olive. She checked her friend’s pulse again, relieved that it was stronger than it had been. Where was Rhoswen? She searched the room for one of the mirrors they’d used to communicate, but it was hopeless. The room was filled with books, vials of various ingredients, kettles, and other random items.  
 
    A flash lit up the room, and Genevieve whipped around to find Rhoswen behind her. “I leave for a day, and look at the trouble you have already gotten yourself into.” 
 
    “Can you help her?” Genevieve gestured toward Olive. 
 
    Rhoswen inspected her closely, then spoke under her breath as she waved her hand just above Olive’s body. “She is only sleeping. There’s a bump on the back of her head, but otherwise, she will be fine.” 
 
    “That is a relief.” Genevieve paused. “That is not the only reason I wanted to see you. Just before the thatching came through my window, I—I saw it happen.” 
 
    “Like a vision?” Rhoswen narrowed her eyes and tapped her fingers on the table in front of her. “Has this happened before?” 
 
    Genevieve shook her head. “This is the first time like this. Usually, it is through my paintings or dreams.” 
 
    “It is as I feared. You and Jenny are too close to each other. Things like this will only get worse until one of you goes back.”  
 
    “So, she is here? Is she safe?” Genevieve bit her lip. It was dangerous out there right now. 
 
    “Aye, she left to find Sam last night. I can only hope she found shelter before this hit.” Rhoswen sorted through her books. “Have you found out where he might be?” 
 
    Genevieve sank into the chair behind her. “No, I have not had the chance to paint recently. Erik does not leave my side except at night, and even then, Mother worries that my paintings will give away the fact that Jenny is here.” 
 
    Rhoswen nodded. “She does have a point, but we need to find him. Especially now. I worry that she will not find him in time even if she can feel where he is.” 
 
    “She can?” Genevieve asked in surprise. “How is that possible?” 
 
    “I do not know, but I worry that just like your visions, it is because of how close you are, and it is my hope that it will lessen as she travels farther away from you.” She leaned forward. 
 
    “There is a strong possibility that you will either disappear, or you will be shot back to your time. You must report any change in health to either me or to Petrus.” 
 
    Genevieve nodded. “Of course. Now, if you think she will be fine, I’d better return to my people.” 
 
    “That is wise. Your parents should be home soon, and I am guessing they will not be happy to see everyone in the castle. That said, I admire you for making sure the people are safe.” 
 
    “It is my duty to protect them.” Genevieve watched as Rhoswen worked. “Before you go back to your sisters, there are a few villagers who need your care.” 
 
    Rhoswen chuckled. “The queen mentioned that you volunteered my services. Once Olive is in her quarters, I will see to those who are injured.” 
 
    “Thank you. So, did you learn more about Erik?”  
 
    “Only suspicions. Tread lightly with him. I fear he is more dangerous than we thought. When I followed him into the forest, I found black scales. I worry he is the dragon Arengol.” 
 
    Genevieve stared at her in shock. “You think he is the dragon my parents went after? How is that possible?” 
 
    “We do not know. Again, it is just a suspicion.” 
 
    “Thank you for the warning. I will watch him closely.” Genevieve curtsied and left the room, lost in thought. A dragon? She knew that something wasn’t right, but a dragon? She would have to keep it from her parents. They would never allow him to stay there if they knew what he was, and Genevieve had to do anything she could to allow Jenny time to find Sam. Once she knew Sam was safe, they could find a way to defeat Arengol.  
 
     The hallways were darker than they should have been in early afternoon, which meant the storm still raged outside. Genevieve switched directions and made her way to the kitchens. She needed to find out what they’d planned for dinner so she could help find volunteers who would help cook for the villagers. If she made it out of this storm without the king and queen disowning her, it would be a miracle.  
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    Maurelle 
 
      
 
    Maurelle watched the storm beat at the land around it, but it did nothing to help her temper. She had been nothing but kind to Ingrid, and this was how she was repaid. The girl had escaped the tower and found her way to the man she so foolishly believed she loved. The storm had easily capsized their boat before moving inland toward Genevieve’s castle.  
 
    It would take at least another day before the storm blew itself out, and she felt the power draining her energy as she stood. She limped to her throne and rang the bell for her imps to come to her aid. They had left when Arengol did, but a few wandered back when they realized they had nowhere else to go. She’d probably need to send one off to make sure the servant boy lived now that Ingrid was gone. Of course, he wasn’t of much use to her anymore. Without the foolish girl, he was no longer Maurelle’s key to the kingdom. The thought of marrying him herself was completely out of the question.  She would never stoop so low. 
 
    Two imps hobbled into her room, keeping their gazes down on the floor. They bowed and waited for her to speak. 
 
    “Bring me my food and prepare a bath. Hot this time. I do not want to get sick like last time.” She watched as they scurried off to do her bidding. As she closed her eyes, a small prickle of fear settled in the back of her mind. Something wasn’t right. There was an . . . imbalance in the kingdom. She did her best to find out what it was through the eyes of her followers, but the storm was too fierce, and the birds and even Arengol were in hiding.  
 
    Tomorrow, she would find what it was that dared to ruin her plans. Whatever it was would soon be very sorry.  
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    Jenny 
 
      
 
    Jenny stared out at the storm that threatened to blow down the inn where she stayed. She’d been awakened by the wind, and knew she wouldn’t be going anywhere any time soon. The innkeeper had brought dinner hours before, but it sat on her table getting cold. She couldn’t eat when she knew Sam was out there somewhere. 
 
    Reason told her to get some sleep while she could, but it wouldn’t come. She’d slept all day, and she wanted to be ready to leave as soon as the wind died down. She could handle the rain, but too much debris flew through the air for it to be safe. 
 
    She sighed and put on her cloak. There wasn’t anything she could do upstairs in her room, but maybe someone would have news in the dining room. Jenny picked up her tray and took it downstairs, hoping they would warm up her stew. She wouldn’t do anyone any good if she collapsed from starvation. 
 
    The room was loud with singing and people trying to speak over each other. Jenny stopped on the steps and nearly turned to go back upstairs. The innkeeper caught her eye and motioned for her to meet him behind the stairs. She went down the last few steps and followed him into the kitchen. 
 
    “Here is my dinner. Do you think you could warm it up? I wasn’t hungry before.” 
 
    He bowed slightly. “Anything you wish.” 
 
    “I’ll be out in the dining area when it’s ready. Thank you.” She smiled and pushed through the door. Most of the seats were taken, but the bar had an empty space, so she grabbed it. She waved off the bartender and stared at her hands until the innkeeper set a plate of chicken, fruit, and bread in front of her. 
 
    “This was fresh out of the oven, so I thought it might be more to your liking.” 
 
    Jenny pulled off a piece of meat and took a bite. The juices exploded in her mouth. “This is wonderful. Thank you.”  
 
    He wiped his hands on the towel at his waist and moved on to another customer. Jenny dug into the food in front of her, savoring the flavors. She was through the chicken and buttering her bread before she caught a piece of conversation that made her perk up. 
 
    “. . . as far as I know, no one has lived there for centuries, but there are rumors of a light in the upper rooms over the last several nights. The reward money for the search is good, and I plan to have that money for myself.” 
 
    A drunk man shoved his way between Jenny and the man who had been talking. “It is true. I have seen that light myself. I tried to get the guards to follow me to the tower, but they laughed when I mentioned the dragon.” 
 
    Jenny choked on her bite of bread. Dragon? She shifted in her seat so she could hear what they were saying. The stench of sweat and alcohol poured off the man, but she needed to know more. 
 
    “I say let him rot up there. He did not deserve to be king.” One of the other men took a drink of his ale. “Anyone can kidnap a princess and make her fall in love with him.” 
 
    “I hear he is the one who helped her escape. And how does she repay him? From what I understand, she has a new man already. Still, it’s a job, and I plan to be the one to find him.”  
 
    The conversation only got worse from there, and it took everything Jenny had not to punch someone. Sam didn’t kidnap her, and he’d saved her from being taken by the troll.  
 
    “Your planning is for naught. The light that has been there for the last several nights is no longer lit.” A man stood in the doorway, water dripping off him. He limped toward the counter. “And this is no natural storm. Whatever caused it most likely killed him. The tower was in bad shape to begin with, but by the scorch marks surrounding the area, it appears that it was struck by lightning several times.” 
 
    Jenny couldn’t breathe. No. It wasn’t possible. She could still feel him, although she had to admit that it was much fainter now. Her vision blurred as she tried to focus. The man was wrong. He had to be. 
 
    The man standing next to Jenny leaned forward. “How do you know this?” 
 
    “I just came from there. No one could have survived the damage that was done.” 
 
    The buzz of the crowd grew louder, and Jenny stumbled toward the kitchen to find the innkeeper. He stood over a pot in the kitchen.  
 
    Jenny took out several of the largest coins she had and held them out. “There is more if you can find out where this tower is that the people at the bar speak of. I’m gathering my things, and then I’m heading out.”  
 
    The innkeeper’s eyes widened when he saw the coins. He snatched them out of her hand and shoved them in his pocket. “I will do my best, but I advise you to wait until morning. The storm is still raging outside.” 
 
    “I don’t care. I need to find out if the rumors are true. I fear for his life.” Jenny’s stomach tied in knots, and for a moment, she regretted the dinner she just ate. If something had happened to Sam . . .  
 
    He shook his head. “Very well. I will have my wife prepare some food for you. Meet me in here when you are ready to leave. You do not want people knowing you left in this weather. They will be suspicious.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Jenny left the kitchen and took the steps two at a time. Most of her stuff was still packed, and she shoved the rest into her bags. She hesitated before taking off her cloak. She slipped the bags on first, and then put the cloak over the top, hoping it made her look like she was bigger than she was. 
 
    A few men glanced up as Jenny came down the stairs, but they went back to their conversation. Jenny breathed a sigh of relief once she was in the kitchen. She took the bread and dried meat from the innkeeper’s wife and shoved it in a bag. 
 
    “My boy has your horse ready. Stick to the path as much as you can, and be careful. It is not safe out there.”  
 
    “Thank you for everything.” Jenny turned toward the door when the innkeeper came in. 
 
    “There is a tower to the northwest that has been abandoned for centuries. It has marshes and brambles protecting it, but they are sure that is where the prince is being kept.”  
 
    Jenny pulled out her purse and handed him more coins. “Thank you.” 
 
    The wind nearly slammed the door into Jenny’s face as she pushed it open. She really was crazy to be going out there, but now that she had a location, she needed to get to the tower as soon as she could. The small boy stood with the reins in his hand. 
 
    “Here you go. Father said to leave through the back entrance.” The boy pointed down the alley.  
 
    “Thank you.” Jenny put the bags inside the travel pouches, then climbed on. “Goodbye.” 
 
    The streets were empty as sheets of rain fell. Guards sat in their small stations next to the wall. One of them left the safety of the building. 
 
    “What is your business?” 
 
    “It’s none of your concern.” Jenny pulled her cloak back so they could see her face.  
 
    The man scrambled to the city gate. “Be safe, Highness. Are you sure you do not want an escort?” 
 
    “No, but thank you.” Jenny urged Merek on, and as soon as they were out of sight of the walls, they broke into a gallop. Water splashed up under her horse’s hooves as they flew down the path. Debris continued to fly, and there were several times when she had to duck out of the way. 
 
    After traveling for hours, Jenny climbed down so Merek could rest. Even if he was supposedly stronger than other horses, she didn’t want to push it. Besides, they would be coming to the marshes any time now, and she didn’t want him to get stuck in the mud.  
 
    The rain had lightened the farther west she’d gone, and while it still pelted at her, she could at least see a few miles ahead instead of the few feet that were visible before. Jenny pulled some of the jerky out of her bag to eat, and grabbed a few carrots for Merek as well. She’d hoped for trees to provide cover, but the land was barren around them—although several trees had been torn out from the storm, mud still dripping off their now-bare roots. 
 
    Jenny shuddered. Whoever had caused the storm wasn’t happy about something. It was more than likely Maurelle, and Jenny hoped she was too busy with the thunder and lightning to notice that Jenny was nearing the tower where Sam was trapped. 
 
    Merek suddenly reared up on his hind legs and nearly pulled Jenny up into the air. His whinny echoed through the stillness of the night. 
 
    “Whoa. Hey, it’s okay.” Jenny held out a hand to calm him while keeping a firm grip on the reins. “Come on.”  
 
    Jenny found a branch to tie Merek to until she returned with Sam. She rubbed him down and fed him some oats she’d gotten from the innkeeper. Once Merek relaxed and ate what he’d been given, Jenny grabbed a bag from the travel pouch, then pulled off the saddle. “There you go. That should help you feel better.” 
 
    She hung the saddle over the fallen tree and used some of the larger branches to protect it from the rain and wind. She stroked Merek one more time before continuing on her way. 
 
    Now that she was stuck on foot, Jenny hoped she was getting close. The sun had begun to rise, but with the storm still raging, it didn’t give her much light. She broke off a large branch from a tree and used it as a walking stick. This way, she could check for the marsh before stepping into it. 
 
    The smell of rank water hit Jenny’s nose long before she caught the first sight of the marsh. Grass and old branches poked out of the water. The rain must have raised the level a lot higher than it normally was. That didn’t help her at all. It was hard to walk through the mud that went halfway up her calves, but she refused to stop. The urgency to get to Sam seemed to intensify with every hour that passed.  
 
    A submerged branch caught the hem of Jenny’s skirt, and she fell flat into the mud. She sat up and would have laughed if her ankle hadn’t twisted as she fell. It was good that she’d grabbed the walking stick because she was able to lean on it as she continued on.  
 
    Where were those birds, anyway? The ones that had been promised to watch over her. “Right now would be a really good time to show yourselves, you know. Not that I blame you for hiding.” 
 
    The first rays of sun broke through the clouds as she caught sight of the tower. It had seen better days. Part of the roof was missing, along with several chunks of the walls surrounding it. Jenny picked up her pace and stumbled several more times. It didn’t matter, though. 
 
    The land rose up slowly out of the marshes, and Jenny dropped to the ground to rest. Her legs ached, and she was pretty sure she’d never get the mud cleaned off, but she’d made it. After a quick snack, she stood and limped toward the tower. The innkeeper had mentioned brambles, and if they were anything like the ones Maurelle had used around Jenny’s castle while everyone inside slept from the curse, these weren’t going to be fun to get through. 
 
    Somewhere along the way, the wind had died down, leaving nothing to help cool Jenny as she walked. The sun beat down on her, and soon her mouth was parched. They hadn’t packed much water, and she regretted it.  
 
    Jenny hummed to herself so the silence wouldn’t drive her crazy. The only other sound was the crunch of gravel beneath her feet. She turned to see the storm on the horizon. Lightning flashed, followed by thunder, but it sounded muted somehow.  
 
    The brambles towered over Jenny as she neared the tower. These were larger than the ones around her castle. There was no way to cut through them. Not with the knife she had, at least. It was small and would take hours just to get through one vine. 
 
    Jenny paced back and forth until she found a spot where it was big enough for her to squeeze through. It was slow going, and when a thorn scratched her, it left angry red marks. She could only imagine what she looked like by then. Hey, Sam, here I am. Don’t mind my hair. Or my dress. Or my limp. 
 
    As she got farther into the vines, it was harder to find a spot where she could slide through. The air was significantly cooler, which was a relief, but she didn’t want to stay in there forever. 
 
    She came to a tangled mess where there was no break between the vines. Tears filled her eyes as she pushed in several places, trying to find a weak spot, but there was no give. She pulled out her knife, but it wouldn’t even break through the thick outer layer. 
 
    With a burst of anger, she threw herself at the wall—and fell through to the ground on the other side as the vines lashed out and hit the tower wall. Jenny lay on the ground laughing as tears ran down her cheeks in both relief and pain. It took a few minutes to catch her breath, but she was free. The tower walls were a lot more damaged than they had seemed from a distance. Several parts appeared as though they would cave in at any moment. 
 
    Jenny rolled over and groaned, knowing she was going to feel that for a few days. She pushed up to standing and stretched, trying to get the knots out of her neck and back after being cramped in the middle of the vines. 
 
    A quick trip around the base of the tower brought the realization that there was no entrance. It looked as though the doors had been bricked in. Jenny kicked at the tower in frustration and circled it again, this time looking for any other way in. There was a window near the top, with a rope hanging down halfway. Nearby, it seemed as though someone had cut through the vines, but it was from this side. Someone had tried to get out, not in. What in the world had happened here? 
 
    This had to be a joke. She had to give it to Maurelle—there was no way most people would ever get to Sam. She looked toward the east to make sure no one else was around, then checked the skies. She cupped her hands around her mouth. 
 
    “Sam?” 
 
    Silence.  
 
    No, he had to be here, and he had to be okay. She didn’t come all this way for him not to be all right.  
 
    “Sam! It’s me! It’s Jenny. Are you here?”  
 
    More silence. Jenny inspected the wall and found areas where she could climb using the vines that had grown closer to the tower. It was too bad they hadn’t grown up the walls like they had at the other castle, but this would still help.  
 
    “I’m coming up. I’m here to help.” Jenny continued to yell as she climbed, avoiding the thorns the best she could.  
 
    Her feet slipped now and then because of the vines, but she slowly made headway. Only another ten feet or so, and then she’d be able to reach out and grab the ropes.  
 
    The wall of vines ended just below where she needed to be, and she knew she had one chance. If she fell, she wouldn’t be getting up again. It was too rocky below to survive without a few broken bones. It was just like gym class. She just had to make it to the rope and then she could climb up and finish the challenge. 
 
    Except that in gym, the rope was attached to the ceiling, and there were mats below. Jenny pushed the thoughts away and concentrated on the rope in front of her. It looked more like bed sheets now that she was closer.  
 
    “Sam? Please tell me you’re okay.” Jenny only spoke so she could ease her nerves, but this time, it wasn’t helping. She bent her knees and started to count to three just as rustling came from above. 
 
    Jenny lost her balance and grabbed for the vine as she slid off. It wrenched her shoulder enough to make her cry out, but not bad enough that she couldn’t climb. She pushed herself back up. She had to make it up there, even if her legs were shaking from fear. Heights weren’t her favorite, and now she had to jump for something that might or might not hold when she grabbed on. 
 
    “Jenny?” Sam’s voice was faint, but it was his voice. 
 
    “It’s me, Sam. I’m coming.” Jenny blinked away the tears. She couldn’t let anything break her concentration.  
 
    “H—how?” Sam coughed, and Jenny winced at how horrible it sounded. He needed a healer as soon as possible. 
 
    Jenny bent her knees and leaped off the vines, and for one heart-stopping second, she didn’t think she was going to catch the ropes. But then she hit the wall full force, and while she had ahold of the sheets, she also had a goose egg on her forehead, and she was pretty sure her knee was bleeding. 
 
    “Jenny? Are you still there?” Sam’s voice was closer, but weak. 
 
    “Yes, I’m here. I’ll explain things when I get up there. For now, just keep talking while I climb, okay? I need to know that you’re fine.” Jenny took a deep breath before pulling herself up one arm at a time. Her already sore muscles screamed at her, but she just kept going, spurred on by Sam’s voice. He told her how he ended up there, and about a girl who’d been stuck in the tower with him. She was dying to ask questions, but now was not the time.  
 
    Just a few more feet, she kept telling herself. She could do this. Just below the window, she found a ledge for her toes and paused to catch her breath. “Hey, I need you to help me up the rest of the way. Can you grab my arms?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Something crashed near the window, and a few seconds later, Sam’s arm appeared. “Here, take my hand.” 
 
    Jenny pushed off the stones and pulled herself up until she could grab Sam’s hand. It was much thinner than before, and it made Jenny's heart hurt for what he'd gone through. Sam helped her up high enough that she was able to flop into the tower.  
 
    The room was small, and cluttered with broken stone. A small table sat to the side where Sam could wash his face, and bowls sat near him. But there was no bed, and nothing for him to use to stay warm. 
 
    Sam sat next to her and hugged her tightly. “I cannot believe you are here. How is this possible?” 
 
    “When you were taken, the fairies brought me to this time.” Jenny listened to his heartbeat as he held her close. Her arms and legs screamed at her from the exertion of climbing the tower, and she knew she needed to rest before leaving the tower. 
 
    “And Genevieve?” His voice caught. 
 
    “She’s here. She’s trapped by what we think is a dragon, but she’s here.” Jenny straightened. “Now that I have you, we can go help her.”  
 
    Sam cleared his throat. “Jenny, there is something you need to know.” 
 
    Jenny kissed his hands and laid her head on his shoulder. “What’s that?” 
 
    “I am blind.”  The words were simple, but they sent a shock through Jenny. 
 
    She jerked back and stared at his face. There were scars near his eyes, and he seemed to stare off into space instead of looking directly at her. His beautiful blue eyes were now clouded over. Tears ran down her cheeks. “How?” 
 
    “The dragon. It dropped me into the vines, although I am not sure if it was on purpose or an accident. Maurelle tried to heal me, but nothing will help.” Sam reached out and felt the lines of her face. “I wish I could see you again. I have missed you.” 
 
    Jenny leaned forward and kissed him. “I’ve missed you so much. I thought I’d lost you forever.” 
 
    Sam laughed. “I felt the same way. I was going to visit the fairies to see if they knew how to get you back, and I was snatched away. I thought if I could just have my sight return, I would be able to go find you.” 
 
    “Well, now I’m here, and we’re going to make sure Maurelle is stopped.” Jenny stood and swayed. “Okay, maybe I should sleep first.” 
 
    “Are you all right?”  
 
    Jenny sank to the floor. “No, but I will be after some rest.” 
 
    Sam kissed her forehead and then tipped her face to kiss her lips. “You sleep for a bit, and then we will find our way out of here. I have a feeling Maurelle is not going to leave me alone for long. I almost did not survive the storm, and I do not believe that I was meant to.” 
 
    “I noticed the burn marks from the lightning.” Jenny pulled some jerky and bread out of her bag. “As much as I want to sleep, I’d rather get out of here. I have a horse waiting for us. I can sleep once we get there.” 
 
    “Very well.” Sam kissed her again and took the food she offered. He bit into it and sighed. “I have not had anything but mush for days.” 
 
    Jenny pulled out more of the jerky. “Eat what you can. We’ll need all the energy we can get. She did a great job making sure no one would find you.” 
 
    “Well, I am glad it was you who came.” Sam smiled and held tightly to Jenny’s hand as he ate.  
 
    Jenny curled up next to him and yawned. Maybe just a few minutes would be enough to get her going again.  
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    The sky was dark when Jenny’s eyes flew open. That wasn’t supposed to happen—they needed to get out of there. She scrambled up and saw that night had fallen. Lightning flashed in the distance, but it was farther away than before. Jenny crept around the tower to see if there was another way out, but it looked like they’d have to go out the window. She returned to where Sam still slept and pulled the sheets in through the window. She wasn’t about to try to jump over to the vines, especially in the dark. She went through her bag and found the rope that the innkeeper had given her. 
 
    Sam stirred as Jenny finished the last of the knots. “Jenny?” 
 
    “I’m still here. Are you ready to go?” 
 
    “Yes.” Sam stood and stretched. “Put the rope in my hands and I will climb out first. Then I want you to hold on to me.” 
 
    “You can’t take both of us. You're too weak right now.” Jenny threw it out the window, then handed the last part to Sam. 
 
    He reached out and caressed her cheek. “You have journeyed far to help me. It is my turn. If there is one thing I do well, it is climbing ropes.” 
 
    Jenny laughed. “I remember that after all our adventures together. We’ll have to go quickly so the rope doesn’t break.” 
 
    He nodded and climbed out, holding on tightly. “Ready?”  
 
    “As ready as I can be. Let’s get out of here.” Jenny glanced around the room one more time and made sure the knot was secure before climbing out. 
 
    “Put your arms and legs around me. There you go. Now hold tight.” Sam pushed off the wall and slid down while Jenny kept her eyes shut.  
 
    This was not the ideal way to leave the tower, even if she was holding on to Sam. She’d rappelled with her family before, but then, she had a harness and actual climbing gear. She let out a scream when the rope jerked suddenly. 
 
    “Hold tight. I think we are almost there.” Sam pushed off again, and they slid. 
 
    Jenny tried to find the ground, but it was too dark below. The rope gave a jerk again and came free. Instincts from her karate classes kicked in. Jenny let go of Sam and covered her face. “Go limp!” 
 
    It was all she could yell before making impact with the ground. They’d only fallen about ten feet, but it was enough to jar her legs. The ankle that had already been twisted screamed at her, but she didn’t care. She scrambled over to Sam.  
 
    “Hey, are you okay?” 
 
    Sam pushed up. “How did you know to let go?” 
 
    “Rock-climbing lessons. Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Not as badly as I could have been. What about you?” Sam stood and pulled Jenny up. 
 
    Jenny tested her ankle, and while it protested, she could still walk on it. “I’m fine. But here comes the fun part. These vines are close together. In some places, I could barely get through, so you may have a hard time. Stay close.” 
 
    “I think I can do that.” His mischievous grin melted Jenny’s heart as he leaned down to kiss her. 
 
    She laughed and took his hand. “There’s time for that later. Come on.”  
 
    Jenny went to the spot where the girl had gone through, but it was too small for Sam. She stayed next to the vines and continued around until she found where she’d come in. She climbed in first, then turned to help Sam through. 
 
    There wasn’t much conversation as Jenny slid between the vines and then helped Sam. While it was hard to see the thorns in the darkness, they were still able to make good time. There were times where Sam had to push a few out of the way, but soon they were on the other side. 
 
    “Well, that was enjoyable. How far is the horse from here?” Sam took Jenny’s hand. 
 
    “We have a marsh to go through first.” Jenny found the walking stick she’d used before and gave it to Sam. “Here, this will help you.” 
 
    Jenny bent down to find the fire striker in her bag. There was no way she wanted to find her way through the swamp without light. The few stars that peeked through the clouds didn’t help at all. She found a small branch and tried to start a fire, but only managed to nick her fingers on rocks. 
 
    “Here, let me help.” Sam held out his hands, and Jenny gave him the striker. It took him a few tries, but he was able to get a spark onto the branch.  
 
    Jenny blew on it until there was enough fire to see the path. She put the striker in her bag and took the torch from Sam. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I am glad I can help in some way.” 
 
    Her annoyance that she’d needed help evaporated. As frustrating as all of this was, at least she had her sight to get them home. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before the sun rises. I don’t want people knowing we’re here.” 
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    Genevieve 
 
      
 
    The storm had continued for a third day, and while the wind had died down, the rain had done damage to the area around them, and flooding had taken over many of the houses in the village.  
 
    “Highness? Petrus is here to see you.” Olive stood in the doorway.  
 
    “Olive? When did you get released from Rhoswen’s care?” Genevieve threw her arms around her friend. 
 
    Olive hugged her back. “Just a few minutes ago when Petrus came into the room.” 
 
    “I am glad to see you again. Please send him in.” Genevieve smoothed her hair and sat at the table in her room. The debris had been cleaned up the day before, and they’d put wood over the hole in the broken window. Glass would have to wait until they had some shipped in. 
 
    Petrus bowed and sat across from Genevieve. “I believe the rain will end later today. It is already clearing up to the west of us.” 
 
    “That is wonderful to hear.” Genevieve wanted the villagers out of the castle soon. Not that she hadn't enjoyed helping, but they were beginning to take advantage of the help they’d received. “Have you heard anything from the fairies? Is Sam safe yet?” 
 
    “Jenny and Sam were sighted to the northwest of here. They’re moving slowly, but should be to the nearest village soon.” 
 
    Genevieve’s eyes filled with tears. “So Sam is all right?” 
 
    “I will know more soon. I am going there now to see if there is any way I can assist them.” Petrus poured a glass of water for Genevieve and then one for himself. “You must be prepared to leave this place. The closer Jenny comes to the castle, the more dangerous it becomes for you.” 
 
    “I know. The fairies warned me, but I wish I could meet her just once.” Genevieve stared at the water in her cup. 
 
    “You know the dangers.” Petrus stood. “Where is Erik?” 
 
    Genevieve shrugged. “I believe he is in his room. I was about to go find him.” 
 
    “Tread lightly, but as the storm clears, I would not leave his side. Something is amiss, and I believe he is a big part of it.” 
 
    She nodded. “I know.” 
 
    Petrus left the room, and Genevieve took a drink of her water before standing to follow. Did Petrus know Erik was a dragon? He seemed to know things no one else did, and surely if he talked to Rhoswen, she would have told him. If he wasn’t more worried, maybe things were all right for now. 
 
     Genevieve hated sitting there when Maurelle needed to be stopped, but at least she could help keep Erik out of the way. She went to the suites where he’d been staying since the storm began and knocked.  
 
    Erik opened the door and brightened. “There you are. I was just about to come find you.” 
 
    “Petrus informed me that the storm should be over later tonight. That means we can let the villagers go home soon.” 
 
    “It’s about time.” Erik glared. “I had hoped to spend more time with you and see your kingdom, but I have not seen much of you over the last two days.” 
 
    Genevieve smiled and put a hand on his arm. “I’m sorry. We will find a way to spend time together soon.” 
 
    Erik pulled her into his arms, and Genevieve felt a thrill as she stared up into his eyes. “Right now, I just want to dance with you.” 
 
    Genevieve pushed away the thought of how great he looked at the moment and concentrated on what he’d said. “That’s a wonderful idea. We should have a ball tonight. We can move everyone out of the ballroom so the servants can get it ready. It is the perfect way to get everyone’s mind off the storm.” 
 
    “I’ll go to the servants right now.” He kissed her cheek and stepped toward the door. “I look forward to our dance.” 
 
    Genevieve nodded. “I do as well.”  
 
    Having the ball would allow Genevieve to keep Erik distracted so he would stop trying to get her attention. It bothered her that he could have such an effect on her. She went to the main hall of the castle and held up her hands. It took a minute for people to notice, but it quieted down as everyone stared up at their princess. 
 
    “I know that you are all anxious to return to your homes, and you will be happy to know that the storms will soon pass. In celebration, we would like to invite you to a ball in your honor. It will begin at sunset. If you would prefer to return home instead, that is fine.”  
 
    A cheer rang out through the crowd. Genevieve nodded before walking toward her rooms. There was much to do if they were going to pull this off by that night. She thought back to the prom she had attended with the real Erik. It had been a wonderful night, and while others laughed at the tackiness of the decorations in the gym, she thought they were quite lovely. If only she had that Erik here. He would know how to fix this mess. 
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    Genevieve stepped away from the mirror. The seamstresses had outdone themselves to get this gown done by tonight, and it was beautiful. Olive had pulled her hair up into a crown braid and placed her tiara in the center. For jewelry, she decided to wear her grandmother’s necklace with the large ruby set as the stone. She usually only wore it when other royalty came to visit, but she wanted to make tonight special for her people.  
 
    Olive answered the knock at the door, and Erik was there with his hands clasped behind his back. She allowed him in, but he only stood and stared at Genevieve. The tailored suit he wore showed off his muscular arms, and it took everything she had not to swoon. 
 
    “You are beautiful, Highness.” His eyes danced as he took in her dress and necklace, and finally met her eyes.  
 
    Genevieve curtsied. “Thank you.” 
 
    “They are waiting for us. Are you ready?” He held out his arm, and she took it before turning toward Olive. 
 
    “You are coming, right?”  
 
    “Yes, Highness. I must change before Cedric picks me up.” Olive blushed. It had taken a lot of prodding before she finally told Genevieve how they’d met in the market.  
 
    Genevieve grinned. “I will see you there.” 
 
    Erik escorted her to the large ballroom, where an orchestra played music in the corner. He led her over the dais where the king and queen sat. 
 
    “Ah, here you are. I had begun to wonder if you had left us to entertain the villagers on our own.” Queen Esmeralda smiled at Genevieve. “It is good that you did this for our people. According to our guards, many of the homes suffered great damage.” 
 
    Genevieve sat in her chair. “I worried about that.” 
 
    Erik cleared his throat. “Pardon the interruption, but I hoped that we could dance.” 
 
    “Of course.” Genevieve sighed as she allowed him to take her hand. Anything that took attention away from Erik seemed to bother him. She looked over at her parents. “We will continue the conversation later.” 
 
    Her mother nodded as Genevieve walked down to the dance floor. Erik wrapped an arm around her waist and took her other hand in his. He stared in her eyes just long enough to make her squirm and look away. 
 
    As they moved to the music, she was able to let her mind wander and relaxed in his arms. He didn’t speak much, but each time he did, his breath would tickle her ear, sending a spark of pleasure through her.   They continued dancing through the next song, then Genevieve pulled away. She was much too comfortable in his arms, and she needed to get away. 
 
    A lord from a neighboring village asked Genevieve to dance, and she accepted. The look Erik gave the man was full of anger, but Genevieve just smiled. This song was livelier, and they switched partners several times before she paired up with Erik again. 
 
    “Who is that man?” he asked. 
 
    “I do not know.” Genevieve vaguely remembered meeting him at some point, but it had been a couple of years ago.  
 
    Erik glared at him. “I do not trust him.”  
 
    She moved on to the next partner with a sigh. Jealousy was never something she found attractive. After the song was over, she made her way to her throne, and Erik met her there shortly after. 
 
    “You do not wish to dance again?” He put his hand on hers, and it took everything she had not to pull away. 
 
    “I must rest for a moment. You can join in without me if you would like.”  
 
    Erik leaned back in his seat. “I am fine waiting for you. There is no other that I would rather dance with.” 
 
    Genevieve’s face reddened. “Very well.” 
 
    They watched the villagers dance, and Genevieve knew it was exactly what they needed. Laughter and calls to each other filled the ballroom, and the music was nearly drowned out. Tomorrow would be a hard day for all of them, but for tonight, they could forget. 
 
    Erik squeezed Genevieve’s hand. “What is it you are thinking, Princess?” 
 
    “I am just enjoying the happiness I see on their faces. Thank you for the idea to throw the ball for them.” 
 
    “You are most welcome. We will have to do this again when their homes are repaired and the fields are planted. Maybe . . . for our wedding?” Erik looked up into her eyes. 
 
    “I—May I have some time to think about it?” Of course she couldn’t. Not in this time. If her parents knew that he was a good fit and the marriage would be advantageous to the kingdom, they would have the final say. As far as they knew, he had nothing. 
 
    Erik frowned and watched the dancing in front of him. “If that is what you wish. But I would like you to be mine as soon as possible.”  
 
    Genevieve shuddered. Jenny really needed to find Sam and get back here before she was forced to marry. “Please give me three days. I will give you my answer then.”  
 
    “Am I not everything you always wanted? We had many good times together.” His smile was so like the Erik she loved, but with an intensity in his eyes that scared her.  
 
    “Of course. It is just that . . .” Genevieve searched for an excuse that was acceptable. “Sam is missing, and I must know his fate before moving on.”  
 
    Erik’s eyes blazed, and he growled under his breath. “Sam is nothing. You want someone who will care of you.” 
 
    Genevieve stood and smoothed her dress. “You will not speak to me in such a way. Sam is a fine man who cared for me while I searched for answers.”  
 
    “Yes, but he allowed himself to be taken away by a dragon.” Erik sneered. “That is not the mark of a strong man. Even if the dragon was large and magnificent to behold.” 
 
    “Why, you—” Genevieve stopped and turned to the king and queen. “I am sorry. I am not feeling well tonight. Will you please excuse me?” 
 
    “But this is your ball.” Queen Esmeralda leaned toward Genevieve. “What is going on?” 
 
    Erik took Genevieve’s arm and squeezed hard enough to make her gasp. “All is well. I spoke out of turn. May I please take your daughter on a walk so that we may talk in a not so . . . public place?” 
 
    Father joined them. “Call for one last song, and then we will speak together.” 
 
    “No, Father, it is not necessary. I can deal with this on my own.” Genevieve moved to one of the guards. “I need to make an announcement. Can you please tell the orchestra they are done after this?” 
 
    The guard nodded and made his way toward the corner of the room while Genevieve went to stand by Erik. He and the king were staring at each other, and if things didn’t end soon, she was sure there would be a duel right there. 
 
    “Please. Just wait until I can explain things.” Genevieve cringed when Erik put his arm around her waist and gently pulled her away. It was much too familiar for not being betrothed or married, but as the dragon only knew her memories of Erik from the future, she couldn’t blame him.  
 
    The music ended, and the group looked up at Genevieve expectantly. She cleared her throat and pasted on a smile. “I hope you had a wonderful evening. We are turning in early tonight so you may all go home to assess the damage. Once one of my guards gets a report from you and confirms the repairs you need, we will give permits for wood and other supplies. We have done much to help you, so we simply ask that you return the same courtesy and do not take advantage of us.” 
 
    The villagers bowed and made a path so Genevieve, Erik, and the king and queen could leave the room.  
 
    “Follow us.” The queen’s voice was tight with anger. 
 
    Genevieve sighed. “Please, Mother. Let me deal with this.” 
 
    “No. You have had enough time.” She stalked into her sitting room.  
 
    Erik tried to sneak away, but Genevieve grabbed his hand. Erik pouted and tried to yank his hand away. “I must get to the forest.” 
 
    “No, you must stay here. You can leave when we are finished.” Genevieve shoved him into the room and made him sit across from Mother. 
 
    Father stood in the corner of the room, his hands clasped behind his back. He usually let the lectures come from Mother, but by the set of his shoulders, it wouldn’t be long before he joined the conversation. She had rarely seen him so angry. 
 
    Mother waved away the servants and waited for them to close the door before she rested her hands on the table. “Now, what is going on that would make you two start quarreling in the middle of a ball? Really, Genevieve, I thought I taught you better.” 
 
    “I am sorry. He offered his hand in marriage, and I told him we needed to wait for Sam to return.” She avoided the look of death that Erik shot toward her. 
 
    Mother looked at him with wide eyes. “You are, of course, aware that our daughter is betrothed? Why would you ask her to marry you?”  
 
    Erik sat up straighter. “Because I am here, and he is off adventuring without her. That is not how you treat the woman you love.” 
 
    “You do realize that he was taken, right? That he had no way to defend himself from a dragon who was under the power of an evil fairy?”  
 
    “I am not under—” Erik stopped, swallowing hard. “The dragon did so of its own accord.” 
 
    Genevieve’s mouth dropped open at his mistake.  
 
    The king crossed the room in three strides and slammed his hands on the table. “So it is true? You are the dragon?” 
 
    Erik went pale. “I do not know what you are talking about. I am the prince who is in love with Ge—” 
 
    “Lies!” The king pounded the table again. “You are the dragon Arengol. Do not try to say otherwise.” 
 
    Genevieve gasped. “You knew?” 
 
    “We learned from Petrus. I cannot believe you did not tell us.” Father avoided Genevieve’s gaze as he opened the door. “Now!”  
 
    Guards spilled into the room and jumped on Erik before he could move. He kicked and thrashed as they attached chains to his wrists, ankles, and neck. Erik’s roar of fury did nothing to stop the guards from dragging him toward the door. 
 
    “You will regret this. I am weak in this form, but I will make you regret doing this to me. I could have made your daughter happy.” The door slammed behind him, but his voice continued to echo as they went down the hallway. 
 
    “Where will you keep him?” Genevieve stared at the door, her hands clenched in fists. 
 
    “The fairies prepared one of our dungeon cells so that it will hold him.” Mother twisted Genevieve around to face her. “Why did you keep this from us?”  
 
    Genevieve refused to meet her eyes. “Because I found out not long before you did. Jenny was out saving Sam, and I wanted to give her a good chance of getting to him without being caught. Then we could deal with Erik after that.” 
 
    Mother hugged her tightly. “I blame myself for this. I taught you to be strong. But in times like this, being strong means seeking help.” 
 
    “I know. I am sorry. Why did you not say anything at the ball?” 
 
    “And scare our people? No, this was the best time to capture him. Now, please do not try to find him. From what our spies have told us, he has not transformed since he came, but that does not mean he will not. I fear for what he will do to you if he gets free.” 
 
    Genevieve laughed at the idea of wanting to be near him. “I will stay far away from him. While he may appear human, I have seen the dragon in him. My question is, why keep him here? Why not send him to another land?” 
 
    The king and queen exchanged glances before the queen spoke. “For the same reason you allowed him to follow you. Jenny must return home safely, and if Maurelle senses that he is not here, who knows what she will do? She has already created this storm, and it could only get worse.” 
 
    “Except that we want Sam to come here. Maybe we should send Erik somewhere else so she will attack there.”  
 
    “That is our plan. For now, we will keep him where he is and move on. There is much to do in the kingdom, and not just in the village here. By the time word spreads of what you told the people about chopping down trees, we will no longer have a forest.” Mother shook her head. “Sometimes I wish you would think before you acted. You remind me too much of myself.” 
 
    Genevieve rubbed her temples. “I had not thought of that, but you know it was the right thing to do.” 
 
    “Of course it was.” Father kissed Genevieve’s head. “I am proud of how you handled the kingdom while we were gone.” 
 
    “Thank you, Father.” She yawned. “I think I will go to bed. Good night.” 
 
    Genevieve left their sitting room and walked toward her suites surrounded by several guards. If the fairies were in charge of keeping Erik imprisoned, she had little to fear of him being released, but it still felt nice knowing she had protection. She only hoped Jenny and Sam were safe and that she hadn’t just destroyed all chances of them returning home.  
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    Maurelle 
 
      
 
    The tower lay scattered across the small island, and dust billowed out from among the stones. It was all Maurelle could do to remain standing after the amount of energy she’d put into destroying the prison. She did not know how Sam had escaped, but she was going to find out. The only person who should have been able to find him was Jenny, and she was centuries away. Or she should have been. 
 
    Two imps tugged on Maurelle’s dress and gestured to the small boat behind her. She allowed them to guide her over and climbed inside. It was too much to transport herself to her castle. She should never have broken her tie with Arengol, but she would still have her revenge on Jenny. She would make sure of that. 
 
    “Take me to my castle.” 
 
    The imps bowed and rowed swiftly toward Maurelle’s castle. With one final effort, she threw a spell behind her. A large ball of fire took over the rest of the island, sending a plume of smoke into the air as the vines were consumed. As she collapsed, she hoped that her warning was seen in the surrounding areas. The time for her arrival was imminent.  
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    Jenny 
 
      
 
    By the time they reached the village just outside the forest, Jenny was ready to drop. With Sam being blind, he couldn’t lead them home and had to ride most of the time. She stopped at a different inn than she’d stayed at before, not wanting to cause trouble for the other innkeeper. She’d seen the fireball the night before and knew Maurelle had discovered that Sam was gone.  
 
    The streets were filled with debris from the storm. Several of the buildings had cracks in windows or were missing tile from their roofs. 
 
    “Where did we stop?” Sam tipped his head to the side, listening to the surrounding area. 
 
    “The Traveling Giant. It looks nice outside.”  Jenny started to unstrap the bags, but Sam stopped her and prodded Merek forward.  
 
    “Not there. Go down two streets and down three buildings to the Retired Sword Inn. They will not ask questions.”  
 
    Jenny took the reins and followed the directions Sam gave. The inn had a broken window, and the sign hung crookedly. “I’m not sure you really want to stay here.” 
 
    “That is exactly what they want you to think.” Sam climbed down and made a bird call.  
 
    A boy who looked about twelve came around the corner. His pants were torn and he was dirty, but his smile immediately put Jenny at ease. “Sam. I hoped I would see you again. We kept hearing rumors that you were dead.” 
 
    “You know better than to listen to rumors. Please take Merek and get him some food. Is your father inside?” 
 
    “Where else would he go?” The boy laughed and took the reins.  
 
    Sam took Jenny’s hand, and she led him into the inn. “Find an older man with a round belly and bald head,” he said. 
 
    “So, he looks like every other innkeeper I’ve met so far?” Jenny asked. The main room was much cleaner than outside. The room was empty of people, and they had to wait a moment before the innkeeper came from another room. 
 
    “Sam! I was told you were killed, imprisoned, and tortured. In that order. It is good to see you here.” The innkeeper shook his hand. 
 
    Sam grinned. “Some of it was true. We need a place to stay for the night, but no one can know we are here.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course. Always secrets with you.” The innkeeper grabbed his keys and hurried to show them their room.   
 
    Jenny led Sam up the stairs. “Do you have a mat or something that I can sleep on?” 
 
    “Ah, right. I guess the wedding did not happen, did it? I can get you a second room, if that is what you prefer.” 
 
    “Sam is blind, and I need to help him, so we will take one room. Thank you.” Jenny ran into the innkeeper when he suddenly stopped. 
 
    “Blind?” 
 
    Jenny hesitated. Sam seemed to trust him, but she knew nothing about this guy. She turned to look at Sam. 
 
    “Yes, blind. A bed with a mat in the corner would be wonderful.” Sam squeezed Jenny’s hand. “If anyone asks for us, I want you or John to give me a signal. That way, the princess can check to make sure we know the person.” 
 
    The innkeeper opened the door to a room at the end of the hall. “We will keep a close watch. Not that I expect much company today—everyone is busy cleaning up after the storm.” 
 
    Jenny took the bags from Sam and set them in a corner, then made sure he got to the bed without tripping on the rug. “Thank you for the room. This is wonderful.” 
 
    The man beamed. “Anything for the princess. I will bring your dinner in about an hour, unless you want it sooner.” 
 
    “An hour is fine. We just need the mat for now.” Jenny tried to hold back a yawn, but it came anyway. 
 
    “Ah, yes.” The innkeeper left and returned a few minutes later holding a straw mattress. “Will this work?” 
 
    Jenny smiled. “It’s perfect. Just set it there.”  
 
    Once things were settled, the innkeeper left. Jenny sat down on the mattress and untied her travel boots. Sam stood and held his hands out to feel where he was going. 
 
    “You are sleeping in the bed.” He found the mattress and laid down. “I will take this.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She stood and climbed up on the bed. “I could sleep for a week.” 
 
    Sam laughed. “We will sleep here as long as you need. If the fairies really are watching out for you, they will be sending someone soon. Then we can move on from there.” 
 
    Jenny stretched out on the bed. “I like that plan.” 
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    The sound of doves echoed through the inn and jerked Jenny out of her dreams. She blinked and rolled over to see Sam sitting up, his head cocked to the side. 
 
    “What’s going on?” She sat up. 
 
    “Someone is here. That’s the innkeeper’s son who is whistling the bird call.” 
 
    Jenny ran to the window and looked out. “They’re not there. I’m going to go downstairs.”  
 
    “Jenny, wait. We do not know if they are friendly or not.” Sam’s face was etched with worry. He whistled back to let the boy know he heard, then pulled out a knife. “Help me out. I will go first. Just be ready with the knife.” 
 
    She took the knife and helped him up. “This would be so much faster if I just go. You know that.”  
 
    He reached out and caressed her cheek. “I know. But I still want to protect you.” 
 
    Jenny kissed him lightly on the lips. “Then let me do this. I’ll be careful. If I don’t feel safe letting them in, I’ll come right back to get you.” 
 
    She slipped out of the room and pulled the hood of her cloak forward. The innkeeper spoke to someone near the front of the inn.  
 
    He turned and smiled.  “Ah, there you are.”  
 
    “Who is it?” Jenny gripped the knife, ready to throw it if needed. 
 
    A man stepped forward to where Jenny could see him. “Hello, Princess Genevieve.” 
 
    “Petrus! It’s so good to see you.” She ran downstairs and threw her arms around Petrus. “It’s so good to see you. How are things? How’s the castle? And Gen—the king and queen?” 
 
    Petrus chuckled. “I see you are in good health. And Sam? Is he well?” 
 
    Jenny’s smiled dropped. “He’s upstairs. He’s weak, but healthy otherwise. His eyes, however … He’s blind.” 
 
    “That is unfortunate. I will see what I can do for him.” Petrus glanced around the room and leaned closer. “I have much to tell you. Shall we go up?”  
 
    They met Sam in the room, and Petrus guided Sam over to a chair. He checked Sam’s eyes and frowned. “You are doing much better than I had expected by Jenny’s reaction, but I am not sure there is much we can do for your eyes.” 
 
    “Maurelle already tried to heal them. It is something I will have to learn to live with.” Sam touched the scar next to his eye. “I only hope the kingdom will accept me now.” 
 
    “They have no choice. I won’t marry anyone else.” Jenny set her hand on his shoulder and looked up at Petrus. “Now, how are things in the kingdom? How is Genevieve?” 
 
    “She is fine, though I’m not sure how much longer that will be true. I do not like how things are going. Maurelle seems to be acting unlike herself. Kidnapping Sam, the storm, the dragon, everything goes against how she normally works. And if she really tried to heal Sam’s eyes, she has a plan that I do not understand. We must be vigilant. But first, we must get you to the fairies. If anyone can heal your eyes, it will be them. Dark magic is used to destroy. We need light magic.” 
 
    Sam leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “Petrus, did you know that Maurelle has a daughter?” 
 
    Petrus raised his eyebrows. “It was rumored, but I never believed it. It is true?” 
 
    “The girl’s name is Ingrid. Maurelle put her in the tower with me, and from some of the stories Ingrid told me, I assume it was so we would fall in love with each other.” 
 
    Jenny frowned. “You didn’t tell me that part.” 
 
    Sam reached for her hand. “It is unimportant. I helped her escape so she could find the man she had fallen in love with. I just wish I knew what happened to her. The storm came up shortly after Maurelle discovered that she was gone. I fear the worst.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’s fine.”  Except that Jenny was pretty sure she wasn’t. No one could have survived that storm when it first hit. She’d seen the damage done to the tower. “Why would Maurelle want to set up the two of you? That doesn’t make any sense. I’m the one with the title.” 
 
    Sam shook his head. “I do not know. I wondered the same thing. I was made a lord, but I do not think she would be interested because of that. I did hear her talking to Ingrid about family one night. When I asked Ingrid later, she kept quiet and sobbed for the man she loved.” 
 
    “It appears as though I need to visit with Charlemagne. He may have an answer for us.” Petrus stood. “You two make your way straight to the fairies. They will know the correct time to make our move against Maurelle and her dragon.” 
 
    “We will. After seeing what she can do, we need to be prepared for anything.” Jenny stretched. “I think it’s time for sleep first, though.” 
 
    Petrus nodded. “It is better for you to travel at night anyway. I will meet you as soon as possible.” 
 
    Jenny dropped onto the bed after he left. The room was silent as she tried to go to sleep. The fact that Maurelle was trying to set Sam up with her daughter really bugged Jenny. Was her idea of revenge to steal Jenny’s husband away? While Jenny was less than thrilled with that idea, she had a feeling it was a lot more than that. There was something they were missing, and she was determined to figure out what that was. 
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    The sun was just beginning to set when Sam and Jenny left the village. Sam walked between Jenny and the horse so he wouldn’t trip. It was the way he preferred to travel, and Jenny enjoyed being next to him. Once they were far enough away, Sam climbed on and pulled Jenny up in front of him. 
 
    “It is better to get this trip through the woods over with quickly. Let me know when to duck.” Sam put his arms around her and held tightly as she urged Merek into a gallop. She cringed as they bounced in the saddle, hoping it wasn’t hurting the horse. He had been through a lot, and carrying two people was a little much.  
 
    Jenny took the path through the woods instead of going straight like she’d done before. She started to slide off the horse to walk, but Sam held on to her waist. She gently pulled his hands away so she could slide down. “We’ve already gone too long with the two of us. I need to let Merek rest.” 
 
    “We need to make haste. If you walk, it will slow us down. I do not trust these woods, and I would like to get to the fairies as soon as possible.” Sam’s voice was strained. 
 
    “We’ve traveled through the forest plenty of . . .” What was that? She froze and tried to figure out what felt so wrong. There was something watching them, or at least it felt that way. She urged Merek to go faster. So much for a quiet walk through the woods. “Do you think Maurelle found us?” 
 
    Sam was silent for a moment. “It is possible. It took us longer to travel because we had to trade off.”  
 
    Merek could rest when they got there. Jenny pushed him into a gallop. Maurelle was the last person she wanted to meet right now. Jenny shuddered, remembering the battle the year before when Maurelle had fought Gavin. She’d actually saved Jenny’s life, and probably the lives of the entire village.  
 
    Off in the distance, a roar sounded, but it was more humanlike than anything she’d ever heard. Terror ran through her. Whatever was out there was angry. She bent forward, closer to Merek’s ear. 
 
    “Come on, boy. Just a little farther.” Jenny tried to keep the fear out of her voice, but it had completely taken over as the growling continued. Her body shook and heart thumped as she willed Merek to go faster. 
 
    It was another hour before she recognized the clearing where the house stood. “Rhoswen? Tenyanye? Please open the shield.” 
 
    The growling went silent, which only made her fear worse. Whatever it was must have heard her. The sounds in the forest remained, but it was distant. “Do you know what the password is, Sam?” Jenny swallowed her fear.  
 
    “No, the shield has always been down when I have tried to visit them.” This time he called out their names. The thrashing in the forest continued, followed by another feral roar. 
 
    Jenny looked around for any sign of where the house stood. They should be right next to it. She closed her eyes, trying to feel for it, but there was nothing. Come on, she pleaded. Don’t leave us out here! Rhoslyn? Anyone? 
 
    After a few agonizing moments, a curtain finally opened, and the seven fairies stood there with their hands raised, chanting words as a breeze swirled around them. Jenny let out a sob and turned Merek toward them, racing through as the curtain dropped. She sat in the saddle, consumed with terror as sobs racked her body. 
 
    “We are safe now. Come on—we should go inside.” Sam slid down first and held his arms out to help Jenny down. He pulled her into his arms. “I need you to walk. Can you help me?” 
 
    His gentle voice calmed Jenny, and she nodded even though he couldn’t see it. She led him over to the door and they went inside. 
 
    “What was that thing?” Jenny asked. 
 
    “That is the dragon Arengol. He is now human, and sleeps in these woods at night. Our spies lost track of you in the forest, and we feared the worst.” Rhoswen frowned. “That is the second time during your trip that we were not able to follow you.” 
 
    Jenny looked over at her in surprise. “Why not?” 
 
    “It is most likely because of a protection spell over the woods.” Rhoswen bent forward and studied Sam’s face. “They did not tell us you were blinded. What happened?” 
 
    “The dragon dropped me into the thorny vines.” Sam squeezed Jenny’s hand. “It is only because of Jenny that I made it out.” 
 
    Jenny leaned her head against his shoulder. The adrenaline from her reaction to the dragon had finally worn off, leaving her exhausted. “Do you think you can heal him?” 
 
    “We can do our best, but I worry that the damage is permanent. We will work on him. You go collect your bags, and get some rest. This could take a while.”  
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    Genevieve 
 
      
 
    Genevieve paced the floor, biting her thumbnail. Erik had escaped from prison sometime during the night, and they had no idea how he had managed to do it. As a dragon, he’d had magic, but had never shown any hint of being able to use it as a human. Any attempts to contact Petrus or the fairies had failed. 
 
    She heard voices outside her suite and threw the door open. Several guards surrounded the queen, but her mother pushed through them. “Stay here. I must speak with my daughter in private.” 
 
    “We cannot do that, Majesty. You are in danger.” The guard stood tall, and while Genevieve could hear the fear in his voice, his expression didn’t change. 
 
    “It is only Genevieve in this room. I am sure we will be fine.” Mother slammed the door in their faces and turned to Genevieve. “I guess I should be flattered impressed that they take their job seriously, but sometimes I just want to be on my own.” 
 
    “I understand how you feel.” Genevieve laughed. The guards hadn’t left her side, and it wasn’t until she told them she was changing her gown that they stumbled over themselves to leave the room. “Have you received any word?” 
 
    Mother shook her head. “Our guards found several areas where the forest had been damaged overnight, but Erik has disappeared.” 
 
    Genevieve dropped into a chair. “Why could the protections on the prison not hold him? We were assured that they would.” 
 
    “We have never held a dragon before, either.” Mother rubbed her forehead. “Maurelle has stayed hidden since she made the ball of fire to the west. A number of our guards are ready to attack when she leaves her exile, but I do not believe she will come that way. Not after the show of power she has exhibited over the last several days. She is most likely gathering her strength so that she can come at us with all of her power.” 
 
    “And still nothing from the fairies or from Petrus?” Genevieve rubbed her forehead. They had to be out there somewhere. She’d dreamed of them last night, but the vision was fuzzy. They were chanting something, but she couldn’t see what was going on otherwise.  
 
    Mother placed her hand on Genevieve’s shoulder. “Are you well?” 
 
    “I will be fine. The weakness gets worse as Jenny travels closer. It is as if I am being pulled toward her.” It was hard to explain it in a way Mother would understand. Genevieve had watched countless time travel movies with Ammon and Erik, but Mother had no concept of what had happened. She only knew that her daughter kept switching places. “I will be fine once we figure out how to destroy Maurelle and the dragon.” 
 
    “It is all right to be afraid sometimes, Genevieve.” Mother’s voice was soothing, something Genevieve wasn’t used to hearing.  
 
    Genevieve nodded. “I know. I have felt it often enough over the last year. But fear will not help us stop Maurelle from following through on her plans.”  
 
    Silence stretched out between them as they stood lost in their thoughts. Genevieve needed something to do or she would go crazy waiting for Jenny. She walked over to the wardrobe and grabbed a cloak. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Mother asked. 
 
    “I am going to help the villagers with their homes. I cannot just sit here and wait until we hear from them.” Tears threatened to spill over, but she forced them down. 
 
    Mother took her by the shoulders. “You have done much for the villagers. Right now, you need to stay here so we can protect you.” 
 
    Genevieve shook her head. “No. I need to be doing something.” 
 
    “Very well. But you will take your guards with you.” Mother clasped her hands together.  
 
    “Good. Then the villagers will have more help.” Genevieve went for the door. “Thank you, Mother. I’ll be careful.” 
 
    The guards had to run to keep up as Genevieve strode down the hall. She pushed her way through the main doors and through the courtyard. Servants scurried about doing their work, but stopped and bowed as she went past. She nodded a greeting, but continued on.  
 
    The village was alive with activity as Genevieve approached. Wood had been delivered the day before, and the men were busy rebuilding the homes that had been damaged in the storm. Women washed laundry and chatted while their children ran through the streets. Genevieve smiled to herself. While the homes and roads looked very different, the people themselves reminded her a lot of life in the future. She missed cars and her phone, but these people were happy with what they had. 
 
    A woman looked up and bowed when she saw Genevieve. “Thank you for the wood, Highness. It has allowed us to rebuild.” 
 
    “You are most welcome. I have come to help.” She picked up a hammer and some nails. “What would you like me to do?” 
 
    The woman blinked. “Pardon me, Highness, but this is no work for a princess.” 
 
    “You are my people. If I don’t make sure you are cared for, what good am I?” Genevieve turned to her guards. “Find somewhere to assist.”  
 
    The woman took Genevieve to the area where others were doing laundry. “We will have you fold the linens, if it pleases you.” 
 
    Folding laundry was something she’d become very good at since she’d joined the family of seven. She picked up a sheet as she listened to the banter among the women. Several young girls ran up and stared at her with smiles on their faces. She bent to give them a hug before they ran off giggling. 
 
    It was nearing midday when Genevieve felt a lurch in her stomach. She gasped in pain and had to lean against the table. Jenny had to be close for her to feel it this strongly.  
 
    “Highness?” A woman took her by the arm and led her to a chair. She filled a goblet with water and took a chunk of bread off her counter to give to Genevieve. “Are you ill?” 
 
    “I will be fine. I just need to rest.” Genevieve took deep breaths, trying to fight through the pain. She stared at the goblet of water and bread before shaking her head. “No, thank you.” 
 
    One of the guards scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the castle. Genevieve tried to protest, but dizziness kept her from lifting her head off his chest. The guard continued through the castle until they were in her room. Olive rushed in and pulled off Genevieve’s shoes and cloak. 
 
    “You should not have gone out, Highness.” Olive helped Genevieve raise her head and gave her a drink.  
 
    “I could not just stay here and do nothing.” Genevieve curled up into a ball to try to relieve her stomach. 
 
    Olive pursed her lips, but kept silent as she pulled the blankets up over Genevieve. “You did too much and wore yourself out. Get some sleep, and you will be fine.” 
 
    “You know I will not feel any better.” Genevieve tried to smile.  
 
    “I can hope.” Olive sat in a chair and took out one of Genevieve’s shifts to repair. “Now sleep. The queen has ordered me to make sure you do, or she will punish both of us.” 
 
    Genevieve laughed. “I do not doubt that she would.”  
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    Dreams of both of the lives that Genevieve had led jumbled together until she jerked out of sleep. It wasn’t a vision, but it still left her unsettled. She had heard of these dreams. Many of her friends spoke of them in school, yet it was something she had never experienced herself. She rolled over to see Olive still sewing, though the room had grown dark. 
 
    “How long did I sleep?” Genevieve sat up slowly and picked up the cup sitting near her bed. Her stomach was still sore, but it was no longer cramping.  
 
    “A few hours, although I would not call it sleeping. You called out several times, and it is a miracle you stayed in your bed with all of the tossing and turning you did.” Olive set down her sewing and felt Genevieve’s forehead. “Are you feeling better?” 
 
    Genevieve nodded. “Yes, but still weak. Have we heard anything yet?” 
 
    “Rhoswen came to the castle to check on you. She said that Jenny and Sam are safe. We have not heard from Petrus yet.” Olive poured some more water for Genevieve. “I will call for your dinner. You are not allowed to leave this room until you are well.” 
 
    It was a relief to hear that Jenny and Sam were okay. “Where is the queen?” 
 
    “She is in meetings with the generals of the army. It seems that Erik has been spotted heading toward where we believe Maurelle lives.” Olive paused. “At least, that is what the rumors say.” 
 
    Genevieve threw off her blankets and swung her legs over the side of the bed. “Then I must go in there. I need to find out where Jenny is.” 
 
    “Highness, please.” Olive wrung her hands together. “I was instructed to make you stay here, and if I do not, they will demote Cedric and send him to clean out the stables.” 
 
    “I need to be there. I will make sure they do nothing to punish Cedric, I promise.” Genevieve found a navy-blue gown in the wardrobe and changed. 
 
    Olive sighed and picked up some thick rope. “Then I will have to call in the guards to help me restrain you. Queen’s orders.”  
 
    Genevieve rolled her eyes. She’d been threatened with this countless times growing up. “There we go with the drama again. I guess there’s only one thing I can do.” 
 
    Olive’s eyes widened. She knew all too well what that meant. “You would not dare.” 
 
    “Of course I would. Sit down.” Genevieve took the ropes from Olive and tied her to the chair using the knots Ammon had taught her. She checked them to make sure none would slip and then grabbed a cloak. “See you later.”  
 
    Olive said nothing as she settled into her chair. The guards would rush in soon enough and save her. It was a wonder that Mother would even think this would work. It never had before. 
 
    Genevieve found her sword shoved in the back of the wardrobe and turned to look at Olive with an eyebrow raised. “Why is this in here?” 
 
    “I had to hide it from Jenny. She was . . . not well trained.” Olive giggled. “Not from the lack of trying on the guards’ part.” 
 
    “Well, they don’t exactly use weapons where she is from. Take care.” Genevieve pulled one of the windows open and climbed out onto the windowsill. The bricks had worn down over the years, but she was able to get enough of a foothold to make her way around and into a window three doors down. Bless her old nurse for leaving it unlatched all these years. Of course, she probably didn’t know it was unlatched. After all, it was under her care that Genevieve had escaped so many times. Olive had been too scared of her to say anything, and Genevieve couldn’t blame her. Not after how she’d been treated. 
 
    Pushing aside the twinge of regret, Genevieve tiptoed across the room—careful not to wake the old woman—and pulled the door open far enough to poke her head through. When she was sure the coast was clear, she slipped out and ran down the hall to the map room. She was still exhausted, and her legs screamed at her for not letting them rest, but she had to know what was going on. 
 
    Mother’s voice drifted through the door as Genevieve pushed it open. The queen berated a guard for letting Erik slip past, but stopped mid-sentence when she noticed Genevieve. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I heard there was a meeting, and I wanted to attend.” There was no need to keep quiet, so she moved through the men and stood next to Father. “Do we know where he is now?” 
 
    Mother’s face turned bright red. “Genevieve, I put those guards there for a reason. You need to be resting.” 
 
    Genevieve sighed. “You know I need to be here.” 
 
    “Guards, lock Genevieve in the tower, and then send someone into her room to free her servant, who had better be tied up or I will have her head.” Mother glared at Genevieve as two guards grabbed her arms. 
 
    “Of course she is. How else do you think I got out?” Genevieve tried to yank her arms free, but it was no use. She was too weak from being ill. “Is this really necessary?” 
 
    “You are lucky I do not throw you in the very dungeon where Erik was kept.” 
 
    “Fine, but tell them to leave me alone and I will go quietly. I promise.” Genevieve kept eye contact with Mother until she finally nodded. 
 
    “If I find out you tried to get away from them, I will not be so kind.” The queen turned back to the map, and the guards gestured for Genevieve to follow them. 
 
    Servants cleaned the tapestries and floors as Genevieve walked past, flanked by guards. They took her up to a room next to where Petrus stayed and shoved her inside a little more forcefully than they probably should have. 
 
    “I would like some dinner, if you—” Genevieve stopped as the door slammed in her face. A key rattled in the door, and then there was silence. “They could have given me a light or something.” 
 
    The rocks were rough on Genevieve’s hands as she searched along the wall to find a torch. A sconce stuck out from the wall, which meant a lighter had to be nearby—she hoped. If not, Ammon had taught her how to light a fire with stones. She felt along a table, sending dust into the air, but her hands finally closed on a small tool.  
 
    “There we go.” Genevieve clicked the tool several times next to the torch until it finally sparked. The flame sputtered as it burned through the dust, but then glowed brightly. The room was small and filled with old stools, pottery, and other broken items. She pulled the torch off the wall and lit the other two that hung around the room. 
 
    Genevieve lifted a sheet that covered another table and immediately regretted it. Dust billowed in clouds, and she had to hold her skirt over her face so she could breathe. Several scrolls lay on the table, most of them falling apart. She carefully pulled them open, but they crumbled into pieces. Others were in better shape, but the writing was too faded for her to read it.  
 
    There had to be a reason that they kept these records, even if they were up in an old musty room. There were names she could just make out, but not enough to know what they were talking about. Maybe if she found some ink, she could trace over it . . . . There were a few bottles in the back of the room, but most were dried up. She moved old books and items from one spot to another and uncovered a small chest. 
 
    The hinges were rusted shut, but there was no lock. She found a small knife and chipped away at the rust until she was able to open it. Inside was a quill and an old ink bottle, but it was also dry. 
 
    Genevieve grumbled to herself. Surely there was something in here she could use. She dropped the wooden box into the corner and turned to try another spot. Wait—what was that? 
 
    She brushed her hand against the darkened wall. Water had puddled in the corner and ruined many of the items surrounding it. The tower must have leaked during the storm. She grabbed one of the bottles of ink and tried to dip it into the water, but the puddle was too shallow. Genevieve tapped her chin, then grabbed a few of the bottles and dumped the powder into the puddle. Once it was dark enough to use, she grabbed the quills and old parchment and sat on the floor.  
 
    Many of the characters were still too faint to see in the torchlight, but she slowly traced what she could decipher. As she finished one page, she started on the next, ignoring the ache in her neck and back. The hunger to figure out what the pages said was enough to keep her going until she’d gone through several of the scrolls and books in the storage room that hadn’t been destroyed.  
 
    A key rattled in the lock before the door opened. Cedric stood there holding a tray. “I have breakfast for you, Highness.”  
 
    Genevieve stood and stretched her back. “Thank you. Please put it on the table.” 
 
    “Yes, Highness.” He set it down and turned to leave, but stopped. He picked up one of the pages and examined it. “What is this?” 
 
    Genevieve took it from him. “Something in a language I do not understand, but I hoped that Petrus would.” 
 
    “My mother would be able to read it. This is her native tongue.” Cedric glanced up at her. “May I take it?” 
 
    “Yes, but only if you tell me what it says.” Genevieve gathered a few of the scrolls and rolled them into one. “These are the same language.” 
 
    Cedric set them on the table and glanced at the other papers. He leaned down close to one. “This looks like a family line.”  
 
    Genevieve picked it up. “I think you are right, but it is too faded. I will have to trace it like the others.”  
 
    Cedric picked up the scrolls she’d given him and went to the door. “I will be back later to bring you lunch. If you have it copied, I can take that to my mother as well.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She paused. “Is it really time for breakfast?” 
 
    “Yes. You have been in here since last night. I suggest you get some sleep. I believe your mother plans to leave for battle soon.” He left before she answered. 
 
    Genevieve stared down at her ink-stained fingers. Had it really taken all night to write over those scrolls? She ate the toast, eggs, and sausage before returning to work. She wanted to write out the family history before she slept. There were fewer words to trace, but the words were faint, and some had been damaged by moisture. She bent over her work, wishing she’d asked Cedric to bring more ink.  
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    The finished scroll sat in front of Genevieve. The tracing had been finished, but she was no closer to figuring out whose family it was. Some royals who had been disgraced and dropped from the history books. She couldn’t help feeling a twinge of disappointment as she piled the dusty sheets in the center of the room so she could lie down on them to rest. 
 
    Something bothered her about the family line, though. She was sure she recognized a few of the names, but she didn’t remember why.  
 
    As she drifted off, she noticed immediately that things seemed much more realistic, as if she were really in the dream. People stood around in what appeared to be the great hall of this castle. The mood was somber, and a woman stood to the side of the dais, sobbing. 
 
    The king stood and called everyone to order. “We understand the anger and sadness you must be feeling, and we hope you realize that we are acting in the best interests of the kingdom. King Aldric has brought dishonor to his people, and for this reason, he will be stripped of his crown, and his family will be forced to serve us for generations to come. As for Lady Maurelle, she and her daughter will be exiled and brought under the protection of the Great Dragon. Guards, take these people and make sure they begin their sentences.” 
 
    The woman began screaming hysterically as she was dragged out of the room. The scene faded out, and Genevieve woke with a jerk. The door to the storage room opened, and the queen stood there with the key. 
 
    “I do hope you have learned your lesson, Genevieve.” She frowned down at her. “What have you been doing?” 
 
    Genevieve stood quickly and handed her mother the scroll. “Do you recognize these names? Any of them?” 
 
    Mother skimmed it. “No, but I can have our historian look it over. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Because . . .” Genevieve hesitated before continuing. “I believe I dreamed something about this family, and it has something to do with Maurelle.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Mother rolled up the scroll. 
 
    “I copied that, and then went to sleep.” She studied the queen’s face. “Maurelle was sentenced to stay with that dragon, and I think it was one of our ancestors who gave her that punishment.”  
 
    Mother frowned. “It is possible she believes this other king—and her daughter—deserved the kingdom. That would explain why she is after us, but I have never heard this story.” 
 
    “Have you heard of the Great Dragon?” Genevieve rubbed her eyes. She needed to sleep, but this dream was more important at the moment.  
 
    “Only in stories, but I believe it is the dragon we know as Arengol.” Mother studied Genevieve. “It appears we need to do more research before going after Maurelle. We must get you cleaned up and rested so you can share your story with the historian.” 
 
    Genevieve stretched and glanced around the room. “Can you have someone come empty this room? There are several scrolls that I would like to look at in better light.” 
 
    “I will send a servant up here to gather them.” Mother turned and climbed down the stairs with Genevieve not far behind. 
 
    Olive waited in Genevieve’s suites, a smile on her face. “Did you enjoy your time in the tower, Highness?” 
 
    “It is not becoming for a servant to gloat over the princess’s punishment.” Genevieve tried to glare, but she couldn’t help laughing. “I guess I was finally paid back for all those times I tortured you.” 
 
    “I would not say all of them, but it did feel nice to see you finally get punished.” Olive went to the wardrobe. “Cedric said you two talked. He showed me the pages.” 
 
    Genevieve turned so Olive could help with her dress. “Yes, they were in a different language, so I do not know what they were. His mother is supposed to read them for me.” 
 
    “So you traced them? You know how to write?”  
 
    “Yes, Petrus taught me.”  
 
    “Is it hard?”  
 
    It took a moment to change out of the gown, and it gave Genevieve time to think. Of course Olive would want to learn to write. It was something most women and a lot of men could not do, but she was hesitant to teach Olive. If she did something like this, it could change Olive’s whole future.  
 
    “I was taught when I was younger, so it was easier for me.” Genevieve checked herself in the mirror. The royal blue of the gown showed off the blue in her eyes. She had missed dressing like this, but she had to admit that she missed the freedom of the tunics and leggings she’d worn for high school even more. 
 
     “It would probably be too difficult for me.” Olive watched as Genevieve washed her hands, face, and neck. 
 
    Genevieve dried her face and turned to look at Olive. “One thing I have learned is that women can learn anything they put their minds to. Reading and writing are hard at first, but I think you would learn quickly.” 
 
    Olive’s face brightened. “So you will teach me? Jenny thought it would might change my future, so she would not.” 
 
    Genevieve hesitated. If Jenny wouldn’t, maybe it really was a bad idea. But this was Olive. She was a servant, as was her mother and grandmother before her. If anything, she would serve Jenny and future queens instead of becoming a scholar. That was the life they lived. 
 
    “I will teach you what I can, and then if Jenny will not continue your lessons, Cedric will. He is a good man.” Genevieve went to the door. “We will begin tonight.” 
 
    Cedric stood in the doorway, ready to knock. “Mother has finished reading these documents. She was impressed that you knew how to write it.” 
 
    “I simply traced what was already there.” Genevieve took the scrolls from him. “So, she knows what they say?” 
 
    “Yes, although she was unable to write it down for you. She can read, but not write.” He smiled at Olive before continuing. “It was a trial. Someone was accused of defaming the king, and while he was stripped of his crown, she was sent to live with the dragon.” 
 
    Genevieve staggered over to the chair and sat down. Her dream reflected what she had written earlier in the day.  
 
    Olive rushed to her side. “Did I make the dress too tight?” 
 
    “No, it is fine. I just . . .” Genevieve stopped. Olive knew nothing of the visions she’d had, and that was something she wanted to keep to herself. “I am feeling ill again. Maybe I should sleep. Thank you for the news, Cedric. I would like you to report what you learned to the queen. She would be interested to learn what was on that scroll.” 
 
    He bowed. “Yes, Highness. I will go there right away.” 
 
    Olive helped Genevieve out of the chair and into her bed. As she was leaving the room, Genevieve called out to her.  
 
    “Would you bring some parchment and ink? I would like to start our lessons as soon as I am rested.” Genevieve watched as Olive curtsied and left the room, then stared at the ceiling. If she was able to have a vision after writing it out, she wondered what else she could learn.  The story was important somehow, and she needed to find out who this family was because they could be the key to stopping Maurelle once and for all.  
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    Maurelle 
 
      
 
    Maurelle sat on her throne, her fingernails digging into the chair, while she stared down at Arengol groveling on the ground. The once-great dragon had now taken to begging to have the curse lifted from him. Just having him in her castle had helped her magic replenish, and she wasn’t about to let him out of her presence again. 
 
    “Control yourself.” She sneered as he scrambled to stand. “It seems that we need each other more than either of us would care to admit. While you were off playing human, I was able to find the antidote to the curse I placed on you. I am willing to turn you back to a dragon, but only if you agree to a change in our . . . relationship.” 
 
    “Anything.” He nearly dropped to the ground again, but stopped when he saw her glare. “What is it that you would like?” 
 
    “We act together. I am no longer your servant, and you are no longer mine.” Maurelle watched as the dragon licked his lips and shifted from one foot to the other. 
 
    “And the princess?” 
 
    Maurelle waved a hand dismissively. “Genevieve is all yours as long as I get my vengeance on the servant boy and the other girl. Jenny.” 
 
    Arengol grinned, making Maurelle shudder. “It is a deal. Now change me back so I can go find her.” 
 
    “Not quite yet. I am still weak, as are you. It will take until tomorrow for the antidote to be ready, and most likely another day to regain our strength after that.” She leaned forward. “If you try to leave before then, I will make you pay. Understood?” 
 
    He swallowed and nodded. “Yes. Now, please excuse me. I must go find some food.” 
 
    Maurelle watched as he left the room, his back straight and his stride much more confident than when he had entered. If only he knew that there would be no more Genevieve once Maurelle was done with the kingdom.  
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    Jenny 
 
      
 
    Jenny stared out at the woods as she waited for the fairies to be done with their spell. It had been hours since they started, and she worried that Sam’s eyes would never heal. If not, she still loved him, and helping him over the last several days had proven how much she enjoyed caring for him.  
 
    The door opened, and Rhoswen stood there smiling. “It is done. His sight will never be what it was, but we have restored some of it. He is much stronger than we believed, which helped with the healing.”  
 
    Jenny threw her arms around Rhoswen, nearly knocking her over. “Thank you. I was so worried that the scar tissue would make it impossible.” 
 
    “Not impossible, but almost. Come—he wants to speak with you.” Rhoswen guided her into the cottage, and Jenny rushed over to the bed. 
 
    Sam took Jenny’s hand and kissed it. “I can almost see you. I never thought I’d have that chance again.”  
 
    “Almost?” Jenny searched his face. The scar still ran across his eyes and nose, but his eyes were clear. 
 
    “Everything is blurry. You need to be close in order for me to see you. Which is fine with me.” He pulled her up next to him and wrapped his arms around her.  
 
    Jenny allowed the tears to flow as she traced the scar with her finger. For the first time since she had arrived in the past, she allowed herself to relax. “Blurriness is something we can fix, I think.  They do have glasses in this time, right?” 
 
    Sam frowned. “I assume you mean the glass in windows? How will that help?” 
 
    “No, not that glass. I mean glasses for your eyes. Spectacles? Do they exist here?” Jenny looked over at the fairies. “Please tell me you know what I mean.” 
 
    Tenyanye nodded slowly. “There have been rumors of these glasses, although I do not know how or where to acquire some. It is possible that we could make our own.” 
 
    “Petrus would probably know.” Jenny stood and walked over to the kitchen where the fairies sat. “I wonder when he’ll be back.” 
 
    “If I know him, he’ll be stuck in Charlemagne’s library for weeks.” Rhyannon laughed and pulled out a large pot. “Jenny, I need you to draw some water from the well. Sam, can you help grind the corn?” 
 
    Sam joined them at the table, took the mortar and pestle from her, and started grinding wheat. It had taken months for Jenny to get used to calling wheat and rye “corn.”  The corn on the cob she loved so much didn’t exist in this country, and wouldn’t for a few more centuries. 
 
    Jenny took two buckets out to the well and filled them. A small gnome peeked its head around the well and squealed before running off into the bushes. Jenny shook her head. It was still so strange to her that these things existed here. 
 
    The fairies were arguing about something when Jenny walked in and set the buckets on the counter. They quieted down and continued making dinner. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Jenny glanced between them and Sam. 
 
    When no one else answered, Sam cleared his throat. “Rhoswen and Rhyannon think they should send Genevieve to the future right now. The others think she is too important, and she needs to stay to help you fight Maurelle.” 
 
    Jenny poured the water into a pot and set it over the fire. Send Genevieve home? Why not? It was where she should be. It would also take away the threat of something bad happening to them if they were to meet. “Why can’t we just send her back?” 
 
    “Maurelle and Erik—Arengol—are expecting her to be there. If she goes right now, it ruins any chance of stopping them. We need the element of surprise on our side. You must show up at just the right time, or this will not work.” 
 
    “But that means you’re using her as bait. Again. This is my kingdom, and she is supposed to be in her own time.” Jenny cringed at how spoiled she sounded, but when it came down to it, she was just plain scared for Genevieve. 
 
    Rhoswen sighed and put her hands on Jenny’s cheeks. “This is Genevieve’s kingdom too. She lived here her whole life, and ruled over the people you are just getting to know. We can give her the option, but I am not sure she would be willing to leave right now.” 
 
    Jenny stared into her eyes, knowing Rhoswen had a point. There was a reason Jenny had come back in time to help save Sam, besides the fact that she was supposed to be here. She couldn’t bear to see something happen to this kingdom, these people. “Fine. We will give her the option.” 
 
    “Very well. Now, you must rest. Tomorrow, I plan to send you and Sam to a neighboring kingdom. It seems to me that the best way to ruin Maurelle’s plans is to take out her weapons one by one. Tomorrow, you will be wed.” 
 
    A thrill shot through Jenny. “Tomorrow? How will that happen? Our kingdom takes several days to cross.” 
 
    “We plan to transport you. It will have to be a private ceremony with only their king and queen in attendance, but it is the best we can do.” 
 
    Jenny rested her hand on Sam’s shoulder, and he slipped his arm around her waist. He smiled up at her before turning to the fairies. “You are sure they are willing to do so?” 
 
    “They owe me a favor.” Tenyanye waved the knife she’d been chopping carrots with. “The moment you leave the cottage, Maurelle will be able to find you in this kingdom. We can only hope her reach does not extend past the borders. We must move quickly. Once the wedding has taken place, you will return here until it is time to reveal that you are married.” 
 
    “And Genevieve?” There were so many variables in this plan, and any one of them could put Genevieve and the rest of the kingdom in jeopardy. 
 
    “She will be fine until Maurelle makes her move.”  
 
    Jenny nodded and grabbed the vegetables to dump in the pot. This plan was something she could live with—and not just because it meant marrying Sam. The fact that Maurelle had tried to hook Ingrid up with him told her that the fairies were right and that he was a big part of her plans. 
 
    Sam stood and took Jenny’s hand. “May we speak outside?”  
 
    Jenny glanced at the fairies. “Sure.” 
 
    They found a small bench by the well that Jenny was pretty sure hadn’t been there before. They sat, and Jenny leaned her head against Sam’s shoulder. A slight breeze carried the smells of the hundreds of flowers that surrounded the garden. A gnome popped up out of the flowers and saw them sitting there. It shrieked and ran for the back of the cottage. Jenny hoped it wasn’t the same one as before or it would never recover from the shock of being startled twice. 
 
    “Are you all right with their plans?” Sam wrapped his arm around her and pulled her closer. 
 
    Jenny nodded. “Getting married with no family isn’t my idea of a perfect wedding, but as long as it’s with you, I don’t care where we are.” 
 
    Sam kissed the top of her head. “When all this is over and Maurelle is gone, we can have a wedding that is bigger than we had planned before.” 
 
    “I like that idea.” Jenny’s mind flashed to the last few moments with Ammon and the parents who had raised her. They wouldn’t be there, but there wasn’t anything she could do about that. 
 
    “Are you angry about Ingrid?” 
 
    Jenny pulled away to study his face. “Should I be? As far as I’ve been told, you only helped her escape the tower. Nothing else happened, right?” 
 
    “No, that is all. We spoke, but only to tell each other about the people we love. We watched closely to see how often Maurelle came to visit, and then we planned Ingrid’s escape. I told Ingrid about you climbing out of the castle and inn, and she was the one who found the sheets and other items to tie together.” 
 
    “Those were some pretty amazing adventures, although I recall that I had some help. The same help she had.” 
 
    Sam laughed. “Yes, but it was my choice to come after you, this charming princess who had completely changed overnight.” 
 
    “That’s because your princess was a flustered small-town girl who had wanted nothing more than to get out of doing the laundry.” Jenny took Sam’s hand. “What about you? Are you okay with their wedding plans?”  
 
    “My only sadness is that I will not be able to see you as you walk down the aisle.” He leaned forward and kissed her. It was soft and sweet, and just as magical as the garden where they sat. 
 
    Small bells rang through the air, making Jenny and Sam jump. They hurried around the side of the cottage to find Rhoswen standing in the doorway, alarmed. Someone was there, seeking entrance. The door flew open, and the fairies jostled each other in their attempt to get outside. 
 
    “You two, in the house. We do not know who is here, and not many can shield themselves from us.” Rhoswen pushed them inside and slammed the door. 
 
    Jenny ran over to the window just as the shield was raised. “Hey, it’s Petrus.” 
 
    Sam held on to her arm as she tried to run for the door. “We do not know that yet. It could be a disguise.” 
 
    “Why would anyone dress like Petrus?” But Jenny knew he was right. Maurelle had transformed a dragon into a human. This was entirely possible. 
 
    The fairies circled around Petrus and performed some kind of spell. A ray of light moved up and down the man before they stopped chanting and stepped back. They shook his hand and opened the door to the cottage. 
 
    “That was really cool. Maybe they should have done that to the dragon when he was at the castle.”  
 
    “Do you think it would have allowed them to? The test only works if the person is willing to let them try.” Sam wrapped his arm around her and smiled as Petrus walked inside. 
 
    Jenny stared up at Sam, wondering how he knew so much about magic. But then, he had spent a lot of time with Rhoswen at the castle. 
 
    “Ah, there you are.” Petrus gestured for them to sit at the table, then sat on the other side. 
 
    “Did you find what you were looking for?” Jenny asked. 
 
    Petrus shook his head. “Charlemagne was certain he had the records I needed, but they were not anywhere in his library.” 
 
    “But how is that possible? The library is huge. I thought he had the records of everything that had happened since he began writing our history.” Jenny clenched her fists in her lap, trying to keep her frustration in check. 
 
    “You are correct. However, scrolls and books have been known to disappear. Kings or other leaders who do not want their bad deeds to go on the records, or criminals who do not want to be caught in their actions tend to find a way to make those pages disappear. It is difficult to leave the building with records, but it has happened in the past.” 
 
    It made finding out what was going on with Maurelle almost impossible, but she’d heard of people taking newspaper clippings or pages from books for the same reason. Book burning had happened over the centuries as well. Jenny sighed and pushed away from the table.  
 
    “So, what’s our next move?”  
 
    “We will go ahead with the plan the fairies have for you, and then we will stop Maurelle.” Petrus accepted a cup of water from Rhoswen.  
 
    Jenny looked between them. “They told you we’re getting married? When?” 
 
    Petrus rubbed his nose and cleared his throat. “I may have been reading over Charlemagne’s shoulder when he wrote of your discussion. When he caught me, he kicked me out. You are allowed to read his writings—just not while he’s actually writing them.” 
 
    “Good to know.” Jenny took Sam’s hand and looked up at Petrus. “Are you coming with us?” 
 
    “I would not miss it for the world.” Petrus smiled and picked up a bowl. “Now, I believe it is time to eat. You do have enough for me, I hope.” 
 
    Rhoswen chuckled. “We had not planned for you, but Jenny made enough to feed the kingdom.” 
 
    Jenny’s face reddened. “I couldn’t find a smaller pot.” 
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    The morning was crisp and cool as Jenny and Sam stood in the yard of the small cottage. Petrus said his goodbyes to the fairies and walked over to stand next to Jenny and Sam.  
 
    “You must hold tightly to each other. I would hate to have you lost somewhere along the way.” Petrus took Jenny’s hand and waved his wand over their heads.  
 
    Jenny shouted out a “goodbye” just as she felt a pull on her stomach, and the area around them faded away. She caught a quick glimpse of the emptiness she’d floated through to get here, and then felt the hard ground beneath her feet. 
 
    They stood in the courtyard of a castle Jenny remembered from her travels with Gavin a year before. The castle stood tall and imposing against the rocky cliff. She remembered the king and queen well. They were kind, and had the sweetest baby girl. 
 
    Jenny held Sam’s hand as Petrus led them to the castle doors. He spoke quietly with the guards, and one slipped inside. 
 
    “I have requested an audience with the king and queen. Hopefully, they will not turn us away.” He stood with his hands clasped behind his back.  
 
    “I thought the fairies told them we were coming.” Jenny’s heart beat hard in her chest. She should’ve known better than to think this would be easy. 
 
    Petrus shook his head. “Tenyanye said they owed her a favor. Not that they knew the wedding was going to happen here.” 
 
    “Same difference,” Jenny muttered.  
 
    It was several minutes later before the guard returned and allowed them inside. They walked down a few corridors and entered a large throne room. The king and queen sat on their thrones, smiling as Jenny and the others approached. She curtsied and kept her head lowered until they spoke. 
 
    “Princess Genevieve, it is such a nice surprise to see you. What brings you here to our kingdom?” The king’s voice was just as gentle as she’d remembered. 
 
    “There are … issues in our kingdom right now, and we had to leave for safety reasons.” Jenny paused and glanced up at Petrus, who nodded for her to continue. “It is imperative that Lord Samuel and I marry before returning to our kingdom. The fairy Tenyanye suggested that we come here to be married. We would like to ask your permission.” 
 
    The king and queen leaned their heads together and spoke quietly before answering. The queen smiled. “We would be delighted to hold your wedding here. We will have a banquet tonight—” 
 
    “No!” Jenny interrupted. “I mean, I’m sorry, but this must be done in secret. Maurelle is after us, and we cannot allow her to know where we are.” 
 
    They spoke to each other again. The king nodded. “Very well. We will hold the ceremony in an hour’s time. Then we must ask you to leave. We would love to celebrate with you, but we cannot have Maurelle’s anger turned on our kingdom.” 
 
    Jenny curtsied again. “Thank you. We don’t want to be an inconvenience. I would not like to make Maurelle anyone’s enemy.” 
 
    A guard gestured for Jenny to go with him, so she took Sam’s hand and left the throne room. She was shown into a room where she could freshen up while Sam and Petrus went to find another. The room was large and white, and furnished in rich burgundy couches and rugs. A vanity sat to one side, with a brush and smaller mirror on the small table. Jenny wasn't sure what she was supposed to do, and didn’t want to mess anything up. 
 
    The door opened again, and a young maid entered carrying a light-blue gown. She curtsied and held out the dress. “This is for you, Highness. Do you require assistance?” 
 
    “I can put it on myself, but I may need help with the ribbons. Thank you.” Jenny went behind the curtain to change. The gown was made of a soft velvet material that was embroidered in intricate designs over the bodice. She lifted the full skirt and carefully walked over to the servant girl.  
 
    The ribbons had to be pulled in quite a bit to make it fit right, but once it was done, Jenny was thrilled with how it looked. She sat at the vanity and watched as the girl brushed through her hair. She’d tried to keep it brushed in her travels, but there were still huge snarls in it. Once they had it tamed, it was pulled up into a braid that circled her head in a crown. Jewels were brought in to match the dress, and the blue slippers were soft and delicate. By the time the hour was up, Jenny barely recognized herself.  
 
    Several guards and a few ladies-in-waiting surrounded Jenny as she left the castle and walked toward the small chapel. Sam stood near the chapel door. His steel-blue jacket seemed almost tailored to his body, and the small crown made him look regal. Petrus stood to the side in his usual robes. 
 
    This was the third time Jenny would be walking down the aisle, and this time, it was in front of only a few people. She tried to blink back the tears, but one escaped as she thought of her parents—both sets—who would be missing her wedding. As she reached Sam, the king, and another older man she didn't recognize, she pushed away the sadness and thought only of that moment. 
 
    The king came and stood next to Sam. “While we recognize that your original wedding was to be held in your castle, we felt we should go the more traditional route and marry you as we were married, which was in a chapel by our priest. Normally, we would provide time for people to object to this wedding, but as we cannot, we will move on to the vows.” 
 
    Jenny smiled. “Thank you.” 
 
    The king stepped back and gestured for the priest to begin. The man spoke. “Lord Samuel, will you have this woman to be your wedded wife? Will you love her and honor her, keep her and guard her, in health and in sickness, as a husband should a wife, and forsaking all others on account of her, keep you only unto her so long as you both shall live?” 
 
    “I will.” Sam squeezed Jenny’s hands. 
 
    “Princess Genevieve, will you have this man to be your wedded husband? Will you love him and honor him, keep him and guard him, in health and in sickness, as a wife should a husband, and forsaking all others on account of him, keep you only unto him so long as you both shall live?” 
 
    “I will.” Jenny’s heart felt as though it would burst.  
 
    The priest handed each of them a ring to exchange, and then opened the door to the chapel where he blessed each of them. Sam bent down to kiss Jenny, and the two of them were wed. 
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    Jenny couldn’t help grinning as she hurried to her suite to change into her other clothes. As much as she loved the gown, she couldn’t take it with her. It was too bad she didn’t have her phone to take a picture.   
 
    Petrus and Sam were waiting outside her room when she opened the door. She ran into Sam’s arms and squeezed him tightly.  
 
    “We must leave immediately. The king and queen have granted us permission to leave from their garden.” Petrus moved quickly toward the back of the castle. 
 
    “Why not leave from where we came? And can’t we at least say goodbye?” 
 
    Petrus paused for a moment before continuing toward the outer door. “I assured them that the two of you would visit as soon as you can, but it is imperative that we leave now.” 
 
    “But . . . why?” Jenny stopped, and Sam had to pull her arm to keep going. 
 
    Petrus didn’t speak again until they were in a circle in the center of a rose garden. The air was sweet, but it didn’t lift Jenny’s spirits as she noticed at the grim expression on Petrus’s face. 
 
    “Rhyannon’s cottage was burnt to the ground.” The words fell like stone. He took Jenny by the hand and indicated that Sam should do the same. “Hold tight.”  
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    Genevieve 
 
      
 
    Genevieve watched as Olive slowly traced the lines on the paper. They had been working for hours, and Genevieve was exhausted. They'd started with the alphabet first, and then moved on from there. With the last flourish of the “e,” Genevieve took the paper from her and smiled. 
 
    “It looks wonderful. Now you know how to write your name.”  
 
    Olive stared at the word in awe. “This is my name?” 
 
    Genevieve pointed at each letter as she sounded it out. She then wrote another name and sounded it out. “Now you have Cedric’s. Work on both of those, and we can continue tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thank you. This is the most wonderful gift I have ever been given.” Olive held the paper with both hands as she left the room, nearly running into the door. 
 
    “Maybe you should wait until you’re in your room.” Genevieve laughed and pulled out one of the old scrolls the queen had ordered to be brought down.   
 
    The story of the trial continued to run through her mind, and she needed to know who that family was. She traced over the letters, going quicker now that she had better light. Mother would send them to a translator the next morning. Once she had copied over several of the scrolls, she pulled out a blank piece of parchment and the colored dyes she’d bought in the village.  
 
    Genevieve’s first painting was a simple picture of her castle and the grounds around it. The colors brought it to life, and she made a note to have Mother frame it. The next three paintings were of the village, the forest, and the stables, but what she really wanted to see wasn’t coming. She set down the brush and pushed away from the table.  
 
    The family line had not been returned with the other scrolls, so she went in search of her mother. The door to the map room was open when Genevieve arrived. Her parents stood near the center, talking quietly.  
 
    “Is there any news?” Genevieve asked. The scroll could wait a moment. 
 
    “Maurelle still has not moved. We would send a troop to find her, but it would leave us exposed here. Arengol has not been spotted in two days.” Mother tapped her fingers on the wood frame that surrounded the map of the kingdom. “Is there something you wanted, Genevieve?” 
 
    “Yes, I need the scroll with the family line on it. I wanted to learn more about them.” Genevieve held her breath. 
 
    Mother crossed the room and pulled open a small drawer. “I had hoped the historian would be here sooner, but something has kept him. Take care that nothing happens to it.” 
 
    Genevieve took it from her. “I will keep it safe.” 
 
    The conversation between her parents continued as she left the room and ran to her suites. It was late, and she wanted to get as much done as possible. She laid out the scroll on the table and studied each name, trying to find anything that sounded familiar. 
 
    “Where are you, Petrus?” she muttered. He was the one person who could possibly answer her question. 
 
    “You called for me?” Petrus’s voice made Genevieve jump, and she nearly spilled ink all over the scroll. 
 
    “Where did you come from? I thought you were with Jenny.” She grabbed a cloth and wiped the few drops that had landed on the table. 
 
    Petrus chuckled. “I seem to be startling everyone today. I apologize. Jenny and Sam are safe right now, although it may not last. I came to warn your family, and your mother said you have something I may want to see.” 
 
    “I assume she means this, but I did not realize she meant you when she said she was waiting for a historian.” Genevieve tapped the scroll. “And what do you mean that their safety may not last?” 
 
    “They are with Tenyanye at the moment, but the time is coming to send all of your forces toward Maurelle. She is going after the fairies.” Petrus picked up the scroll and glanced over it. His eyes widened. “Where did you find this?” 
 
    Genevieve’s face burned. “I was sent to the tower as punishment for sneaking out of my room, and I found a pile of scrolls among broken furniture and other things. Some were too old and fell apart, but others, I traced.” 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    “The scrolls?” Genevieve was shocked by the urgency on his face. 
 
    Petrus grabbed her shoulders. “Yes. Where are they?” 
 
    “Cedric brought them to me.” Genevieve hurried over to desk and pulled them out. “They talked about a trial—” 
 
    Petrus took them from her and held them gingerly. “You may have just saved us, you wonderful girl. Of course they would hide them in the one place I would not think to look. Have your mother prepare for war. And Genevieve, if I do not see you again, I am proud of the woman you have become.” 
 
    Genevieve watched in shock as she watched him disappear with the scrolls she’d worked so hard on. Did he know the family? She rushed over to the table and grabbed a brush, praying that studying those scrolls would bring her the visions she needed. The painting came easily, and she opened her eyes to see what had appeared.  
 
    The scene in the throne room was laid out before her just as she had seen in her dream. Maurelle was much younger then. But this wasn’t what she needed to see. She went with another piece of parchment, and found the old castle where Maurelle had made her home. Genevieve almost felt sorry for the solitude Maurelle had found herself in. Almost.  
 
    The next picture was of Maurelle, a little girl, and the large black dragon that had called itself Erik not long before. Maurelle’s eyes haunted Genevieve, and the little girl was beautiful with her long black hair. But again, this wasn’t what Genevieve needed to see. 
 
    Focusing hard on the names from the family line, she closed her eyes and began to paint. She could feel the energy drain from her as she worked. When she finished, she looked down and gasped.  
 
    In front of her was the same family line she’d had before, but this time, there were pictures to go with the names. She recognized the first few, but past that, there were new ones spanning over the last hundred years or so. The last two made her freeze. She knew these people. One had been her nursemaid long, long ago, and the other was Sam, the last of the disgraced family line.  
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    Maurelle 
 
      
 
    Maurelle watched in satisfaction as the last of the embers faded. She had searched for Rhyannon’s cottage for centuries, and it had only taken a split second to destroy it. That foolish Petrus had led her right to the fairies. Unfortunately, they’d gotten away before she could take them as well. 
 
    Arengol’s breathing rumbled next to her as he rested from the attack. Neither of them were fit for going after Genevieve yet, but they could have their little fun chasing fairies.  
 
    “Get up. We must go find the other cottages before the fairies warn Esmeralda of what we did.” Maurelle climbed up on Arengol’s back and waited for him to take off. It was easier to make them disappear once they were in the air, and soon they were in their palace.  
 
    The large dragon ambled off to his den, where he would sleep until it was time to leave again. Maurelle flexed her hands, enjoying the magic flowing through them once again. There was a twinge of regret for sending Arengol off to woo Genevieve, but how was Maurelle to know that the girl was smarter than she looked? 
 
    Maurelle snapped her fingers to light the fire in the fireplace just because she could, then went to the table where she’d spread out maps of the surrounding areas. “Where are you, little fairies? Come out to play.” 
 
    She scorched the spot where she’d just destroyed Rhyannon’s house. The others would not be so easy to find. Perhaps she should look through each of the forests in the countries surrounding this one.  
 
    “Excuse me, m’lady, but you wanted us to tell you when someone disturbed the locked room in the castle.” An imp stood in the doorway, wringing its hands. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “It appears that the girl found several scrolls inside and has deciphered them.” The imp ducked as though waiting for punishment. 
 
    The room had been locked for centuries, and they chose to use it now? But there was no way they could have found it. She’d put the most powerful curse—the curse. Maurelle formed a fireball in her hand and threw it as hard as she could out the window. She had stretched herself too thin with her magic, and it had allowed the protection spell over that room to be broken. She should never have let that dragon out of her sight. If they learned what had happened that day and who Sam really was . . .  
 
    But no. It no longer mattered. Jenny was an ordinary girl in her time. Maurelle had seen it in Genevieve’s mind. Oldest of seven children, never appreciated. There was no castle, no land. The family had lost it all. Maurelle could just let them go and allow them to lose the kingdom on their own while she lived in peace. 
 
    Images of that day so long ago when she was sentenced to live with the dragon came to mind. The shame, the embarrassment. The king had promised to protect her, but in the end, he lost everything and she was sent here to live forever, knowing what she had done. The king had died peacefully in his sleep centuries before, but she was still stuck here, living with the punishment that Esmeralda’s great-great-grandfather had forced on her. 
 
    There—that was it. The anger boiled in her once again. She couldn’t let them survive while she suffered the consequences. Instead, she would make a new history. She would be queen, and the line that connected Genevieve to Jenny would no longer exist.  
 
    “M’lady? Is there anything else you need?” The imp cowered as Maurelle stared down at him. 
 
    “Yes. Tell Arengol we leave at first light. I believe the time has come for us to abandon this prison and take what is rightfully ours.”  
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    Jenny 
 
      
 
    Jenny readjusted the cloak and stared at herself in the mirror. It was important to look as intimidating and princess-like as possible, but all she felt was completely out of place. She should have been graduating and getting ready for college, but instead, she was doing her best to stop an evil fairy from taking over her kingdom.  
 
    Sam stepped up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist. His glasses slipped down his nose, and he reached up to adjust them. “I do not believe I will ever get used to these.” 
 
    Jenny laughed and turned to face him. “You will. Give it a few weeks, and you’ll forget you ever lived without them.” 
 
    He kissed her nose and turned in a circle. “How do I look?” 
 
    “Like a king. Well, a prince.” Jenny smoothed out his jacket. “There. That’s better.” 
 
    There was a knock at the door, and Rhyannon stepped inside. “Are you two ready? We must get you in the carriage now. Maurelle has already begun her attack.” 
 
    Jenny’s stomach tied in knots at the thought of what they were about to do. “You’re sure this is a smart idea? Genevieve and I were never supposed to come in contact, and now we’re about to head into the castle.” 
 
    “This is new to all of us. It could very well wipe out your entire existence, but it is important that you and Sam are there.” 
 
    Sam kissed Jenny’s fingers. “We will stop Maurelle and the dragon from terrorizing this kingdom ever again. I promise.” 
 
    If only Jenny had the same confidence. They went out to the clearing in front of Rhyannon’s cottage, and Jenny stared in awe at the carriage that sat waiting. They had returned to the cottage once they were sure Maurelle had moved on. The original was now ash below their feet, and a new cottage sat in its stead. Rhyannon claimed that she had wanted to redecorate anyway. 
 
    A large roar shook the ground as something flew past. Arengol had arrived. It was time for Jenny and Sam to announce themselves.  
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    Genevieve 
 
      
 
    Genevieve paced back and forth in her room, wearing her battle armor. Maurelle had been spotted with Arengol, and they were on their way to the castle. Soldiers were busy getting weapons ready and the catapults supplied. The plan was to stop the dragon before it ever got there. And while everyone else prepared, she was stuck up here in her room. Mother didn’t want her involved until it was absolutely necessary. 
 
    It wasn’t Maurelle she was worried about, however. She could feel Jenny getting closer, and it was affecting Genevieve. While she could still walk around, her body didn’t feel whole. Flashes of her home and Ammon kept appearing in her mind, as if she were stuck somewhere in between times. Another one hit, and she was able to see Ammon packing the stuff in his room. He must be getting ready for college.  
 
    She jerked back to this time and found herself on the floor, gasping for air. These visions had to stop or she would never survive. She pushed up and stumbled over to her bed. She would just rest for a bit and be ready for the battle. 
 
    Sleep had just overtaken her when it was shattered by the thundering roar of a dragon, followed by a large crash outside. Genevieve jumped out of bed and had to steady herself as dizziness hit. Once it had passed, she staggered to the window to find that a large portion of the wall had been blasted away. Scorch marks from the dragon’s fire still smoldered on the ground.  
 
    Genevieve watched as soldiers fired arrow after arrow at the dragon, but nothing seemed to pierce its scales. The dragon was large, and unlike anything Genevieve had ever seen. The pictures and movies of dragons in the future were nothing like what flew just a few hundred yards from the castle. Its long black wings stretched out taut as it glided through the sky, then quickly brought in close to his body as it dove toward a group of soldiers who held large spears. The sight was both beautiful and terrifying at once. 
 
    Maurelle sat just in front of the wings and held out her staff as she shouted something directly at Genevieve’s suites. The staff flashed, and Genevieve had just enough time to duck before the windows shattered and she was covered in glass shards. As the dust settled, Genevieve could hear the cries from the grounds below and the whoosh of the dragon’s wings.  
 
    The dragon was not there to fight the king and queen. He was there for her. Genevieve kept crouched down as she crept to the door. Glass fell off her as she moved, and she could feel small pieces break her skin.  
 
    She turned to make sure she was no longer visible from the window, then stood and ran. Another roar from the dragon was followed by a wave of heat that blasted into her room, sending Genevieve flying. If she hadn’t been in the hall, she would have been burnt to a crisp. She could hear Maurelle shout something again, but she wasn’t going to stick around to find out what it was. 
 
    Guards raced down the hall toward her, with the queen in the middle of them. When she caught sight of Genevieve, she broke through and wrapped Genevieve in a hug. “I was sure you were gone. When I saw the dragon shoot fire at your room . . .” 
 
    “Careful—I have glass covering me.” Genevieve pulled away. “I barely made it out in time. What is the plan?” 
 
    “I want you to stay down in the dungeon. With Maurelle after you, I do not want you outside where you are a bigger target.” 
 
    Genevieve bristled. “You did not teach me the art of battle for me to stay inside and cower in the dungeon. They are after me and will not rest until I am caught. You know it is—” She dropped to the floor, stuck between worlds again. It was summer, and her younger brothers and sisters played in the sprinklers in the backyard. Ammon and Lucy sat on the porch, talking about how much they missed Genevieve, and Ammon suddenly looked up, seeming to sense Genevieve there. 
 
    She forced herself back to her body and landed hard on the stone floor. That was the most realistic one yet. It was if as she had met eyes with Ammon. She forced herself to sit up and found her mother and several others around her. “I am fine. Why are you not out fighting?” 
 
    Mother took Genevieve’s chin and checked both eyes, her lips pursed. “How long has this been happening?” 
 
    “All day. I tried to say something—” Another flash, but then she was back. “But you were busy.” 
 
    “You nearly disappeared.” Mother stood and helped Genevieve up. “It is time to end this. We must get you back where you belong.” 
 
    The guards ignored Genevieve as they stood around her and walked toward the front doors. Chaos met them as they made their way into the courtyard. Maurelle and the dragon were nowhere to be seen, but they’d left devastation in their wake. Several of the catapults lay burning, while others looked as though they’d been picked up and dropped. 
 
    When the soldiers noticed Genevieve, they stopped what they were doing and waited for new orders. 
 
    “Where is Maurelle?” Genevieve’s voice echoed in the overwhelming silence. 
 
    “We do not know. Something distracted her, and she took off toward the east,” one of the guards said.  
 
    Genevieve nodded and surveyed the area. “Let’s have as many of you as we can up on the walls with your spears. I want several of you to take whatever rope you can find and weave a net.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I know we do not have much time, but the arrows are not working. We must try to bring the dragon down from the sky, and a net is the only way to do that. Now go.” Genevieve rubbed her forehead, trying to figure out what else needed to be done. She turned to Mother. “Have you seen Petrus?” 
 
    Mother sighed. “I have sent out messengers to bring him back, but we have not seen them. Go help with the rope. That way, you can sit while you are working. I will worry about the troops here.” 
 
    “All right. But as soon as Maurelle comes back, I will fight.” As long as she didn’t collapse again. She flexed her hands just to know that they were still working. Her body hadn’t felt quite right since that last vision. 
 
    Servants ran outside holding armfuls of rope. Genevieve showed them where to lay them down and then laced them together, tying knots between each strand to make the netting. She sent a mental thank you to Ammon for teaching her what he’d learned at Scout camp, but instantly regretted it as she was jerked into the future for a moment again—just long enough to hear Ammon trying to convince his parents that he’d seen her. 
 
    When she came back to herself, soldiers stared at her instead of working. “Keep going. We do not know when Maurelle will return.” 
 
    As soon as she was sure that they knew what they were doing, she moved on to the next group. “I need ten of your strongest men. Quickly.” 
 
    They scrambled through the courtyard, and within minutes, several large men stood in front of her. She studied them before assigning them to different parts of the castle walls. Shooting the net up into the air would be too difficult, but if they could get Arengol to dive again, they could throw the nets onto him. 
 
    “You five, I need several small weights to be tied onto the ends of the net, and then we need stakes and more rope so we will be ready to secure him once he’s down.” 
 
    Mother came over to stand next to Genevieve. “Are you sure this will work?” 
 
    “It is our only chance.”  
 
    A commotion broke out near the entrance of the castle, and servants came running. “She is coming, and the dragon is carrying a massive boulder in its claws. They will be here within the next few minutes.” 
 
    Genevieve turned to the soldiers. “Is the net ready?” 
 
    “Yes, Highness. We’re carrying it to the top of the wall right now.” Cedric bowed. 
 
    “Wonderful. We have one chance. Make sure that everyone throws the net at once or we will lose the element of surprise.”  
 
    He bowed again and ran to the steps, shouting orders. Genevieve took a deep breath and allowed her mother to escort her toward the door. As the first roar of the dragon came, Genevieve ducked behind a large bush in the courtyard.  
 
    Arengol dropped a large boulder in the center of the courtyard, and those who stood ready to shoot had to scatter. The boulder landed with a thud and shattered the cobblestones beneath it. The dragon circled around in the sky again, and as it came back, Genevieve ran from behind the bush and stood near the boulder. 
 
    Maurelle yanked on the reins, and the dragon pulled to a stop. “Foolish girl. You think you can spare your kingdom by sacrificing yourself?” 
 
    “Maybe not, but I will do everything I have to in order to stop you.” Genevieve’s words were drowned out by the roar of the dragon as it dove.  
 
    Seconds before the dragon was low enough to snatch Genevieve, the nets were thrown from the wall. They covered one wing and part of its body, but it was enough to pull it down. The crash shook the ground. Genevieve grabbed one of the ends of the net and yanked on it, trying to pull it over the rest of the body. Others joined her and helped secure the ropes with stakes. It probably wouldn't hold for long, but it was enough to pull Maurelle off its back. 
 
    Maurelle lay in a heap a few feet from the dragon. She lifted her head and stared at Genevieve, her eyes filled with a fury that made Genevieve shudder. “How dare you?” 
 
    “No, how dare you? Get away from my kingdom and leave my people alone. We have done nothing to wrong you.” Genevieve forced herself to stay standing as another vision hit. The twins were at a baseball game, and Hunter had just scored a home run. When she shifted back, she nearly lost her balance, but her mother was there to catch her.  
 
    “Nothing to wrong me? Your family stripped everything from me and forced me to be a servant to this dragon for centuries.” Maurelle stood and picked up her staff. “I simply want what was once mine.” 
 
    Genevieve laughed. “This was not yours. I have seen the trial that sent you to exile. You brought this upon yourself and dragged a whole kingdom down with you.” 
 
    Murmurs broke out among the soldiers. Perhaps she shouldn’t have brought that last part up, but it had the desired effect as Maurelle staggered back in shock. 
 
    “How do you know this?” Her eyes widened. “It was you who found the scrolls.” 
 
    Genevieve nodded. “It was. Now leave us and carry out the rest of your sentence.” 
 
    “I will not do as you ask. You have no right to be here.” Maurelle turned to the soldiers. “This woman is an impostor.” 
 
    “She may not have authority here, but I do,” a voice called from near the gate. A young woman stood there, and it was like looking in a mirror. This girl had to be Jenny, which explained the constant switching between times for Genevieve. Jenny was dressed in a rich burgundy gown, and she held herself like a princess would. 
 
    Maurelle’s mouth dropped open. “How is this possible?”  
 
    “Your little fireball hit Rhyannon’s house while we were off getting married.” Jenny gestured behind her. “I’d like to introduce you to Prince Samuel, heir to the throne in not one, but two kingdoms. One of which you helped his family lose.” 
 
    Sam stepped up next to Jenny and put his arm around her. He wore glasses, which surprised Genevieve, but it was Jenny’s words that surprised her even more. 
 
    “How did you know that?” Genevieve stepped forward, but gasped and fell to the ground. She felt as though she was being torn apart, one half here in this time, and the other half pulling her to the future.  
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    Jenny 
 
      
 
    Jenny watched in horror as Genevieve faded in and out. She’d had no idea what would happen if the two of them met, but she hadn’t expected something like this. She wanted to run to her, but knew it would only make things worse. It was time to send Genevieve into the future, but first they had to stop Maurelle. If the fairies were correct in their research, the spell was the only thing keeping Genevieve here, and it was killing her. 
 
    Maurelle formed a fireball in her hand and shifted from one foot to the other as if trying to decide who she should take out first. “I spent centuries trying to keep people from learning the truth of that day. How is it that both of you know it?” 
 
    “Perhaps you should have burned the scrolls instead of simply hiding them.” Jenny pulled out the scroll Petrus had brought to them, showing Sam’s family line. She still didn’t know all the particulars, but by the look on Maurelle’s face, Petrus had been correct in his assumptions. 
 
    With a growl, Maurelle tossed the fireball at Jenny. Sam grabbed her and threw her to the ground. It passed near enough that Jenny could feel the heat, but it fell to the ground and went out. 
 
    Sam jumped up and pulled out his sword, but Maurelle simply laughed. She whipped around and made a sweeping motion, yanking the stakes out of the ground so Arengol could go free. She jumped on his back and Arengol leaped into the air, then dove straight for Sam. He slashed at the dragon’s claws as it went past, but its tail knocked him to the ground. 
 
    Anger boiled in Jenny’s veins as she yanked off her cloak and drew her sword. She ran for the stairs to the top of the wall. She had to find a weak place among the scales, and she couldn’t do that from the ground.  
 
    Arengol flew at Jenny with his claws out, giving her time to study the scales on his belly before she had to duck down. He shrieked with anger and turned back around.  
 
    “Jenny, come down from there!” Sam called.  
 
    “Give me a sec.” She watched as the dragon flew by again, and knew the scales were too close together to hit him that way. But the wings . . . They were thin and had seen better days. She ran down the steps and called to Sam. “Take out the wings. Use arrows or a crossbow or whatever, but that’s his one weakness.” 
 
    Sam nodded and ran to the guards to share the plan. They switched out their swords for their bows and took aim, but the dragon stayed too high. 
 
    Jenny knelt next to Genevieve. “Hey, hold on just a little longer, okay? We’ll get you home. I need you to be there for Ammon and Lucy. Got it?” 
 
    Genevieve nodded, but otherwise didn’t move. 
 
    Petrus strode out of the castle carrying several vials that held a dark-red solution. He headed straight for the unbroken catapult and spoke quietly with one of the soldiers. They poured the solution over the stone that sat in the catapult, and then lit it on fire. Red flames burst from it, and the air filled with a putrid smell. On his command, the soldiers let it fly. The stone hit the dragon, and while it did nothing to the scales on its back or belly, the wings suffered damage. 
 
    Arengol roared and shot a burst of flame toward Petrus before trying to push higher up in the air. One catapult after another shot the burning stones and hit Arengol in the wings and body. Once part of the underbelly was exposed, Sam shot him in the heart with a crossbow. The dragon fell and hit the ground, skidding several feet. Guards ran over to make sure it was dead. 
 
    Maurelle pushed herself off the ground and leaned heavily on her staff. She limped toward Jenny, wincing as she moved.  
 
    Jenny held tightly to her sword, hoping it wouldn’t come to that. She called for the fairies in her mind, and they were there, standing in front of her. They threw up a shield, but Maurelle pulled it down just as quickly, then shot a bolt of energy toward them. It was too fast for Jenny to get out of the way, and it froze her in place.  
 
    Pain like she had never felt before shot through her, but she couldn’t do anything to stop it. Maurelle limped forward and grabbed Jenny by the neck, a look of triumph showing through the pain.  
 
    “At last. I have waited for this time for too long.” Maurelle pulled out a small knife. “I will be rid of you and your family once and for all.” 
 
    Jenny wanted to close her eyes, but they wouldn’t obey. She watched as the knife came closer, but Maurelle suddenly gasped as a sword went through her middle, barely missing Jenny. The spell on Jenny was broken, and she was able to push away to find Genevieve standing behind Maurelle, holding the sword.  
 
    The evil fairy burst into dust that was carried off with the wind. Genevieve’s eyes rolled back in her head, and she collapsed to the ground. She was nearly transparent by that time, and it amazed Jenny that she’d even been able to hold the sword. 
 
    Jenny rushed to her side. “Please be okay.” 
 
    She reached out and touched Genevieve’s shoulder. They switched bodies almost instantaneously, finally landing back in their own selves, and Jenny prayed with her last breath that it was enough to send Genevieve back to where she belonged.  
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    Genevieve 
 
      
 
    Blinding pain was the first thing Genevieve felt as she awoke. The night sky was filled with millions of stars. She groaned and rolled over, trying to figure out where she was. A white fence surrounded the grass where she lay. She was home. 
 
    She crawled to the back step and turned the doorknob, hoping they’d left it unlocked. She smiled as it turned, and slipped inside. The house was quiet, and a glance at the clock told her it was past three in the morning.  
 
    It would be hours before anyone woke, so she pushed herself up and walked slowly into the living room and up the stairs. Her bed welcomed her and she dropped into it, happy to be home. 
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    A loud shriek pulled Genevieve from her sleep. Mary and Bonnie jumped on her bed and tackled her. 
 
    “When did you get here? We thought we’d never see you again. Did you save the prince?” Bonnie hit her with a pillow. 
 
    “Last night. And no, I did not, but Jenny did.” She sat up and rubbed her eyes. 
 
    Bonnie stared for a moment. “Genevieve?” 
 
    “Yes, it is me.” She stood and stretched. “Jenny is with her prince, and I am here.” 
 
    Bonnie grinned before running out of the room, screaming that Genevieve was back. 
 
    Genevieve just laughed and ushered Mary out before shutting the door. As soon as she was dressed, she ran downstairs and hugged everyone, then grabbed the car keys. It was good to see her family again, but there was someone else she had to see. 
 
    Erik’s old car sat in his driveway. Genevieve stared at the house for a moment before walking up the sidewalk. She knocked, her heart beating rapidly. She just had to know for herself that he was okay. 
 
    His mother answered. “Oh, hey, Jenny. I’ll go get Erik.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Genevieve smoothed down her hair while she waited. When Erik came around the corner, she couldn’t help her initial spark of fear, but it was quickly replaced by joy. It was really him.  
 
    Erik stopped. “Jenny?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Genevieve.” 
 
    He swept her up in his arms and twirled her around the room. The love in his eyes was so different from the hunger she’d seen in the dragon’s. She was back with her Erik, and it was right where she wanted to stay. 
 
      
 
    Jenny 
 
      
 
    Jenny sat on the throne next to Sam and smiled down at the family who stood there, dressed in fine clothes. It had been several days since the battle, and she still couldn’t believe that she was here in the castle with her husband by her side. She hadn’t heard from Genevieve, and there was no way of knowing if she’d survived. The mirror never left her side in hopes that at some point, she would hear the familiar crackle. 
 
    King George stood, and the room went silent. “We are here to bestow lands of the kingdom back to their rightful heir. The lands south of here once belonged to a noble family, but through a mistake made by their king, those lands were stripped. After centuries of serving, their debt has been paid.” 
 
    Queen Esmeralda took a staff and stood in front of Sam’s parents and siblings. She touched each of them on the right and then left shoulders, honoring them with a title. When she reached Sam’s mother, a servant handed her a small crown that she placed on the woman’s head. 
 
    “Princess Genevieve and Prince Samuel have formed an alliance between the two kingdoms, and we bless this land that it will have continual peace between us.” 
 
    Jenny squeezed Sam’s hand, and he winked at her before turning back to listen to the rest of the ceremony.  
 
    As everyone stood to leave, Sam took Jenny in his arms. “Are you ready to go, my princess?”  
 
    “You have no idea.” Jenny practically skipped down the steps as they left the throne room. Once upon a time, she had wanted nothing more than to escape boredom, and now she was headed for her honeymoon in a magical kingdom far, far away. She only hoped that Genevieve could have the same happy ending. 
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    Dedication 
 
    For my dad—I’ll always be your little girl.  
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    Someone was here. I had been running all night, and I was exhausted. I kept looking behind me as I climbed the stairs, but I couldn’t see anything. My heart raced and my breathing grew heavy. I needed to get off these stairs, but I couldn’t find the exit. I could never find the exit. 
 
    I heard something up ahead and stopped, blood draining from my face. I whipped around and ran back down the stairs as fast as I could. I slid a couple of steps, but no way was I stopping. 
 
    The stairs had been plaguing me for years. Every night, I would dream of them—never-ending steps that took me nowhere. Some nights, I’d wake up sweating because someone followed me. Someone who didn’t belong.  
 
    I don’t know what triggered the dreams. I just knew that even when I was awake, I could see that staircase.  
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    “Sydney, are you paying attention?” a nasally voice asked. 
 
    I jumped, waking from the stairs and back into my English class to find everyone staring at me. “Yes. Sorry. What were you saying?” 
 
    Mr. Stanger glared at me. “I take that as a no. I need your test. I assume you’re done?” 
 
    I looked down at the blank page and my stomach dropped. “Um, no. Could I have just a couple more minutes?” 
 
    A few of the students snickered. Great. Another reason for them to laugh at me. I ignored them and kept my eyes on Mr. Stanger, pleading for a little mercy. 
 
    He grumbled. “Class dismissed. Don’t forget to read over the summer. Yes, school may be out, but that doesn’t give you an excuse to allow your brains to forget everything. Next year is your senior year. You’ll need all the help you can get. Sydney, come see me.” 
 
    I used to be the teacher’s favorite, but somewhere along the way, I forgot to care, and he didn’t like that. I picked up my blank paper and trudged up to the front of the class. 
 
    “Look, I’m sorry I didn’t finish the test. I didn’t sleep well last night.” Or any other night, for that matter. 
 
    He sighed. “How much did you get done?” 
 
    I glanced at the paper in my hand. The dirt in my nails distracted me. They would need to be cleaned before I got home. Julie would be angry if she saw anything that could embarrass her. Never mind that she was the reason for the dirt in the first place. 
 
    “Sydney? How much?” Mr. Stanger urged. 
 
    I handed him the paper, figuring it would answer the question for me. My heart thumped in my throat. Dreams of college were long gone after Julie spent everything Dad had saved up for me, but I’d hoped for scholarships. It didn’t look like that would happen either. 
 
    “This is blank. You didn’t do anything?” The disappointment was evident on his face. 
 
    “No. I must have dozed off.” I clenched my fist, willing the tears to remain unshed. 
 
    “You fell asleep.” He sighed. “Sydney, if I give you another chance after school, would you at least try to take the test?” 
 
    I felt something I hadn’t felt for a long time. Hope. “You’ll give me another chance?” 
 
    “You have a D in the class, and yet you answer every question I throw at you correctly. Yes, I’ll give you another chance. No telling anyone, though. I don’t want to lose my reputation.” He turned to his desk and scribbled a note. “Get to your next class. And Sydney? How about you stay awake?”  
 
    “Thank you, Mr. Stanger.” I smiled, relieved. Not many others had given me this kind of break.  
 
    I did my best to pay attention for the rest of school. The other kids made it rather difficult as they snickered and made faces at me—always when the teacher wasn’t looking. The bags under my eyes, falling asleep in class, staring blankly ahead, avoiding friends I used to hang with—none of those things had gone unnoticed. I’d heard the rumors flying around about why I’d stopped caring. Nothing came close to the truth. 
 
    There was no way they could know what was happening at home, or what plagued my dreams. 
 
    When the final bell rang, everyone cheered and ran for the doors. Summer vacation had started. I made my way back to English, where Mr. Stanger waited for me. He silently handed me the test. 
 
    I sat down and stared at it for a minute before flying through the answers. It covered subjects from the entire year—Mr. Stanger was known for being tough—and I remembered most of it from the times I had actually studied. It helped that English was my favorite subject. 
 
    I handed him the paper and grabbed my bag. 
 
    “Why don’t you wait a moment while I grade your test?” 
 
    “Oh, right.” I sat down in a desk and pulled out a book to read while I waited. The clock ticked loudly, distracting me from the words on the page. 
 
    “Sydney? Here you go.” He held out the test. “Good luck with everything. You have a lot of promise, if you’ll apply yourself next year.” 
 
    I looked at him in surprise. “Really?” 
 
    “You just answered every question correctly. I could accuse you of cheating, but no one else is here to give you the answers. You know your stuff. Well done.” He smiled. 
 
    “Th—thanks. I appreciate that, Mr. Stanger.” I smiled back and left the classroom feeling a little lighter than when I walked in. 
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    “I’m home!” I called. Not that anyone cares. Kaylee and Sarah must have gone shopping. Good riddance. I could catch up on housework before they gave me more. Never mind that this had been my house for as long as I could remember.  
 
    I threw my backpack on my neatly made bed. The fact that the blanket was tattered and faded meant nothing. It was one of the only things I had left from my mom. I changed out of my school-enforced sweater vest and plaid skirt and into a pair of old sweats and a T-shirt.  
 
    I glanced outside and saw Dad’s sleek black BMW pull up in front. This day just got better and better—something that rarely happened for me. I squealed and ran for the front door. He had been gone on business for three weeks, and I had missed him terribly. He was the only one who understood me. 
 
    Dad opened the door, and I threw my arms around his neck. “Daddy! You’re back!” I had never stopped calling him “Daddy,” maybe because he had never stopped calling me his “little princess.” Being the only two people in the house for ten years would do that.  
 
    He dropped his briefcase and squeezed me back. “Hey, honey. Did you really miss me that much?” He let go and searched my face. “You’re still not sleeping?” 
 
    I knew I couldn’t fool him. “No. And I’m exhausted. I fell asleep in class today.” 
 
    “The stairs again?” He frowned. 
 
    “Yes. And it’s getting worse. Did you figure anything out?” One of the reasons Dad traveled was to find a cause for my dreams. Not that he told my stepmom that—she figured a good cure for my “hallucinations” was taking me to a shrink. When that didn’t help, she didn’t want to deal with it and decided to send me off to camp. If she knew what he was really doing … who knows what she would have done. 
 
    He sighed. “No. I didn’t. I thought I’d found a charm you could wear, but when I caught the guy selling the same charm to transform someone into a cat, I didn’t think you’d want to try it. Oh, but I did bring you this.” He pulled out a bar of Swiss chocolate. My favorite. 
 
    I took it from him and hugged him again. “Thank you! And thanks for not getting the charm. I don’t feel like being a cat. Although, maybe cats don’t dream.” I picked up his briefcase. “Come on. I’ll get dinner started, and you can tell me about the important banker stuff you did.” The chocolate would wait until I was alone so I could savor every bite. 
 
    “You don’t need to cook, princess. Let me take you all out for dinner.” He picked up his other bags off the porch and followed me in the house and back to the kitchen, where he dropped them by the counter. I’d get them later. He was the one person I didn’t mind cleaning up after. 
 
    “You’ve been out to eat every night since you left. I’ll make you spaghetti and meatballs. Your favorite.” It would also be nice to cook for someone who actually appreciated it.  
 
    “Your mom’s recipe?” he asked hopefully. His eyes softened, and he played with a napkin that sat in front of him. 
 
    “Of course. Is there any other?” I smiled and pulled out the pots I would need. Mom had been a trained chef and used her best recipes on us. Even though I was only four when she passed away, she had taught me her love of cooking. I had found this recipe a few years back in one of Mom’s cookbooks, and it always brought a smile to my dad’s face. 
 
    “Has Julie treated you well?” He started shredding the napkin. “And where did she go?” 
 
    I shrugged. “About the same. And I don’t know. I haven’t seen her or the girls since I got home from school.” I couldn’t help my bitter tone. I chopped the garlic a little harder than I normally would and slid it into the pan. 
 
    “She loves you. You know that, right?” By that time, the napkin was a pile of scraps.  
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Is that why she’s sending me away?” I chopped the onions and slipped those in. 
 
    He smiled. “I think it will do you some good. Maybe you can even make a friend. Or—dare I say it—a boyfriend.” He wiggled his eyebrows at me. 
 
    “Yeah, like that’ll happen. A friend would be nice, though.” I dumped in the sauce and mixed it up before getting water ready for the noodles. The rich aroma of the garlic filled the air.  
 
    “Amy still isn’t talking to you?” he asked. He pulled out his phone and typed in a quick message before putting it back in his pocket. 
 
    I shook my head. “No. She’s too busy with Evan.” Not that I minded—I’d heard the rumors she’d spread about me. I was done with friends who stabbed me in the back. 
 
    “How about you and I go to the batting cages tomorrow morning? I haven’t played for a long time, and my company is supposed to be starting up a team for the city league.” Dad came over and dumped the noodles in the water and took a spoonful of sauce. “Mmm, just like I remember it.” 
 
    I grinned. “Thanks. I try. And seriously, it would be awesome if we could go tomorrow.” I adjusted the heat on the sauce.  
 
    “I’m going to change out of this suit. I’ll be back to set the table in a minute.” He left the room, and I couldn’t help but smile. I would have my dad to myself for the day. 
 
    The kitchen door leading to the garage crashed open. Julie came storming in, arms loaded down with bags. “Sydney, why didn’t you call and tell me your father was back?” Her pencil-thin eyebrows came together in an angry scowl. I could almost swear there was smoke coming out of her ears. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I wanted to have di—” 
 
    “That’s no excuse. You know how much I looked forward to having him home. Now take these bags to Kaylee and Sarah’s rooms.” She dropped all but three on the ground and went into the master bedroom.  
 
    Her shriek of fake excitement and gushing over Dad echoed down the hall. I rolled my eyes and hoped Dad would see past her overdone makeup and realize what she really was. 
 
    “Oh, look. It’s Sydney cooking over a hot stove again.” Sarah came in and dropped two more bags with the rest. “Take those. I’m too tired.” She flounced off to her room and slammed the door. Music blasted through the house seconds later. Kaylee followed behind, brushing her purse up against a vase on the table just inside the door. The vase dropped to the floor and shattered. It had been one of my mother’s. Julie hated having it out, but Dad insisted. My mouth hung open as I tried to register what just happened. The sizzle of water spattering out of the pot brought me back to my senses.  
 
    “Oh, oops. Clean that up, would you? I can be so careless sometimes.” Kaylee’s laugh grated on my nerves as I pulled the noodles off the stove and strained them. 
 
    I grabbed the broom and dustpan and swept up the remains of the vase. As soon as Kaylee left the kitchen, I slipped the pieces into an old box so I could try to salvage it later.  
 
    I had just finished mixing the sauce and noodles together when shouting erupted from Dad and Julie’s room. I set the food on the table and grabbed the dishes, wondering what was going on, but knew that Julie would flip if she found out I was listening. 
 
    “—dare you take her out instead of spending time with me?” Julie’s voice echoed through the house as she followed Dad into the kitchen. 
 
    It looked as though he had aged ten years since he’d come home. “Her birthday is coming up. I need to leave again next week, and I want to spend time with her.” 
 
    “But what about me? Don’t I count? Don’t you love me?” she simpered. 
 
    My stomach tied in knots. I knew that trip to the batting cages was too good to be true. Julie would get her way—again. I dished up the spaghetti, clamping my mouth shut, determined not to let her get to me. 
 
    “Sweetheart, we’ve been over this. Please go get the girls.” Dad sat down and rubbed his temples. 
 
    Julie huffed and left the room, glaring at me as she went past. Oh, I’d be paying when Dad went on his next trip. 
 
    “If you need to go with her, you can,” I mumbled, handing him his plate. 
 
    “No. You need me more.” He smiled and waited for the others to come to the table before he started eating. 
 
    Dinner was silent, and I was grateful when it was time to start the dishes. I went through the motions, just wanting to hide in my room before Julie could get her claws into me. I’d already forgotten to take the bags, and the girls were furious when Dad told them to do it themselves. Camp could not come soon enough. 
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    That night, the dream changed. The stairs were there, as always, but this time, instead of the evil feeling of being watched, I could see something above me that filled me with warmth. I picked up my skirts and started climbing as fast as I could. 
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    I awoke with a jolt. My skirts? I’d been wearing a blue ball gown. Normally I wore my long white vintage-style nightgown. A glance at the clock told me that only a couple of hours had passed. I switched on my lamp, pulled my notebook out of my drawer, and wrote out the changes in the dream. I needed to find any kind of pattern so I could try to break it. 
 
    Once the notebook was put away, I flopped back on my pillow. I didn’t want to dream again, but my exhaustion was overpowering. Maybe Dad should have bought me that charm. The side effects were worth it if it meant I could sleep. 
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    I was back in the dream, but this time, the setting was a Renaissance fair—or at least, it looked like it. The gown was the same as I’d been wearing in the last dream. I sighed in relief. I could do this, right? There was nothing scary here.  
 
    Wandering through the fair, I watched in delight as jugglers went past on stilts and knights jousted on horses. I could stay here. I came to a tent and meant to keep walking, but the need to stop was overwhelming. I tried to shake it, but I found myself lifting the flap to see who was inside. 
 
    “Welcome, Sydney.” A wrinkled old woman sat a table with a crystal ball in front of her. The tent smelled of incense, making me sneeze. 
 
    My stomach dropped in fear. “How do you know me?” 
 
    She laughed. “This is your dream. Come, sit. Let me tell your fortune.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I have no fortune. Julie will make sure of that.” 
 
    “Sit, sit, sit. We all have a fortune.” She moved her hand over her crystal ball and peered into it, then gasped and looked up at me with wide eyes. “Someone watches you. Someone dark. You must rid yourself of him. Avoid the stairs at all costs, or the one you love the most will be lost.” 
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    I jerked awake and lay there, trying to slow my breathing. My heart beat rapidly and sweat poured down my face, mingled with tears. What did she mean? I’d already lost my mom. The only other person I cared for that much was my dad. And if anything happened to him . . . I let out a sob. Why couldn’t I just dream of butterflies and rainbows like everyone else? 
 
    Deciding that four hours of sleep was plenty for a growing sixteen-year-old, I yawned and pulled out my beat-up duffel bag. Packing for camp wasn’t hard when I only had a few pairs of pants and a couple of shirts. Raiding Kaylee and Sarah’s closets was not an option, or they’d make my life even more miserable. Besides, I wouldn’t be caught dead in the frilly pink clothes they insisted on wearing. I would just have to hope that the camp had some kind of laundry place so I’d have something to wear. 
 
    Packing only took a few minutes, so I decided to read a book. I kept drifting to sleep, but I would immediately wake up every time the scene of the fair popped into my dreams. When the sky had just started lightening, I changed out of my pajamas and grabbed my baseball cap before heading toward the door. Dad always liked to be the first one to the batting cages. 
 
    The knob wouldn’t budge—it was locked. I tried again, just to be sure, and then pounded on the door. “Hey! Let me out of here. Dad? Julie? I can’t get out.” I peeked through the old-fashioned keyhole and could see Sarah asleep on the floor in the hallway, snoring. Of course. Julie wouldn't want me going with Dad, and she apparently wasn’t taking any chances. I’d escaped too many times before. “Sarah. Hey, Sarah.” 
 
    Sarah snorted and looked around before going back to sleep. I wondered if Julie realized she’d put the heaviest sleeper in charge of keeping me prisoner. And what was the point? I could just go out the window. 
 
    I pulled the window open slowly, making sure there would be no creaking sounds. I dropped my mitt onto the ground and climbed out, then dropped into the bushes. I made sure Julie wasn’t around before running toward my dad’s car, praying it wasn’t locked. There was another way to get in if it was, but I didn’t want to use that trick. 
 
    This wasn’t the first time I’d had to escape my room. Whenever Julie thought Dad was going to spend more time with me than with her, she’d find ways to keep me from going. Telling him I was sick, breaking something I’d need to clean up, and the list went on. Somehow Dad never caught on. She must have some power over him, but I could never prove it. Thankfully, I had one thing she didn’t know about.  
 
    I glanced into the car and cringed when I saw that the lock was down. I braced myself and twitched my hand to the right, watching the lock pop up just before dropping to the ground in agony.  
 
    Using magic was not the fun, exciting thing the fairy tales said it was. It hurt. It made me feel like every bone in my body was ready to break. Dad promised it would get better. You could barely tell he felt pain when he used magic now.  
 
    Once I could stand, I opened the door and slid into the backseat to curl up in a ball and try to sleep so I could regain my strength before Dad came outside. 
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    “What are you doing here?” Julie shrieked from outside the car. 
 
    I jumped and wiped the drool off my face. Way to be smooth. “I’m waiting for Dad to take me to the batting cages.” 
 
    “How did you—” She stopped and smiled at Dad, who had just come out of the house. “Hello, sweetie. I thought we were going shopping.” She kissed him soundly, and I tried not to gag. 
 
    “You know I planned to go with Sydney. Why don’t you go buy something to wear for tonight? I’ll take you girls out to dinner.” He put his arms around Julie, and I looked away.  
 
    “Okay, dear. But it better be nice.” The look she gave me could have frozen hot lava. She sauntered back in the house. 
 
    I sighed. What kind of spell did that woman have on my dad? I hopped up into the front and buckled my seatbelt. 
 
    Dad climbed in. “Ready to go?” 
 
    “Yep.” I felt lighter than I had in weeks.  
 
    Dad started the car and headed toward the batting cages. “So, did you sleep in the car all night?” 
 
    I shook my head and looked out the window. “I had to escape my room.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” He stopped at a red light and looked over, brows furrowed. 
 
    “They locked me in. Again. Dad, they hate me.” I could feel the ball of frustration growing in my stomach. I’d tried to convince him of this several times. 
 
    “They don’t hate you, although I am going to talk to her about locking the doors. You’re sure it wasn’t just stuck?” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “She had Sarah on guard duty.” 
 
    “Probably not the best choice for a lookout.” He smiled and turned into the parking lot. 
 
    “Dad. Focus. They’re trying to keep me prisoner. Can’t . . . can’t you just take me with you?” 
 
    “I would love to, sweetie. But the places I go just aren’t safe for you.” 
 
    “Dude, you’re a banker. How dangerous can they be?” I climbed out of the car and grabbed my bat from the backseat. “It’s summer vacation. I don’t even have school to worry about.” 
 
    He put his arm around me. “You know I don’t travel just for banking. I have to catch those mercenaries. Besides, you’re not trained yet.” 
 
    I stopped walking and looked at him. “Yes, but when am I going to train? I can’t do it at home.” 
 
    Dad grinned. “I might have had a little influence on where you’re going for camp.”  
 
    “You mean . . .?” My heart rose in my throat. 
 
    “Yep. You’re going to a magic camp.” 
 
    I jumped up and down and squealed. “Thank you, Daddy!”  
 
    “You’ll have to work hard to catch up. Some of these kids have gone a few times already.” 
 
    “I will.”  
 
    We went inside, and Dad paid for us before we went to the cages. We set the machine up for me and Dad stood outside, watching. The balls began to come at me and I got lost in the movement. I had been cut from the baseball team when my grades slipped. Getting back into the groove of smacking the ball as hard as I could helped wash away my stress. Pretending the ball was my stepmother’s face helped even more. 
 
    My turn ended and I left the cage, breathing hard. I knew I’d be feeling it the next day, but I didn’t care. “Your turn, Dad.” 
 
    “You did really well, sweetie. You’re a shoo-in for the team next year.” He ruffled my hair and walked past, handing me his jacket.  
 
    “I have to keep my grades up. I don’t see that happening any time soon.” I sighed and leaned against the net.  
 
    Dad’s phone rang in his jacket pocket. I pulled it out, but didn’t recognize the number. I glanced down to see a text message. 
 
      
 
    Got it. Meet me in the usual place next week. 
 
      
 
    It was so vague, it could mean anything, but in Dad’s undercover wizard job, they were usually pretty careful with what information they passed on. “Dad? You have a text.” 
 
    “I’ll get it in a minute. I’m almost done.” He hit the last two balls and stretched his arms as he left the batting cage. “I didn’t hit as many as you did, but I think I scored pretty well.” 
 
    I handed him his phone. “How does it feel to get beaten by your daughter?” I grinned. Sweat dripped down Dad’s face in the hot morning sun. It was definitely time to be done for the day. 
 
    “That just means I taught you well.” He winked and checked the message, and his face lit up. “They have it. They found your cure.” 
 
    I thought my heart would beat out of my chest. I could be free of these awful dreams! “They did? Are they sure? Because I don’t want to end up glowing in the dark or something.” But a cure! I could sleep again. 
 
    “I’ll have to check it out when I get there. I won’t buy it if the side effects are outrageous. Ready to go home? I need to call him back and work out the details.” 
 
    “Only if we can get a milkshake on the way.” I fluttered my eyelashes and laughed. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be a trip to the cages without one.” He put his arm around me, and we walked out to the car. “The big question is, what flavor do you want?” 
 
    “Rocky road. Is there any other kind?” I threw the bats in the backseat, climbed in the front, and waited for Dad to get in. 
 
    “Not that I know of.” Dad started the car and drove us to our favorite shake place.  
 
    “So how long will you be gone this time?” I asked.  
 
    “I’m hoping for just a week or two. I should be home when you get back from camp.” 
 
    Dad handed me my shake and we pulled out of the drive-through. The chocolaty goodness capped off our perfect day. “I hope so. Maybe then someone will actually celebrate my birthday with me.” 
 
    “Ah, your seventeenth birthday. The most magical year of your life.” He winked at me. 
 
    “I thought that was a sixteenth birthday.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I was a prisoner in India for your sixteenth birthday. So this year will make up for it.” 
 
    I looked at him in surprise. “You didn’t tell me that.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to ruin your birthday. Besides, I was on a top-secret mission. I couldn’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “So you let me think you’d just forgotten instead? Not sure that was the wisest thing to do. I was stuck with the three people who despise me the most. I had to clean our house from top to bottom so they could go to a party without me. The one good thing was that I got to sneak to the store and get my own ice cream while they were gone.” 
 
    Dad’s face fell. “I’m sorry about that. I’ll talk to Julie for you, princess.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, Dad. It’ll just make things worse. Besides, I only have one year left and I can escape.” One year of abuse. My favorite. But I’d survived this long, right? “Do I get to be part of your missions after I graduate, at least?” 
 
    He glanced over at me as he pulled to a stop. “We’ll see what the Order has planned. Until we know what those dreams mean, I’m not sure there’s much they’ll let you do.” 
 
    “Stupid dreams.” I took the last bite of my shake, savoring the sweetness. Who knew when I’d go out for ice cream with him again? 
 
    “I know. And it shouldn’t matter. After all, no one cares about my dreams of eating pepperoni or flying.” 
 
    “They might if you were eating pepperoni while you were flying.” I climbed out of the car. “I just wish my dreams weren’t so darn realistic. I wake up feeling like I’ve been running those stairs in real life.” 
 
    Dad shook his head. “It’s so bizarre. I wish I knew what we could do to stop them. No one has ever heard of this before.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. I’m just strange that way. At least my last dream was about a fair instead.” I shut the door and walked to the house. The smell of lilacs filled the air. No matter how often Julie ordered me to rip the bushes out, they always seemed to grow back. They were Mom’s favorite, and I had a feeling Dad had something to do with it. 
 
    “A fair? What do you mean?” Dad held on to my arm. We stood on the porch and he spoke softly so Julie wouldn’t hear. 
 
    “It was one of those Renaissance fairs. I was wearing a ball dress instead of my nightgown, which was strange. Oh, and there was a fortune-teller.” 
 
    He frowned. “You didn’t talk to her, did you?” 
 
    My stomach clenched with fear. “Yeah. Why?” 
 
    “Could be nothing. How real was this dream?” He let go of my arm and shoved his hands in his pockets. 
 
    “Same as the stairs. The lady was creepy. I just have to stay away from fairs and ball gowns and I’ll be okay, right?” I shivered, thinking of the way she had looked at me. 
 
    “I hope—” Dad cut off when the door flew open. 
 
    “Oh, sweetie pie, you’re home.” Julie threw her arms around him and glared at me over his shoulder. “We were getting worried about you.” 
 
    Dad laughed. “It’s only noon. We got home the same time we always do.” 
 
    “Yes, well, I thought it might be nice for us to go boating today. At the country club. Alone.” She threw another poisonous look at me before pulling back and kissing Dad soundly. 
 
    Oh, brother. That was her way of telling me to get lost. I brushed past them and went to grab some clothes so I could hop in the shower. It was quick because I knew that the shrieking and complaining would start soon—they didn’t like me taking my time in the bathroom. 
 
    I got out and toweled off before noticing a note lying on the floor. Someone must have slid it under the door while I was in the shower. I picked it up and sighed at the list of chores to be done before we could leave for dinner that night. No wonder Julie had wanted to get out of the house. She needed Dad out of the way so she could force me to clean. 
 
    I dressed and opened the door, smiling brightly at Kaylee and Sarah, who were standing in front of me, hands on their hips. 
 
    “It took you long enough. We need you to get to work right now. Mom wants all this done before you leave for camp.” 
 
    “I might clean the kitchen and living room, but I refuse to touch your rooms. Better hurry. Dad’s taking us to dinner.” I went into my room to gather my laundry so I could get started on the other chores. I kept telling myself I was doing this for my dad.  
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    “Princess, are you ready to go?” Dad called into my room. 
 
    “Uh, not really.” I opened the door, yawning. The to-do list had taken forever. Kaylee and Sarah had made good and sure I was busy until the last minute. 
 
    “What happened to you?” He raised an eyebrow and pointed at my hair. 
 
    “Cleaning the oven. My ponytail got stuck on the heating element.” I pulled the ponytail holder out and ran my fingers through my dark brown curls. 
 
    “Ouch. We’ll wait for you. Grab a dress . . . and a brush. I’ll try to keep them calm.”  
 
    “Thanks, Dad.” I shut the door and went back to my closet, grimacing at the clothes inside. Nothing was fit for wearing to a nice dinner. I could hear yelling out in the hallway and knew I’d better choose something quick. I took the nicest dress I had and studied it for a moment. I held my breath, focused on what I wanted, and shoved those thoughts toward the dress. I smiled at my work just as I collapsed to the floor. 
 
    The pounding on the door matched the pounding in my head. I groaned and rolled over to push myself up. Unlocking doors was one thing. Trying to make a dress look fabulous was a whole new level of magic I hadn’t attempted before. I would definitely not be doing this to the rest of my wardrobe. 
 
    “Sydney? Is everything okay, princess?” Dad’s frantic call pulled me out of my daze. 
 
    “Fine, Dad. I’ll be right out.” I quickly put on my new dark blue sequined dress and threw my hair up in a bun. The rings under my eyes looked terrible, but there wasn’t much I could do about them. I put on some dark red lipstick and mascara before I threw open the door. 
 
    Dad stared at me in shock. “You look just like . . .” He glanced over at Julie and swallowed. “You look beautiful. Where did you get that dress?” 
 
    I smiled. “It’s just something I threw together. Let’s go.” I walked toward the garage, smiling at the reaction from Julie and her daughters. Kaylee’s mouth was wide open, and Sarah glared. Their matching form-fitting red dresses were gorgeous and would probably catch the eye of every boy there, but I had a feeling they would be demanding my dress when we got home. I wasn’t allowed to look better than they did. 
 
    We piled into Dad’s BMW, and I was forced to squish myself into a tiny corner so the girls wouldn’t be crowded. I didn’t mind. It gave me the chance to look out the window and pretend they didn’t exist. The sun was beginning to set when we pulled into the parking lot of the most expensive restaurant in town. 
 
    I trailed behind the family and smiled at the glares my stepsisters kept throwing at me. I guess I’d done a better job with the dress than I’d planned. My head still throbbed from the magic I’d used. It wouldn’t happen again anytime soon. 
 
    Dad gave our name to the man at the front desk, and we waited for a seat, making polite conversation. When we were led to a table, they took away the wine glasses after Dad told them we wouldn’t need them, and I glanced at the menu. I ordered steak with the veggie side and took in everything going on around us. The restaurant was packed with guests eating and quietly talking. The room was dimly lit with candles on each of the tables. The deep red décor made the place feel homey. Of course, at home I didn’t spend forty dollars on steak. 
 
    “So, Sydney, are you packed for tomorrow?” Julie asked, her eyes boring into my skull. 
 
    “Pretty much. I don’t have a lot to pack, so I just need my pillow and sleeping bag. Do you know if they’ll have laundry rooms there?” My stomach clenched in fear. I knew what bringing this up in front of Julie would mean.  
 
    Dad laughed. “Laundry rooms? What in the world for? You’re only there a week.” 
 
    “I know, but I’ll need to wash my pants. I only have a couple of pairs left.” I ducked my head and dug in to the salad the waitress brought me. 
 
    “What do you mean? What happened to the rest of your clothes?” 
 
    I looked up at him and peeked over at Julie. “They’re either too small or they have holes. I’m fine, though. I can just deal with what I have.” 
 
    Julie let me know that all the time. She would insist that her girls were having a growth spurt or they were invited to a party and needed to look perfect. I didn’t need anything new because according to Julie, I never went anywhere important anyway. 
 
    Dad’s face turned red—something that only happens when he’s super upset but doesn’t want to yell. “Why haven’t you gone shopping? I send you an allowance.” 
 
    “You do?” I asked in surprise. 
 
    Julie stood abruptly. “I need to visit the ladies’ room.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Dad took Julie’s hand. “Where does Sydney’s allowance go?” The calm in his voice didn’t match the set to his shoulders. 
 
    “I . . . I’m saving it. For her college.” She lifted her chin. “I didn’t want her to go wasting it.” 
 
    “Waste is buying pants she needs because her others don't fit?” Dad’s normal patience was beginning to wear thin. I could see people around us taking notice. 
 
    “Dad, it’s okay. We’ll talk about it later, all right?” I said. It had gone silent around us.  
 
    He nodded and smiled. “Right.” He took a bite of his salad, stabbing it a little harder than usual to get it on his fork.  
 
    Julie was still standing, so she picked up her purse and left for the restroom. Sarah and Kaylee hopped up and followed her, shooting me icy looks as they went. 
 
    “Dad, it’s not worth making her upset. She’ll only get worse when you leave.” My appetite was gone. It was a shame because my steak arrived just then and it looked amazing. Maybe I could just have one bite. 
 
    “You’re really out of clothes?” His eyes showed pain I hadn’t seen in years. 
 
    “Yes, but it’s okay. I’ve survived this long.” I took another bite of my steak. I’d have to find another way to be depressed because this was too delicious to pass up. 
 
    “No, it’s not. We’ll go shopping tonight after we’re done here. It’s not embarrassing to go shopping with your dad, is it?” 
 
    I laughed. “Maybe a little. I don’t know how many stores will be open this late, though.” 
 
    “We’ll make it work. I’m sorry, princess. I should be here for you more. It’s not fair.” 
 
    Julie and the girls returned, looking between us to try to figure out what was going on. When we didn’t say anything, Julie cleared her throat and sat down, pretending like nothing had happened. 
 
    Dad and I exchanged an amused look and kept eating. We moved on to dessert and I ordered a slice of cheesecake, thoroughly enjoying it while my stepsisters and stepmom looked on in disgust.  
 
    “How can you eat something with so many calories?” Julie asked. 
 
    “Easy. I put it on my fork, stick it in my mouth, and savor every single bite.” I demonstrated and smiled when I caught my dad’s snicker that he instantly turned to a cough. 
 
    Julie huffed. “Well, I hope they feed you well at camp. I hate to think of the junk you’ll force into yourself there. Are we quite done? I must get home. I have an awful headache coming on.”  
 
    “Of course.” Dad waved to let the waiter know he was ready for the check. “I’ll drop you three off and then head over to the mall with Sydney.” 
 
    Julie spit the water she was drinking all over the table. “What?” 
 
    “You didn’t get her clothes, so I will.” Dad pulled out his wallet and gave his credit card to the waiter. “That way, I can make sure her allowance goes to the right place.” 
 
    “Well, I think my head is feeling better. Maybe her stepmother should go with her. Mother’s touch and all that.” The smile she gave me looked more like a crocodile and less like a caring mom. 
 
    I glanced over at Dad, horrified. 
 
    “No, I’ll do it. I need to grab a new tablet anyway.” He stood and helped Julie out of her chair and then helped Sarah and Kaylee. I was last before we headed out.  
 
    “Can I get your car, sir?” a valet asked. He smiled at me, and my heart sped up. His clear blue eyes and dimples left me breathless—which immediately made me suspicious. Why was he paying attention to me? And I could swear someone was watching me. The eerie feeling I had in my dreams was here, and I didn’t like it even a little bit. The stairs were dark and creepy anyway, but the prickling on the back of my neck and the knotted feeling in my stomach always had me running faster. Only this time, I couldn’t just escape, not with everyone watching. Not when I didn’t know what I was running from. 
 
    Dad handed him the ticket and turned to us. He noticed my look and glanced back to where the valet had been standing. “I see you noticed Luke. He’s the son of one of my partners.” 
 
    “He’s gorgeous,” Sarah said. “Do you think he’d go out with me?” 
 
    Dad laughed. “Maybe so. He’ll be coming to Sydney’s birthday party, along with a few other young men I think you’d like. Dillon seems more your type.” He gestured toward another guy coming up to the restaurant with his family. 
 
    Sarah wrinkled her nose. “No, he’s more Kaylee’s type. Oh! Here’s Luke with the car.” She hurried forward so she’d be standing in front when he opened the door. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and glanced over at Kaylee. She was too busy staring at Dillon to notice me. Sarah was right, I guess. I climbed in the other side of the car, hoping to avoid the embarrassment of Sarah throwing herself at Luke. 
 
    Dad climbed in right after. “You don’t want to meet him?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Not right now, at least. Dad, that feeling is here. Someone’s watching me, and I don’t know who. What if it’s Luke?” 
 
    “You felt it too, huh? There’s a bad feeling here, but it’s not him. His dad—” He stopped when Julie climbed in. 
 
    “Did you forget my door, Alex?” she asked, eyebrow raised. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, honey. I got distracted.” He waited for Kaylee and Sarah to climb in before he pulled out. He waved at Luke, and I couldn’t help but notice that Luke’s eyes were on me as we drove away.  
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    When we got home, I quickly changed into an old pair of denim shorts and a mint-green T-shirt before going into the office to find Dad. He was poring over books and looked up when I came in. 
 
    “I’m ready, but if you’re busy, we can just stay home. It’s okay, really.”  
 
    He stopped what he was doing and came around the desk. “Nope, I’m good. Let’s go.” He locked the office door and slipped the key into his pocket. It drove Julie crazy that she could never get into the office. Dad kept it locked at all times when he was gone. There were a lot of magic books and scrolls hidden in this room that he didn’t want her to see. “I’ll just go tell Julie goodbye.” 
 
    “‘Kay. I’ll be out in the car. It’s unlocked, right?” I felt my stomach drop a little at the mention of Julie. She would try again to get him to stay home, and I worried that he’d listen. Sometimes she could get him to do anything. 
 
    “Yes, it should be.” Dad went to his room, and I grabbed my purse before heading toward the front door.  
 
    “We know what you’re doing.” Sarah stood in front of the door, arms folded. Kaylee stood next to her, filing her nails. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, confused. It was Dad’s idea to go shopping, not mine. I backed up as Kaylee advanced on me. One of them attacking me was bad enough. It was pure torture when they confronted me together. 
 
    “You’re trying to turn your dad against our mom. It’s not going to work. And you can forget about your birthday party. Mom said it won’t happen.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I don’t care what your mom says or does. Now move, please.” I pushed my way between them. My heart pounded—I cared more about what her mom thought than I wanted to admit, but only out of fear. She could make my life miserable when Dad was gone. I tried to push it away, but they knew where to hit me. 
 
    “We’re watching you. We know there’s something wrong with you, and we’re going to find out what,” Kaylee hissed. 
 
    I turned back in shock, feeling like I’d been slapped. How could they know about the magic? I’d been so careful. “What do you mean?” I saw Dad coming out of his room and pleaded with him mentally to do something. 
 
    “You don’t sleep. And that dress? That wasn’t in your room earlier. What did you do, steal it?” She backed up when she saw Dad.  
 
    I shook my head and decided to ignore them. I ran to the car and climbed in, telling my stomach to calm down. It’s not like they knew anything. Except . . . how would they know I don’t sleep? 
 
    I kept silent on the drive to the mall. I only answered when Dad asked me something. Dealing with the stairs was more bearable than dealing with Kaylee, Sarah, and Julie, and that was saying something. They would know about the dress because they made sure I never had anything remotely nice in my closet. But seriously, how did they know I didn’t sleep? There were the rumors at school, but those were more about my appearance than my sudden drop in grades. 
 
    We pulled into the parking lot, and Dad stopped the car. “Okay, out with it. What did they say to you?” 
 
    “Nothing. They just told me they were going to find out my secret.” I rubbed my face.  
 
    “I wish them luck.” His eyes flashed, but he attempted a smile to help me feel better. “They’re just teenage girls, and they’re jealous of their beautiful stepsister.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, right. But thanks for trying to cheer me up.” He loved to say things like that, knowing I would squirm. I never let on how much it meant to me. It was nice hearing I was beautiful, even if it was just from my dad. 
 
    “I’ll talk to Julie about them.” He put his arm around me and squeezed. His familiar cologne helped calm my nerves. “Now, let’s go shopping.” 
 
    We separated once we got to the mall so I could find some clothes while he ran to get the tablet he needed. I tried a few different stores before I found some denim jeans and purple leggings I wanted. I found a few cute tops to go with them and then looked for clothes I could wear at camp. I tried everything on before picking out what I would buy.  
 
    Julie was the one who usually chose my clothes, so I enjoyed going through the racks on my own. There were so many styles I wanted to try, but decided to go conservative. I picked a green-and-purple pleated skirt to go with the leggings, and a loose green top to go with the jeans.  
 
    I texted Dad to let him know I was ready and went through the racks again. I stopped when I came to a dark red dress that screamed for me to get it. Dad would be there soon, but I wanted to try it on. It fit my hips and chest perfectly and showed off my dark curls. This would be perfect to wear for a dance—if I ever got asked. Dad strode into the store and pulled out his wallet just as I came out of the dressing room. 
 
    “I can put some of this back if you want. I just grabbed what I thought was cute, but I don’t really need it all.” Looking at the pile of clothes I’d picked out made my face burn. Now that Dad was here, I realized how carried away I’d been with finding new outfits. The dress I’d just tried on went behind my back. I could wait on this one. It wasn’t something I needed, and I was embarrassed to think about getting it. 
 
    “Nice try. We’ll take all of it.” He went through my pile, nodding at what I’d picked out. Then he separated them into pants, shirts, and tights before looking up at me. “You don’t have that much here. Are you sure you don’t need a dress?” 
 
    “For what? I’m going to camp.” I couldn’t believe he was getting all this for me. I had to beg Julie for anything, and then work it off. I held tightly to the dress, hoping he was serious. 
 
    “Uh, church? You still do that, right?” Dad stopped laughing when he caught the look on my face. “What—you don’t?” 
 
    “No. Julie won’t take me. She’ll go on her own, but she said I would be too distracting.” 
 
    Dad ran a hand over his face. “This has got to stop. Okay, we’re going to buy you dresses.” 
 
    “Well, I did find this one.” I pulled it out from behind me, embarrassed that I’d been hiding it. It was sad how nervous I was around him. Dad was my best friend and I told him everything. But when it came to admitting how things had been when he was gone, it was almost too much. 
 
    “Wow, princess. This is beautiful. We’ll look for a few more like this. Come on.” He paid for the clothes—including the dress—and we left that store. Next was a dress shop, where I quickly found some blouses in blues and reds before finding a couple of skirts. Dad insisted on two nicer dresses in green and deep purple, “just in case.” I shook my head at the price tags and held the bag to me tightly. Dad whistled as we left the store, but his happiness was nowhere near what I was feeling. The old, ratty clothes I had at home could go in the garbage because I now had actual clean, nice outfits to wear. I felt like a whole new person, which was silly because they were just clothes. Maybe I wouldn’t be laughed out of camp now.  
 
    I was relieved when we got home and I saw that Julie’s car was gone—I wouldn’t have to deal with the girls’ anger when they saw my bags. I couldn’t wait to pull out all the new clothes to look at them again, but I stopped short in my doorway. My room was a disaster. My posters were shredded and my blanket had been thrown into a corner in pieces. The clothes in my closet were all on the floor—except the blue dress. It wasn’t anywhere.  
 
    Anger bubbled beneath the surface. I’d suffered a lot of pain to make that dress, and to think it was gone . . . Instead of exploding like I wanted to, I started cleaning. The clothes that had been scattered on the floor went in my closet, and then I pulled out the duffel bag for camp and threw in my new clothes. I’d have to buy new deodorant and toothpaste—I wasn’t allowed to “mess up” Kaylee and Sarah’s bathroom with my things—on the way out of town because someone had destroyed mine. But . . . why? What purpose did they have for pulling my room apart?  
 
    A shriek came from Sarah’s room. “Sydney! Come here right now!” 
 
    I ran to her room, curious to see what she wanted. “What do you—” I stopped in shock. Sarah’s room was torn apart even worse than mine. “What happened?” 
 
    She stood in the middle of the floor, hands clenched. “How dare you?” 
 
    “What are you talking about? I just got home. My room was trashed too.” 
 
    Dad came up behind me. “What’s going on, girls?” His eyes widened when he saw the mess. “I see your room was hit as well. Do you know when this would have happened? Everything was fine when we left.” 
 
    “I don't know. You were taking too long shopping with Sydney, so we went out for a smoothie. When we got back, we found the mess that she made.” Sarah pointed at me, her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Nonsense. She was with me the whole time. Clean this up and stop attacking your sister.” His annoyance at their accusations was evident in his voice. He left the room, and I followed. “Someone has been through our whole house. Have you noticed anything missing?” 
 
    “My blue dress is gone, but otherwise, no. They did ruin my quilt, though.” Tears welled up in my eyes. Nearly everything of my mom’s had been destroyed in the space of just a couple of days. Losing another piece of her was a huge blow to me. The excitement from shopping had been shattered. 
 
    He pulled me into a hug. “I’m sorry, sweetie. Do you think you can save it?” 
 
    “Maybe. It was already a patchwork anyway. Who would do this?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe they thought I was too close to the cure.” He pulled away, worry lines etched in his face. “I called the police after I saw my room. They should be here soon. Let’s go clean up, and then we can see what can be done about the blanket.” 
 
    When he opened the door to his room, I saw papers and clothes scattered across the floor. One of his paintings of an old vineyard was nothing but a shredded mess. He closed the door, drowning Julie’s shrieks about her precious belongings, and I went back to my room.  
 
    Once the last of my belongings were put away, I pulled what remained of my blanket onto my bed. I was soon lost in rearranging the pieces, but then something caught my eye in the middle of the pile. 
 
    It was a black piece of cloth that was thick and rough. Wool? There was a strange feeling surrounding it, something familiar, but not in a good way. It must have been left by the intruder because no one in this house would come near this type of material. When I touched it, a sharp pain shot through my head, making me sick to my stomach at its intensity. I was yanked through darkness and transported to the stairs from my dream. 
 
    No, no, no. This wasn’t supposed to happen. My head spun from being sucked in. And what was going on with my body? Was it still back at home, or was I really here? I glanced at the cloth in my hand, sure that whoever had left it in my room was here with me. I could feel them. Somewhere. I whipped around, trying to find whoever it was, my stomach clenched in fear. 
 
    “What do you want?” I screamed. 
 
    The dreams had felt real before, but this was different. I reached out to touch the wood railing and felt the roughness under my fingers. It was cold and smelled musty. I hadn’t experienced it this way before. Usually, my sensations were muted, and while I climbed and woke up tired, I didn’t actually feel like I was here. So did that mean my body wasn't back at home? I shook my head. No. I wouldn’t freak out. There had to be a way out. I got in, right? 
 
    From all my previous searches, I knew there were no windows or doors, so like every other night, it was time to walk the stairs. I looked at the staircase below and decided the last thing I wanted to do was go down. The bad guys in horror movies are always in the basement, right? I’d gone down so many times in my dreams, but this was different. I was actually here. It was time to try going up.  
 
    I started climbing the stairs. Anything was better than just standing there. I looked ahead for any changes, expecting nothing. It was the same thing I saw every night. The same cobwebs, the same cold stone steps. The same cloak flowing around the corner . . . I stopped, my breath stuck in my throat. A cloak? There’d never been a cloak before.  
 
    I climbed faster to catch up and nearly tripped when I saw it again. The black cloak flowed behind someone just a flight ahead of me. I gasped in surprise. The material seemed to match the piece in my room. “Wait—stop!” I took the steps two at a time. My lungs began to burn and the muscles in my legs protested at the rate I was climbing, but I kept going.  
 
    “You should not be here.” A deep feminine voice resounded throughout the tower. 
 
    I stopped short, hands clenched in anger. “What? I don’t want to be here. Someone pulled me to this place.” I looked around, trying to see who was talking. I was tired of being alone, even if it meant meeting whoever had sent me here.  
 
    Silence fell. The voice kept quiet, and I could no longer see the black cape. I sat down in defeat, feeling more alone than ever before. I just wanted to go home. Usually I had to wake up to get out of here. Wait—wake up! I shook my head, annoyed that I hadn’t thought of it before. I pinched myself hard, but nothing happened. 
 
    I needed a bigger jolt. I looked down at the stairs and grimaced. There was another way to do it, but it wouldn’t be very fun. Sadly, I had no other choice. I lay down on the top step and rolled forward, hitting the step below. It jarred, and I could feel the uneven steps dig into my arm. I rolled again and smacked my head on the next one, making the headache I’d felt earlier seem like nothing. I kept going, crying out as I fell. 
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    And landed on my bed. I groaned, holding my pounding head, then pulled myself up and looked around the room. Everything seemed the same, and only minutes had passed. I stared down at the cloth near my hand. It did match the cloak I’d seen on the stairs. That meant whoever it was had been in my room. I stood and walked around, trying to shake the dream.  
 
    I heard a knock. “Come in!”  
 
    Dad opened the door. “Well, we solved the case of the missing dress, at least.” He held it out. It was still in perfect shape, so it hadn’t been found by whoever had broken in. 
 
    “Where was it?” I took it and hugged it to me, then hung it up in the closet. It was surprising that it hadn’t been destroyed along with everything else.  
 
    “Sarah had it. I happened to find it when she was ranting about unfair shopping trips.” 
 
    He picked up a few pieces of my blanket and smoothed them out. 
 
    “No!” I dove forward just as he reached for the black piece of cloak. “Don’t touch this.” I grabbed a bag from our shopping trip and used it over my hand like a glove to pick up the fabric. “This just sent me to the dream world.” 
 
    He jerked his hand back and wiped it on his pant leg. “How? Where did it come from?” Carefully taking the bag from me, he put it in his pocket. 
 
    I shrugged and sat on the bed next to him. “I don’t know. I’m assuming from whoever broke into our house.” 
 
    “I’m going to keep this with me. You may have run across a good piece of evidence.” He looked closer at me. “Where did you get this bruise?” He pointed to my arm. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I was surprised to find a large ugly purple blotch on my skin. “It must have been from falling down the stairs.” 
 
    “You fell down the stairs?” He checked my arm again. “Are you hurt anywhere else?” 
 
    “Yeah, I smacked my head.” I reached up and found a large goose egg where there hadn’t been one before. “I had to wake myself up somehow. But I don’t understand how I’m bruised in real life when it happened in a dream.” 
 
    He stood. “I think I need to move my trip up—this can’t keep happening. I’ll see you off to camp tomorrow and then I’d better leave.” He bent over and kissed me on the forehead. “You’ll be okay at camp?” 
 
    “Away from Julie and her monsters? Yes.” 
 
    He lifted an eyebrow. “Monsters? Talk nicer, please.” He went to the door. “Oh, and I’m getting a different lock for your room while you’re gone. You paid a huge price for that dress—not how I would have advised you to use your magic, but it’s good to see you practicing. Night, honey.” 
 
    “Night, Dad.” I picked up all the pieces of my blanket and set them in the chest at the end of my bed. After checking one more time to be sure I had everything packed for camp, I went and found another toothbrush and toothpaste to brush my teeth. I had to sneak into the crawlspace storage area to get them so Julie wouldn’t find out. She was very picky about how often I replaced anything, and she’d just given me a toothbrush a couple of weeks before.  
 
    Once my teeth were brushed, I sneaked back to my room and climbed into bed. I said a quick little prayer of thanks for my dad and what he’d given me, and then pulled out a book to read. I wanted to stay awake as long as possible—I wasn’t looking forward to going back to the stairs.  
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    I took one last look at my room before hefting my bag up on my shoulder. I really hoped Dad would lock my door and hide the key because I had noticed Sarah eyeing my closet earlier that morning.  
 
    It was a two-hour trip to camp, so I had loaded my bag with books. There was no way I wanted to fall asleep on a bus full of other people—if I screamed out in my dreams, I’d never hear the end of it.  
 
    I waved at Sarah and Kaylee before climbing into Dad’s BMW. They didn’t have to know that the smile on my face was because I was free of them for a week. Julie sulked and refused to wave as we pulled away, but I was totally okay with that. 
 
    “There are a few things you need to know before you head off to camp,” Dad started. 
 
    “I won’t go near boys, Dad.” I watched out the window as we passed by the businesses in town. I waved at a group of girls from my class standing in front of an ice cream shop and smiled when they actually waved back. 
 
    Dad laughed. “That’s not what I was going to say. And it would be nice if you actually did meet a boy. What I meant was that you need to watch out for anyone acting suspicious. I, uh, have a few enemies out there, and they’d stop at nothing to see me go down.” 
 
    “Oh, great. I’m going to magic camp. Who won’t be acting suspicious?” I threw my hands up, but inside, I was bouncing with excitement. I would be around other kids with magic for the first time in my life. Having a little danger added to the mix just made it sound more intriguing. 
 
    “Fair enough, but you’ll know what I mean by suspicious. Most of these kids will still be learning how to control their magic, just like you. They will still feel the pain of using it. Watch for those who can use their powers with no consequences.” 
 
    “But how is that possible? Everyone feels pain.”  
 
    “Those who have studied magic for years can keep themselves from feeling it.” He clenched his jaw. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.” 
 
    “Dad, I’ll be fine. I know how to take care of myself. I’ve done it for years.” I caught his wince and immediately felt guilty. “Sorry, Dad. I know you’d be home if you could. But my point is that I can watch out for these people on my own.” 
 
    He slowed down for a truck that had pulled onto the highway. “I want you to text me the second you find anything suspicious. Got it?” 
 
    “Of course. Unless there’s no signal.” 
 
    He pointed to the dash. “I put a satellite phone in there. You’ll be able to contact me from anywhere.” 
 
    “Even on the stairs?” I pulled a small phone from the glove compartment and studied it. I could take pictures with it, but otherwise, it was pretty simple. 
 
    “That’s the one thing I don’t know. Since you’re the only person who seems to have these dreams, we can’t test that. So . . . just stay away from them, okay?” He glanced over and smiled at me. 
 
    “Got it. Of course, if I knew how to do that . . .” I had somehow managed to stay away from the stairs the night before, but the dreams had still been disturbing. I was at a ball, rushing away from someone or something. I’d bolted out of bed before I could find out who or what it was. 
 
    Dad’s cell phone rang, and he answered it, leaving me to my thoughts. He was still making his travel arrangements when we pulled into a parking lot next to an old cabin. He helped me grab my bag and kissed me on the cheek with a whispered “I love you. Good luck!” and climbed back into his car. 
 
    I sighed and went over to the check-in by myself. After making sure they had my name right, I picked up the registration packet and handed off my luggage. We would be catching a bus from there to the camp. Everyone else had someone to talk to, so I found a place to sit by myself until it was time to leave. 
 
    A few minutes later, Dad left his car and ran over to me. “Sorry about that. The arrangements are made, and I’ll be flying out in just a few hours. I have a spa day scheduled for Julie and the girls so they’ll be more understanding when I take off.” 
 
    “So if you’re leaving, how will you help me if I’m in trouble?” I asked, picking at the threads on my bag. 
 
    “I have a few friends who’ll be around, keeping an eye on you. You’ll be fine.” He kissed me on the forehead just as the director announced it was time to load up. “Good luck, princess. Remember who you are, and know your mom is watching over you.” He pulled me into a hug. 
 
    “Thanks, Dad. I love you.” I kissed him on the cheek and ran to the bus. I would miss him, but the thought of finally being around others with magic was exciting. I found a seat no one had taken and dropped into it. Dad stood with his hands in his pockets, waiting for us to leave. I waved at him through the window to let him know where I was. He brightened and waved back.  
 
    “Is this seat taken?” a girl’s voice asked. 
 
    I looked up to see a thin girl with long brown hair staring down at me, biting her lip. Her floral peasant skirt clashed with the stripes on her blouse. 
 
    “Nope. You can sit here.” I scooted over so she had room. 
 
    “I’m Jade,” she said. 
 
    I looked over at her. “I’m Sydney.” I had no idea what else to say. People didn’t usually talk to me.  
 
     “This is my second year. My mom is one of the instructors. How about you?” She pulled her hair back and put it into a ponytail. 
 
    “Nope, this is my first year.” I paused. “I didn’t even know they had these camps. I usually just teach myself.” 
 
    “You teach yourself?” she asked, eyebrows raised. “Isn’t that dangerous?” 
 
    I shrugged. If it was, I had no idea. I’d never known anyone else with magic except for Dad. “Maybe. It’s never caused problems before. I don’t use it very often—my stepsisters and stepmom don’t know we have magic. I’d prefer they never find out.” I clamped my mouth shut. I was so excited to have someone to talk to, I couldn’t help but tell her everything. 
 
    Jade made a face. “Ugh, that sounds awful.” She smiled again. “Well, you’ll learn all kinds of magic here. And the best part is the competition the last day of camp.”  
 
    My stomach tied in knots. “There’s a competition? I hadn’t heard about that. What are we supposed to do?”  
 
    “It’s in the packet.” She reached into her bag and handed me some papers. “We’ll be doing archery, dueling, and a few different sports. Every year, it’s a different theme. Whoever wins between us and the other camp plans it for the next year.” 
 
    I read through the papers. “I can’t believe my dad didn’t tell me about this—I don’t how to do any of those things.” Knowing Dad, he most likely kept it a secret so I wouldn’t stress out. He was always trying to protect me, but it didn’t always work out like he hoped. 
 
    She shoved the papers back in her bag, grabbed a package of gum, and put some in her mouth before offering me a piece. 
 
    “Thanks.” I took it from her. “So, is camp fun?” 
 
    Jade grinned. “Yes. ‘Camping’ doesn’t begin to describe what we do there. We stay in cabins, and part of our job is to decorate our rooms however we want. We get some pretty wild designs.” 
 
    “So, do we just build off what other people did before us?” I would have to come up with something original. 
 
    “No, they set it all back to plain old cabins when camp is over. I guess other groups come here after us. We wouldn’t want to spoil it for them.” She leaned back and blew a bubble, allowing it to pop in her face. 
 
    “How did you decorate yours last year?” I asked, hoping for ideas. 
 
    “I went retro, and I’ll probably do the same thing this year. If you couldn’t tell by my clothes, I love the hippie movement. What are you going to do?” 
 
    I thought for a moment. What did I even like? I was too busy pleasing Julie to come up with my own hobbies. “I don’t know. My room is pretty simple at home.” 
 
    She waved her hand. “Just forget about your room at home. What do you want it to look like?” 
 
    “I’d have a castle, of course.” I smiled. One I didn’t have to clean. “With thick carpets and fluffy blankets.” 
 
    She raised her eyebrows. “Seriously? I wouldn’t take you for a girly-girl.” 
 
    “I’m not. Who knows—maybe that’s why I want it that way.” Or maybe I was exhausted and just wanted a good long nap in a huge bed with lots of pillows. 
 
    “I guess that works.” Jade glanced out the window. “Oh! It looks like we’re here.” She grabbed her bag and zipped it up, waiting for the bus to stop.  
 
    I watched in awe as we pulled in. The cabins were surrounded by tall pine trees and nestled against a small, peaceful lake. In the center was a large cabin with a field next to it. The flagpole in the center held an American flag, and below that flew the camp flag. It was bright yellow, with “Enchanted Acres” scrawled across the top and a castle beneath. 
 
    Jade looked at the flag in disgust. “We really need to update that. It’s way out of touch.” She glanced over at me. “Although, I guess that would go with your design ideas, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “I guess so.” I followed her off the bus. “Do we have any free time to do what we want? Or are we in classes the whole time?” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s part of the competition on the last day.” Jade stood on her tiptoes, scanning the crowd, apparently looking for someone before grabbing my hand. “Come on. Let’s get checked in together so we can be in the same cabin.” She yanked me through the crowds until we came up to an adult version of Jade. “Hey, Mom. This is Sydney. She’s going to room with me, okay?” 
 
    I could feel my face heat up, and Jade’s mom studied me before smiling brightly. I wasn’t used to people wanting to hang out with me, let alone wanting to share a cabin. Dad would be proud I made a friend on the first day. 
 
    “Welcome, Sydney. I’m Sheri. It’s nice to meet you.” She shook my hand and then looked down at her clipboard. “You two girls will be in cabin seven. You’ll find a key and all your bedding in there. Jade, don’t forget that you’re helping with arts and crafts later today.” 
 
    “I won’t. Come on, Sydney.” Jade pulled me through the rest of the crowd before letting go of my hand and leading the way to the cabin. 
 
     As we rounded the lake, I glanced into the water and gasped. A bright turquoise tail covered in scales flipped out of the water. “Is that a mermaid?” 
 
    “Of course. They need to learn their magic too. This is their first year here. After camp, they’ll go back down into the depths of the ocean. They won’t really interact with us at all.” She stopped in front of a cabin with a large seven next to the door. “This is where I stayed last year. Hopefully we have all the same roommates. It was one big party.” 
 
    I sighed. Great—everyone would know each other, and I would be left out yet again. I waited by the door and listened to squeals and excitement when the four girls saw Jade. The front room had a few worn couches with a yellow shag rug on the floor between them. The walls were sparsely decorated with mountain scenes.  
 
    “Girls, meet Sydney. She’s new this year.” Jade pulled me farther in to the room. 
 
    “Hey, Sydney. I’m Ashley.” A tall girl with bright blue eyes and brown hair nodded toward me. 
 
    I nodded back. “Hi. It’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Heidi.” A short, bouncy girl came bounding up to me, chewing bubble gum. Her button nose and mischievous eyes made her look younger than the other girls. 
 
    “Katy.” A girl with long brown hair waved and smiled. She was on the floor, stretching in a position that made me hurt just thinking about it. “Sorry—I’m getting ready for my dance class.”  
 
    There are dance classes here? I couldn’t believe how much was available. I’d have to find the schedule and study it.  
 
    “She says that, but she’s usually in that position.” A tall girl with red hair held out her hand. “I’m Liz. Your room is down the hallway to the right. I suppose Jade told you we’ll be decorating it later?” 
 
    “Yeah, she did. Thanks.” I went to find my room. It was small, with a bed, a dresser, and a few paintings of wildflowers. The window above the dresser was open and let in a cool breeze. I moved over to it and looked out—I had a great view of the mountainside. There was a squirrel up in the tree, and a deer in the distance.  
 
    A chill suddenly ran down my spine. Someone was out there—someone in a cloak. He stood there, unmoving, out in the woods. I backed away from the window and pulled down the blinds. I shook my head, trying to brush away the fear. I’d only been here for a few minutes—there couldn’t be anyone after me already. Maybe it was someone getting ready for an acting class or something, but the way my legs were shaking, I knew I didn’t want to find out.  
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    I grabbed one of my books and went out to the living room, trying to find some kind of distraction. All the girls were still there, chatting about boys. Katy stood up from doing the splits and sat on the couch. 
 
    “Oh, you’re back. Do you like your room?” Liz asked. 
 
    “It’s small, but I love it.” I plopped down on the couch next to Jade. 
 
    Ashley looked up from painting her nails. “Just wait until you get to redecorate.” She blew on her fingers before starting on the other hand. 
 
    I put my feet up on the coffee table and opened my book to read, but just then, I heard a bell clanging loudly outside. The girls jumped up, and Ashley put away her nail polish. 
 
    “Lunchtime. I was wondering when they’d call us—I’m starving.” Jade was the first one to the door. “You coming, Sydney?” 
 
    “Yep, let’s go.”  
 
    The six of us walked to the lodge together. Inside, the dining room was packed with tables full of campers. The serving area was in the back, and the line trailed toward the door we’d just come through. My roommates giggled, and I was surprised when they all turned to me. “What?” 
 
    Liz giggled again and nodded toward a table of boys. “You didn’t notice the guy looking at you? His eyes followed you all the way in here.” 
 
    I glanced over and was surprised to see Luke sitting there, smiling at me. He was here? I mean, I guess if my dad knew him, that would make sense. “Oh, that guy. Dad introduced us last night.” I smiled back at him and turned away before he could see my red face. 
 
    “You know him?” Jade shrieked. “He’s the guy everyone dies over every year.” 
 
    “I didn’t actually talk to him. Dad just pointed him out.” I didn’t want to add that I had avoided him because of my stepsisters. 
 
    “Yes, well, it seems like you made quite an impression.” Heidi grinned.  
 
    I grabbed my food tray and then followed Jade to a seat. It was strange to be sitting next to friends—usually I was on my own in a corner. 
 
    Katy took a bite of her burger. “Man, this is way better than school lunch.” 
 
    Ashley shoved a couple of fries in her mouth, followed by lemonade. “I’d have to agree with you there.” 
 
    “Ew, Ashley. At least chew them up first.” Heidi threw a fry at her before leaning forward. “Sydney, he’s still watching you.” 
 
    I turned and caught Luke’s eye just as he looked down at his food. What was up with him? And how much did Dad actually know about him? I figured I’d better call him later and ask. I glanced over to see that the girls were looking at me expectantly. The last thing they’d want to hear was that I thought he was suspicious, so I blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “He’s cute, isn’t he?” I was relieved when they all burst into giggles. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure he’s the cutest guy here,” Liz said, blushing. “Although Max isn’t so bad either.” She nodded toward another table, where a boy with dark hair sat eating quietly. 
 
    “You always go for the shy ones,” Heidi remarked. “I think I want Blake over there.”  
 
    The girls went on and on about which guys they wanted, but I lost track as my mind drifted. It was screaming for sleep—something I wasn’t about to let it have. I picked at my green beans and jumped when the other girls stood. All the campers headed out of the lodge, so I followed, completely oblivious to where we were going next. 
 
    “Hey, Sydney!” a voice called from behind me. 
 
    I turned in surprise, then stopped and waited for Luke to catch up. “Yeah?” 
 
    “I just wondered what class you’re going to.” His dimpled smile made my knees weak, and I had to remind myself to talk. Or breathe. 
 
    “I . . . actually don’t know. I wasn’t paying attention when the others decided.” I looked around for them. “And now I’ve lost them.” 
 
    Luke laughed. “They went toward your cabin.” 
 
    “And how do you know which one is my cabin?” I smiled, but inside, I was at war with myself, trying to decide if I should be worried. I was tired of always feeling threatened. 
 
    It was his turn to blush. “I might have asked Sheri after I saw you and Jade talking to her.” 
 
    “Am I really that interesting?” I took a small step back. My mind drifted to the person in the woods. Was Luke the one watching my cabin? Part of me wanted to run as fast as I could, but the other part wanted to stick around.  
 
    “Yes, you are. Plus, your dad asked me to keep an eye out for you.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. 
 
    “Oh.” I was surprised at my disappointment. At first, I was scared that he was following me, and then suddenly, I was depressed that he was only following me because of my dad. I would never figure guys out. Or myself, for that matter. My thoughts must have shown on my face because he reached out his hand to stop me from walking away. 
 
    “Look, it’s not just because of your dad. When I saw you at dinner last night, I wanted to get to know you better. I just figured now was a good time.” 
 
    “Oh.” I kicked myself mentally. That’s all I could say? “So, what class are you going to?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I was thinking of practicing some archery.” 
 
    “We can do whatever we want? Don’t we have somewhere to be?” I really needed to look at my packet.  
 
    “We will tomorrow. Today is just getting to know the camp. Want to come with me?” 
 
    “I . . .” If Dad had sent him to watch me, there wasn’t a safer place for me to be than with him, right? “Sure. I should probably tell my friends, though.” 
 
    “I’ll come with you. I mean, if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    “Of course. But don’t you have friends to hang out with?” We started toward my cabin. 
 
    “They all went for a swim.” He motioned toward the lake. 
 
    I stared at the lake for a moment. The calm water I’d seen earlier was disturbed by the ripples that flowed out from the kids who were swimming. “Have you seen mermaids before?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. I was really surprised to see them. It’s partly why I didn’t go swimming.” 
 
    “You’re scared of mermaids?” I teased. 
 
    He laughed. “No. But it’s still strange to me. I’ll get used to it.” He stopped, and I suddenly realized we were in front of my cabin. 
 
    I ran up the stairs and opened the door to let Katy know where I’d be, and slammed the door shut before Luke could hear the squeals that erupted inside. 
 
    I enjoyed the summer day as we walked in silence toward the archery field. The sun was warm, but the cool breeze kept me from getting too hot. The smell of pines cleansed the worries that had plagued me for as long as I could remember. Animals in the woods surrounding the camp scurried about, ignoring the campers nearby.  
 
    “Earlier today, I could have sworn I saw someone with a cloak in the woods,” I blurted out. 
 
    Luke stiffened. “What? Where?” 
 
    I pointed behind my cabin. “Out there somewhere. I didn’t see him for long. It could have been my imagination.” 
 
    Luke strode toward the back of the cabins and did a search. “Everything seems fine. No footprints,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    “What are you talking about? I told you it could have been my imagination.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe. Did they come close?” he asked. 
 
    “No, they were clear out there. Really, it wasn’t that big of a deal.” The way Luke reacted had me more worried than anything else did.  
 
    He checked the woods one more time before heading toward the front of the cabins, and then we continued on. He pulled out his phone and typed for a minute before slipping it back in his pocket. 
 
    “I thought we didn’t get a signal out here.” 
 
    “Most people don’t, but I assume you have the same kind of phone I have.” 
 
    Wait—how did he know about the phones? And if he had one . . . I stopped and faced him. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Our dads work together, and I’ve been sent to watch over you. Otherwise, I’m just a normal guy wanting to hang out with a beautiful girl—and teach her how to shoot arrows.” 
 
    My face burned. He’d called me beautiful! “I thought you said you were going there to practice archery.”  
 
    “I said that. But what I really meant was that I was going to beat everyone there.” His mischievous grin had my heart beating rapidly.  
 
    I stepped in front of him, hands on my hips. “I see how you are. I’ll watch you this time, but then I challenge you to a game of baseball.” 
 
    “Ah, baseball, huh? I have a feeling you’ll beat me there. Maybe we should go for something we’re both bad at. Like canoeing.” 
 
    “Hey, who said I was bad at canoeing?” 
 
    “Well, can you actually do it?” 
 
    I peeked over at the canoes. “Well, no, but that’s beside the point.” 
 
    Luke chuckled as he picked out a bow for himself and then helped me choose one. We went over to the targets, and Luke demonstrated how to use the bow. 
 
    I was thankful I had built up muscle going to the batting cages because I needed it to help me pull back on the bowstring. I let the first arrow loose, and it didn’t go anywhere near the target. I watched Luke shoot a few times—hitting near the bull’s-eye each time—before I tried again. 
 
    I missed the target when Luke stood close to me and helped get everything in the correct position. My arms were where they should be, but inside, my brain and heart were going wild. I’d never had a boy this close to me before, and I fully enjoyed every second of it. 
 
    He helped me get the arrow where it needed to be and then stepped back. I shot and hit near the center of the target. 
 
    “Hey, that’s much better. But then, my teaching skills are pretty amazing.” 
 
    “Yes, they are. I mean, um, thanks.” I tried one more arrow, and this time it came even closer. “Wow, never thought I’d do that well. Of course, I never imagined I’d be shooting a bow in the first place.” 
 
    Luke took my bow from me and set both of them by a haystack, and we went in search of the arrows. His were easy because they were all on the target. We had looked for about ten minutes before I finally spotted my last one. We took everything back, set it with the other equipment, and walked toward my cabin. 
 
    “So, what do we want to do next?” Luke asked. 
 
    “Baseball?” I was dying to see the field. Plus, it would help me relax. I kicked a stone, watching it roll toward the lake and land with a splash.  
 
    “Ah, see, that requires more than just the two of us.” He took a step ahead of me and walked backwards. “You sure you want that?” 
 
    “Hey, we did your thing. Now it’s time for mine. Or are you afraid you’ll lose?” I asked, grinning. I waved at Heidi and Ashley as they jogged past. In the distance, other campers were practicing magic by making fireballs in their hands. I couldn’t imagine the control it would take to do that. 
 
    “Oh, you’re on. You find a team and I’ll find a team and we’ll meet on the field at—” He checked his watch. “Four o’ clock. Does that work?” 
 
    I looked down at my watch, surprised that two hours had already passed since lunch. “Deal. I’ll see you then.” I waved, ran up the steps to my cabin, and turned back to watch him leave, hands in his pockets.  
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    “So . . . someone was gone for a really long time.” Jade stood by the door, her arms folded and eyebrows raised. 
 
    “We were practicing archery. It takes a while.” I went past all the staring girls and into my room. A glance in the mirror showed my flushed cheeks. Maybe it was the sunshine, but I was pretty sure it was the cute boy who had just chosen to hang out with me. I flopped on my bed, thinking of how it felt to have him so near. I pulled out my phone and sent a text to my dad, thanking him for sending Luke to watch over me, and then went back to daydreaming. 
 
    Someone knocked, and I opened the door to find all five girls standing there, smiling. Ashley grabbed my hand and pulled me back out to the couch. 
 
    “Okay, spill. How did you do that?” Katy asked. 
 
    “Do what?” I asked, surprised.  
 
    “You’re here for four hours, and you get the guy everyone’s wanted for years.” 
 
    “I told you at lunch—he knows my dad. Or, I guess his dad knows my dad. Apparently, my dad asked him to keep an eye on me. Nothing more.” 
 
    They stared at me for a second before bursting into laughter. I waited for them to get done so I could figure out what the big joke was. 
 
    “Come on, Syd. Surely you’re not that blind. That may have been what happened, but it’s obvious he likes you,” Liz said, still laughing. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I was surprised at the nickname. No one but Amy had ever called me “Syd,” and we’d been friends for years. 
 
    “We haven’t seen him smile at anyone like that before. And believe me, we know. Everyone watches him,” Heidi said. 
 
    He liked me? I mean, I wanted him to, but to think he actually might . . . “Uh, creepy. He’s just a guy.” I suddenly remembered what I was supposed to be doing. “Oh! Do you guys want to play baseball with me at four? I kinda challenged him to a game, and I need a team.” 
 
    “Baseball? As, in sports?” Jade asked. “Will boys be there?” 
 
    I laughed. “Yes. Or at least, I assume so. I doubt Luke will get a team of girls together. Please? I don’t know anyone else.” I bit my lip, hoping they wouldn’t say no. I didn’t want to have to tell Luke that I had no other friends. 
 
    They looked at each other before turning back to me. Ashley grinned. “Let’s do it. We’ll just have to borrow some mitts. I have one, but the others don’t.” 
 
    I breathed out in relief. “Thanks, girls. Let’s go find some mitts.” I went to my room to grab mine from my bag and pulled my hair up into a ponytail. Liz and Heidi were out on the couches when I left the room, and we were met by the other girls a few minutes later.  
 
    “We’ll have to be done by five for my class,” Katy said.  
 
    “That’s okay. I want to be showered before dinner anyway.” I didn’t want to admit that I was hoping Luke would want to sit by me. 
 
    We headed to the lodge to check out the sports equipment and then went to the field to practice catching before the other team got there. Liz and Ashley had found a few extra players on our way over, and I was pretty impressed by how well we played together.  
 
    A few minutes later, the boys showed up. I knew that without looking from the way the girls all straightened up and touched their hair. I turned and walked over to Luke. 
 
    “Ready to lose?” I cringed. Why was I talking like this? I never talked to boys, let alone teased them. 
 
    “To you? I can think of worse things.” He winked. “So, do we want to mix these teams up, or do we want girls against guys?” 
 
    I turned. “What do you think, girls?” 
 
    “They have more players than we do. Maybe we should mix it up.” Katy had come to stand by me. “You and Luke can be the team captains.” 
 
    “Fair enough. Luke, why don’t you start?” I was shaking with nervousness. 
 
    We took turns picking people, and after a game of rock, paper, scissors, Luke’s team went out to the field and my team got ready to bat. 
 
    “Okay, team, let’s line up.” A tall boy with dark hair and glasses stood up in front. 
 
    “Hey, this is Sydney’s team,” Liz said from the bench. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I’m in charge now. I’ll bat first.” He looked over at me and smirked. He looked . . . familiar somehow. 
 
    I stared at him, trying to figure out how I knew him. He must have taken my silence as giving in, because he smiled and grabbed a bat. All the confidence drained out of me as a sense of uneasiness settled in. I sighed and sat down at the end of the bench. 
 
    “Wait.” Heidi jumped up and got up in the guy’s face. “Look, Nick. I don’t know who you think you are. This is her team. You will let her choose who goes where.” It was comical, with her standing a good six inches shorter than Nick, but he stepped back. Wow, she could be scary when she wanted to be. 
 
    He looked over at me and glared before bowing. “Okay, Your Highness. Who would you like to bat first?”  
 
    I flinched. His glare was like Sarah’s when she didn’t get her way. “Um, go ahead since you’re ready.” I stood and looked at the lineup. “Let’s alternate boys and girls so it’s a little more fair for this first inning. Then I’ll rearrange things as we go.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Nick went out to home plate, and I helped get everyone in their batting order before collapsing on the bench.  
 
    That was way too confrontational for someone who had tried not to care for so long. The look in his eye let me know I didn’t want to mess with him. 
 
    Heidi leaned around Max. “You okay? You look pale.”  
 
    “I’m fine. Thanks for sticking up for me. I’m . . . not used to that.” 
 
    “You’re not used to jerks?” 
 
    I lived with three of them. I’d learned to avoid them. “No, people sticking up for me.” 
 
    “Well, that’s what I’m here for.” She turned to watch the game. 
 
    Nick made it to first base, and Liz was up to bat. I rolled my eyes when I saw the guys move in. Typical. The pitcher threw some wild pitches and Liz walked. I noticed that he did that with the next couple of girls, and my blood boiled.  
 
    Peter and Max got out and the bases were filled when it was my turn. Heidi gave me a thumbs-up from first base. “You got this!” 
 
    The pitcher threw a low, fast pitch and I held out through that one and the next. The third came perfectly and I hit the ball with everything I had, smiling as I ran the bases and slid into home. My team cheered wildly while Luke’s team just stared, not knowing what had just happened. Nick got out on the next play, and it was our turn to take the field. 
 
    The game heated up after that, and we were ahead by three by the time five o’clock came around and Katy had to leave to teach her class. We wandered off the field, and Luke caught up to me. 
 
    “You weren’t kidding when you said you liked baseball.” 
 
    “Nope. Dad and I go to the batting cages whenever he’s home.” I hadn’t heard from Dad since I texted. I wondered if he was okay. 
 
    “That would explain the home runs. Hey, I need to catch up to the guys. See you at dinner?” 
 
    “Sounds good.” I waved and continued to my cabin, giddy. He wanted to see me again! I would have a chance to show off my new clothes. I hurried to my room and threw my mitt on the bed before taking a quick shower. I put on my purple leggings, plaid skirt, and green top, making sure everything matched. Once everyone else was ready, we headed out to the lodge for dinner. Katy would meet us there. 
 
    Clouds were piling up and heading our direction. The wind had picked up too. We hurried into the dining hall and straightened each other’s hair while we stood in line. I searched the tables for Luke, but didn’t see him. I pushed away my disappointment and picked up my tray before going over to sit with Jade and the rest of my friends.  
 
    Lightning crashed outside and I watched the rain pour down, hoping I would see Luke come in soon. Instead of going back to our cabins, we helped clean up dinner and then pushed all the tables against the walls. Music blasted through the speakers, and the counselors pulled out board games.  
 
    I half-heartedly moved my chess piece while I watched the door. After losing to Jade, I stood and went to the window. I couldn’t see the nearest cabins because of the rain. Frustrated about dumb boys and their need to mess with my head, I turned away, but whipped back around when I caught movement outside the window. 
 
    Luke came in, drenched. He went over and talked to the cooks, and they gave him a plate of food. He scanned the room before heading in my direction. 
 
    “Would you like me to find you a towel?” Jade asked. 
 
    “That would be great. Thanks.” He sat on the floor by my feet.  
 
    I slid onto the floor next to him. “Where were you?”  
 
    He shoveled food into his mouth and held up a finger. “I’ve been on the phone. You and I need to talk whenever we can leave here,” he said when he’d swallowed the bite. 
 
    My heart plummeted down to my sneakers. “What’s going on?” 
 
    He glanced at me between bites. “Who said anything was wrong?” 
 
    “You can’t just tell me we need to talk and assume I won’t think something’s up. What’s going on?” 
 
    “I promise, you want to wait until no one else is around.” He shoved another bite in his mouth. “Now, you can come out into the storm with me so we can talk, or we can wait here and you can agonize over what I’m going to say. But I’d rather get it over with, if it’s okay with you.” 
 
    His blue eyes searched mine, and I knew something was wrong. Very wrong. I nodded once. “Good thing I didn’t spend much time on my hair. Let’s go.”  
 
    I went over to where Jade was playing a game with Heidi and Ashley and let them know I was leaving.  
 
    “Are you crazy? You can’t go out in that!” Heidi gestured toward the rain. “You’ll get drenched.” 
 
    “Not to mention going off with a guy you only met today.” 
 
    “I went off with him earlier and I survived. I’ll be back at the cabin as soon as I can.” I waved to them and met Luke at the door. 
 
    We waited to make sure there were no counselors nearby and then darted out into the rain. I felt like a bucket of water had been thrown over my head. I was soaked through within seconds as we ran toward the outer part of the camp. 
 
    Luke stopped and turned toward me. “I’m sorry to bring you out here, but I couldn’t let anyone else hear what’s going on.” 
 
    I tried to suppress my shivering, but it was no use. “Is it my dad?” 
 
    He nodded. “Apparently, when he was showing the cloth you found in your room to my dad and a few other members of the Order, his hand brushed against the fabric and he fell to the ground. They can’t wake him up. He’ll groan and mutter your name, but that’s it.”  
 
    My heart shattered. I covered my face with my hands and started sobbing. I’d been warned that if I didn’t stay away from the stairs, I’d lose what I loved most. Nothing mattered more to me than my dad. And I knew where he was—he was on those stairs. But would he be able to get back out, like I could?  
 
    Luke’s strong arms came around me and hugged me close to him. “I’m sorry. I was on the phone so long because we were trying to find out who his contacts are, to see if they’re any closer to finding your cure.” 
 
    I shook my head. “He’s looked for cures for years. They supposedly found one that he was supposed to go get this week.” I was glad it was raining at that moment, as my tears mixed in with the rain. “The only thing we can do is hope that I can get into the dream and find him.” 
 
    He pulled back and tilted my chin up so I was looking into his eyes. “You can’t—it’s too dangerous. We’ll get your dad back—we have to. He’s the key to helping you, and he’s . . .” He paused. “. . . important to us.” 
 
    I was sure he was about to say something else, but let it go. “I’ll do whatever it takes to get him back. I hope you realize that. Not doing anything isn’t okay with me.” I wiped my eyes—not that it would do any good in this rain. 
 
    He put his arm around me and guided me back to the cabins. “I don’t blame you. But please be smart.” 
 
    “I will be. I need him, Luke. He’s the only good thing in my life.” 
 
    He took my hand and looked into my eyes. “I hope you can find other good things too. Please don’t worry. We’ll make sure your dad wakes up.” 
 
    “Thanks, Luke.” I looked around and noticed the rain was slowing. “Please let me know if you hear anything, okay?” I pulled away and started to trudge to my cabin. 
 
    “Sydney, wait!” Luke grabbed my arm. “Please don’t do anything crazy.” 
 
    “I won’t. I just need to be alone.” I went into my cabin and took off my muddy sneakers by the door before going to my room to change. I put on pajamas and a robe before taking all my wet clothes to the bathroom to hang them up. 
 
    There was only one person who could help my dad, and it was me. I locked my bedroom door, hoping none of my roommates would be getting back any time soon. I needed to find Dad on the stairs, and I didn’t want to be interrupted. It wouldn’t be hard for me to fall asleep. I was exhausted after just the first day here.  
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    I stood in the middle of the staircase. This was the first time I had ever been happy to see this place. I turned in circles, trying to decide which way I should go. My dress brushed against the steps. Ugh, back in the dress again. 
 
    I picked up the skirts and began climbing. “Dad?” I called, and then laughed to myself. Of course he wouldn’t answer. That would be too easy. I ran upstairs, hoping for any sort of change in the stairs, but I should have known better. They never changed.  
 
    Suddenly, I heard a noise from above, and I started running faster. A door! I reached it, breathing heavily, and grasped the handle. The door was heavy, and I struggled to open it. Inside was a brightly lit room, and I had to shield my eyes. The walls were stone and covered with cobwebs, like the stairs. It wasn’t furnished except for the dais in the center. It reminded me of the bed in the story of Snow White, except that it was Dad who lay on it, not moving. I ran forward and grabbed his hand. 
 
    “Dad? Dad? Are you okay?” I tried to wake him by patting his cheek and shaking his shoulder, but nothing worked. “Come on, wake up!” 
 
    “He won’t awaken.”  
 
    I jerked and whipped around to find the woman from the fair I’d dreamed about a few days before. 
 
    “What do you mean? And why is he asleep? I don’t fall asleep when I come here.” I kept hold of my dad’s hand, hoping he wouldn’t disappear. It was a relief that his skin was still warm. 
 
    “This is part of your curse, not his. By coming into this dream, he has destroyed all chances of saving either of you.” 
 
    I rocked back on my heels, breathless. Curse? I swallowed. This woman could have the answers we’d been looking for. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The curse. You didn’t think you came here every night just for exercise, did you? And I warn you not to throw yourself down the stairs again.” She looked at me sternly. 
 
    “Yeah, I learned my lesson. I still hurt from that one. But who cursed me? And why?” 
 
    The woman stared at me. “Your mother wanted you more than anything. She was willing to pay whatever price she must for a princess she could love and raise, and made a bargain with an evil woman to get what she wanted. However, she died before she could free herself from the promise she’d made. You, in turn, must find a way to break the curse.”  
 
    “But how does that even work?” My head wouldn’t stop trying to explode.  
 
    “She found what the woman wanted in exchange, but for some reason, you remain here. You must find a way to escape and destroy this place, or the woman will have power over you forever.” 
 
    I growled in frustration. “I’ve tried. Every night, I run these stairs and I get nowhere. Every day, I fight overwhelming exhaustion because I get no rest. If I’m supposed to stop this, shouldn’t something change?” 
 
    “But your dreams have changed, have they not?” 
 
    “I suppose . . . yes.”  
 
    She grinned. “Well, then, princess, I suggest you run.” She waved her hands and disappeared from the room. 
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    I woke to knocking and yelling outside my door. The clock showed that two hours had passed since I’d gone to sleep.  
 
    “Just a second!” I jumped out of bed and stretched before going to the door and opening it a crack. 
 
    “Where were you?” Jade demanded. 
 
    “Asleep. What’s going on?” 
 
    “You know what I mean. We couldn’t find you for hours.” Her wild eyes made me take a step back. 
 
    “He had to tell me about my dad.” My eyes watered, threatening to spill over. 
 
    She leaned forward. “Wait—what about your dad?” 
 
    “He’s cursed. He was sent into a dream state, and now he can’t wake up. I came back here to sleep and see if I could figure things out.” 
 
    “He’s cursed, and you came home to take a nap? How does that help anything?” Her eyebrows scrunched together. 
 
    “It’s hard to explain. He’s cursed because of me. I thought I could get some answers from my dreams.” I opened the door farther to let her in. 
 
    “Whoa, are you a seer?” she asked, sitting down on the floor. 
 
    I shook my head. How could I explain this? I sat for a moment, wondering if I trusted her. So far, she’d been nothing but nice. Keeping everything to myself was tiring, though. I’d take the chance. “No, it’s not like that. I’ve had these nightmares for years, and he got pulled into them. The only problem is, he can’t get out like I can.” I ran my fingers through my hair in frustration. 
 
    “What kind of nightmares? I have a dream interpretation book. Maybe that will help.” 
 
    I laughed. “Oh, believe me, we’ve tried everything. Today I learned I’m cursed. Well, my mom was cursed, and I’m still paying for it.” 
 
    “Wow. So, what’s this dream about?” She changed positions and leaned forward, resting her chin on her hands. 
 
    “Stairs.” 
 
    “Um, stairs?” She laughed.  
 
    I sighed. “Yes. Stairs. Lots and lots of stairs.” 
 
    “Do they . . . bite?” 
 
    “No. They don’t bite. But they also don’t end. Ever. I’ve run up and down them for years, and until lately, it’s never changed.” 
 
    She perked up. “It’s changed? How?” 
 
    “Someone watches me. And today, I found a door to a room where my dad was.” 
 
    She shivered. “Girl, that’s creepy. You say that no one can interpret your dreams, but you’ve never tried magic, have you?” 
 
    “Well, no. Although I don’t know why my dad didn’t think of that. Probably so he wouldn’t have to explain to my stepmom why I wasn’t going to the shrink she chose.” 
 
    “Ugh. Shrinks. I’ve been to a few of those. Look, let me see what I can do. My mom might be able to help because of the kind of magic she has.” 
 
    “Any help would be great. I just don’t want to make things worse for my dad.” I stood up and pulled the blankets on my bed. Judging by the mess they’d become, I must have been restless in my sleep. 
 
    “What do you mean, worse?” Jade stood and stretched her legs. 
 
    “I don’t want to stop having these dreams until I know Dad is safe. So if that’s what your mom will do, I don’t want it.” I followed her out of the room. “So, did I miss anything?” 
 
    “Not really. We just had roll call, and then we were told to come back to our cabins and get ready to make our rooms awesome. My mom should be here soon to help us out with ours.” Jade dropped onto the couch next to Katy and Heidi, and I took the other chair. 
 
    “Oh, so you are alive,” Katy said. 
 
    “Yeah, I was napping. I never got to ask how your dance class went.” I pulled off my robe, finally warm after the rainstorm. 
 
    “It went well. There were several people there, but it’s the first day. Tomorrow they’ll probably go to all the magic classes.” She picked up a magazine and flipped through it. 
 
    “They’d be crazy to skip your classes.” Heidi turned to me. “Stretching helps get rid of some of the pain from doing magic. That’s why it’s included here, along with the other sports. The more in shape you are, the less magic will strain your body.” 
 
    “That’s really cool. Except I still hurt after working out at the batting cages with my dad.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll still hurt. It just won’t be as bad. Come on—I’ll show you.” Katy slid onto the floor and waited for me. She ran through a couple of different stretches with me, ignoring the knock at the door. 
 
    Jade ran to the door and opened it. “Hey, Mom. We’re ready for you.” 
 
    Jade’s mom, Sheri, walked into the cabin. “Ah, I see you’re getting all stretched. Perfect. That will make my job easier. We’ll start with Katy’s room and go from there. Come, girls.” Her matter-of-fact manner was different from Jade’s easygoing attitude.  
 
    I pulled myself up off the floor and followed the girls into the hallway. Jade’s mom and Katy stood in the middle of Katy’s room. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get started. I know Katy is ready for this, but we’re going to run through it for Sydney’s sake. You empty your mind and envision exactly what you want your room to look like. Take a deep breath and then push those thoughts out into the room around you. If it’s not right the first time, it’s okay. We can try again.” 
 
    Sheri stepped out of the room and we followed. Katy got into place, closed her eyes, and while she concentrated, I could feel a tingle in the air. I enjoyed the sense of the magic flowing around me without having to deal with the pain afterward. We all gasped as the room suddenly became a small version of a dance studio. A barre ran along one wall in front of a mirror. Her bed was covered in soft blankets and pillows. Pink curtains covered the windows, and a large stereo sat in the corner playing music from The Nutcracker. 
 
    Katy jumped onto her bed. “Ah, that’s nice.” 
 
    “Okay, while Katy enjoys her new room, we’ll move on to Liz’s.” We followed Sheri into the next room, and Liz stepped forward.  
 
    She stood in the middle and closed her eyes. The flash of magic was quick and then her room became an art studio. She grinned and ran over to the canvas and easel. “Perfect!” 
 
    Ashley’s room was filled with sports memorabilia and beads for crafting. Jade’s room was themed with posters covered in peace signs and her quilt was tie-dyed, which I already knew would happen. Heidi’s room was filled with fluffy pink pillows and curtains. She flopped on her bed and pulled out a magazine to read. 
 
    Then it was my turn, and my stomach bubbled with nervousness. They’d all done this before. My breath caught when I saw everyone coming down the hallway to watch. 
 
    “Um, are you girls sure you don’t want to enjoy your rooms?” I walked inside slowly, cringing. None of them had shown any pain at all. I hoped it would be the same for me. I shook out my hands and stretched my neck, hoping to calm myself down. 
 
    “This is your first time. We like to make sure you have a cheering squad.” Jade leaned against the doorway. 
 
    “Okay, Sydney. You’ve watched this five times now. You can do it. Relax, breathe, and then picture what you want.” Sheri smiled and backed up. 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” I muttered. I worked on the meditation Dad had taught me and tried to calm the jitters. I shouldn’t have thought of Dad. Pictures of the stairs came to mind and I forced them to go away. I clenched my fists and shook my hands out again. Light, butterflies, rainbows.  
 
    I could feel my pulse slow and I relaxed. Okay, castle. Big bed, lots of pillows, sitting room. Breeze coming in through the window. I smiled and pushed the vision out of myself. And my eyes flew open at the gasps from the other girls.  
 
    I hadn’t tried to think of the stairs just before I pushed. They’d slipped in at the last second, and now they were here. Not the stairs themselves, but the stone walls. Dark curtains covered the windows, and torches surrounded the room instead of the light on the ceiling. My heart beat wildly as I looked over at the doorway. 
 
    “Wow, Syd. I never took you for the Gothic type,” Katy remarked. The other girls stared at the room from behind her. 
 
    “I’m not. This is what I see every night.” The terror from my dreams made my bones hurt, but I realized I had no actual pain from the magic. 
 
    “Well, unless you want to sleep in this . . . whatever it is, let’s try again. Think you can get the right picture this time?” Sheri asked, studying the room. 
 
    “Yeah. I had the picture—I just got distracted. I’ll try again.” I closed my eyes and concentrated on a castle. Not just the room, but the whole castle. I pictured the chandeliers, and the tapestries, and the thick rugs. I pictured the throne room and the main hall, and then jumped to the bedrooms. My room was breathtaking. The deep purples accented the marbled walls perfectly. When I felt certain I could make this happen, I pushed hard. 
 
    The “ooh”s and “ahh”s let me know I’d done what I wanted just before I collapsed from searing pain that shot through my body. I tried to keep the scream inside, but it ripped out of me. Shrieks erupted, and I was picked up by several hands and set on top of a bed that was much softer than the one I’d napped on just an hour before. 
 
    “Sydney, honey, can you open your eyes?” Sheri’s voice was close to my ear. 
 
    My eyes didn’t want to open, but I finally forced one to obey. I groaned, trying to roll over. Bad idea. Every muscle screamed at me for using my magic.  
 
    “You scared us, Syd. What happened?” Liz’s voice came from behind me. Wait, I was on my bed. How was she behind me?  
 
    I forced my eyes to focus. The bed I’d created was massive. This was not the small room I’d been assigned—I’d made the entire room I’d pictured. “How . . .?” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me you had that much power.” Jade studied the room. “It’s almost like we’re really in a castle.” 
 
    I sat up and looked around. “Whoa. I did this?” 
 
    Sheri smiled and nodded. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Cabin eight is not going to like the fact that you took part of their yard.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I just did what you told me.” I held my head, trying to will away the headache that threatened to knock me back out again. 
 
    “You did nothing wrong—I’m highly impressed. It’s no wonder you were overtaken by pain. I’ve never seen so much power used at once.” She stood. “I’d better move on to the next cabin. Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I just need to sleep.” I lay back down and closed my eyes. 
 
    “Come, girls. We need to let her rest. We’ll see you at the flag ceremony in the morning, Sydney.” 
 
    I waved and rolled over. I didn’t want to sleep for fear of dreams, but the softness of the bed and the warmth of the covers were just too comfortable to leave. 
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    When the alarm rang the next morning, I nearly jumped out of my bed, ready to stop this person who had my dad. The stairs had been like a vague memory as they stayed in the background of other strange dreams. I felt more rested than I had in a while, which meant I had more energy to fight. 
 
    I stepped onto a thick, soft rug and walked over to the wardrobe that had taken the place of my closet, pulled out my shorts and T-shirt, and quickly dressed. I could hear the other girls talking out in the hallway, so I grabbed my sneakers and opened the door. 
 
    “Oh, you’re awake. Are you feeling any better?” Jade asked. 
 
    “Much. I’m starving, though.” I sat down to put my sneakers on. 
 
    “Well, let’s get to breakfast, then.” Katy opened the door. 
 
    “Race you!” Heidi called and took off running for the lodge. I chased after her, enjoying the cool breeze.  
 
    We reached the cabin laughing and out of breath. Liz had easily won with her long legs, and poor Heidi ended up in last place. She didn’t seem to mind as she bounced past us and went straight for the food line. 
 
    The smells from the kitchen had my stomach growling. I asked for extras of everything the cooks had to offer, and my plate was piled high with bacon, eggs, sausage, hash browns, and pancakes by the time I sat next to the girls. 
 
    “Wow, you weren’t kidding when you said you were hungry.” Ashley laughed. “Are you going to be able to eat it all?” She took a bite of her pancakes. 
 
    “I guess we’ll see.” I grinned and dug in. The flavors burst in my mouth—everything was cooked to perfection. 
 
    I was halfway through when Luke came up to the table with his tray. “Can I sit here?” 
 
    Katy jumped up. “You can have my spot. I’m done.” She winked at me before taking her plate to the kitchen. 
 
    Luke sat down next to me. “How are you feeling today?” 
 
    “I’m good.” I picked at the rest of my food, suddenly losing my appetite. I was too nervous to eat in front of him. 
 
    “I saw your cabin. What happened to it?” He took a bite of his eggs. 
 
    “My magic was a little more powerful than I thought. I now have a huge bedroom.” I’d been somewhat joking when I’d told Jade I wanted a castle. Who knew I’d actually get it? 
 
    “That was you?” he asked, surprised. “That’s only happened once or twice before, and never by someone on their first try.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I didn’t mean to. I just pictured the room and pushed, like everyone else. It felt so real, too.” Like I’d been there before. Otherwise, how would I have pictured it so perfectly? 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know. The place I pictured is exactly what showed up. I guess it’s not what I expected. I figured it would just be a room with a few elements from what we pictured in our minds.” I caught Jade and Luke exchanging glances. “What?” 
 
    Luke took a drink and cleared his throat before answering. “That’s what usually happens. Yours was the exception to the rule.” 
 
    “You said it’s happened before, though.” I thought of Katy’s ballet room. She’d been happy with what she got, but had she imagined something bigger? Mine was exactly right, down to the last detail. 
 
    “It has, but the counselors usually have to step in and repair the cabin because of severe damage. Your room was intact,” Liz said. “You’re going to have to teach me how to do that. I’d like a bigger art studio.” 
 
    “Hey, you won’t be changing anything. I don’t want you messing up my room.” Ashley tossed a small piece of toast at her. 
 
    “I wouldn’t do it this year. I was thinking more for next year. I’ll have to try for an end room.” 
 
    “Excuse me. I need everyone’s attention.” Sheri stood at the podium at the front of the cabin.  
 
    We all turned to listen. Camp was finally getting started, and I felt the excitement build. I wanted to find a way to save my dad, and I was hoping someone here would be able to help me.  
 
    “You all should have met your counselors last night. They’re the leaders you will turn to with any questions. If you’re sick, go to them instead of just skipping class. We need to know where everyone is at all times. Some classes, you’ll be taking with your roommates, and other times, you’ll have a choice of where you want to go. 
 
    “When swimming, please pay attention and watch out for our guests. The mermaids are here for instruction, and we need to respect their territory. Only go swimming during designated times. 
 
    “Don’t forget that at the end of camp, we will be having a competition against the camp on the other side of the lake. You are encouraged to participate, but if you don’t, you are still required to attend.  
 
    “You are expected at your first classes in ten minutes. If you don’t have a schedule, find your counselor. Now, everyone, have fun, and please obey the rules so we can all stay safe.” She sat down and talked to the other counselors. 
 
    “Let me guess—you don’t have your schedule with you,” Jade whispered. “Let’s go get one from my mom.” 
 
    “Meet you at lunch?” Luke asked.  
 
    “That would be great.” I leaned toward him. “I need to talk to you about something. See you later.” I stood and walked with Jade to get my schedule.  
 
    We compared our classes and found that we would be going to arts and crafts, followed by working with inanimate objects. We walked together to the arts cabin and waved at Liz before finding a spot to sit. The cabin was full of easels, canvases, and large bins of clay. It had an earthy smell mixed with the strong scent of oil paint.  
 
    Each of us had a pottery wheel and clay sitting in front of us. We talked for a bit until the art teacher came in. She was dressed in coveralls and had clay smeared on her cheeks. Liz sat up straighter, excitement showing on her face.  
 
    “Welcome, campers. This isn’t your typical art class. We’ll be doing pottery and a few other crafts, but not in the way you’ve always learned. You’re going to use your magic to work with the clay to make a vase. Instead of touching it directly, you’re going to hold out your hands a few inches away and coax it into shape. Watch.” 
 
    She took the clay in front of her and began to manipulate it into a vase with delicate carvings on the sides. I sat in awe, watching as she worked. “Okay, now your turn. Just concentrate and feel what you want your vase to look like.” 
 
    I stared at my clay for a minute, unsure what to do. After turning on the wheel, I did what she told us and pictured what I wanted. Putting my hands near the clay, I tried to push my magic into it, but nothing seemed to happen. A glance around the classroom showed me that no one else had figured it out either.  
 
    After several minutes, the teacher clapped, and we stopped working to listen. 
 
    “How many of you were able to do it?” 
 
    Only a couple of hands went up in the air. 
 
    “This was to illustrate a point. We can do great things with magic, but we have to know what we want to do with it first. This time, I’m going to teach you how to use the pottery wheel the right way. Next class, we’ll try it with magic. Ready?” 
 
    We watched as she demonstrated again how to make a vase using her hands with no magic. Once we got the idea, we tried to do it ourselves. This time, I was actually able to make a fairly good-looking vase before the end of the class. I set it aside and washed my hands before leaving with Jade and Liz. 
 
    “So, were you two able to do it?” Liz asked. 
 
    I shook my head. “This felt different from the magic I used to make my room.” 
 
    “It is. There are a few different elements. Usually, we’re stronger in one than we are in another,” Jade explained. 
 
    “Except . . .” I thought for a second. “Wouldn’t these be the same thing? Both are used to create, right?” 
 
    “Yes, but your room was on a big scale. This is on a smaller scale. Think about what kind of magic you’ve done before. What do you use it for?” 
 
    “Well, there was my room. I made myself a pretty awesome dress the other day. And I used it to unlock the car door, so that’s small.” 
 
    Liz looked at me, eyebrows scrunched together. “You unlock your car door with magic? Why?” 
 
    “Long story. I’d rather not do it because it hurts.” My wrist bones ached just thinking about it. 
 
    “So, take Liz here,” Jade said. “She does things with her hands all the time. The clay was easy for her because it’s just small details. I love things that flow because I can work with wind or water better. Katy uses movement as well, but on a smaller scale. Heidi has a little of everything, as does Ashley.” 
 
    “I guess that makes sense.” I looked at my watch. “We’d better get going.” 
 
    The class on magic and inanimate objects was a lot of fun as we learned how to change a rock to a marshmallow. A few of the campers popped the marshmallows in their mouths, but I couldn’t bring myself to eat it. I was aching all over by the end of the class, but I was happy with how easy the spell had been for me. They rang the bell, and I handed off my marshmallow to Jade. 
 
    “Where are you going next?” Liz asked as she walked with me out of the cabin. 
 
    “Intro to magic. You?” I put my class paper into my bag. 
 
    “I have another art class.” 
 
    Jade glanced at her schedule. “I have archery. See you later.” Jade and Liz waved as I went the other direction. 
 
    I walked into the lodge and instantly went on alert. The hairs on my neck stood on end, and my stomach lurched in fear. Someone was here. I whipped around, trying to figure out where they were, but nothing looked suspicious. It didn’t make sense with what the woman on the stairs had told me. Why would someone be following me if I was just supposed to pay off a curse? 
 
    I left the cabin, hoping I would leave the feeling behind, but it only grew stronger. I needed to hide. I ran back to my own cabin and slammed the door, locking it behind me. I hoped the other girls had their keys. I ran to my room and locked that door as well.  
 
    Taking deep breaths to calm down helped a little, but I could still feel the threat nearby—even though it had lessened significantly. This was no help. I pulled out my cell phone and looked through the list of contacts Dad had programmed into it.  
 
    I silently thanked him when I found Luke’s number. “Hello? Luke? I need your help.” 
 
    “Where are you?” His voice came in clearly. 
 
    “My cabin. Just hurry, please.” My heart beat rapidly. I thought I was safe, that they wouldn’t be able to find me here. 
 
    “Okay. I’ll be right there.”  
 
    I flipped the phone closed and left my room, watching carefully as I walked into the hallway. Ashley had left her door open and I caught sight of a baseball bat just inside. I grabbed it, figuring it would make a good weapon—if only I could actually see the enemy. 
 
    The knock at the door was loud and made me jump. I peeked out the window to find Luke standing on the porch. I set down the bat, unlocked the door, and threw it open. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked. 
 
    I grabbed his arm and pulled him away from the cabins. When I felt like we were a safe distance away, I stopped. 
 
    “There’s someone or something here. Something I feel in my dreams. I can’t find it, but I feel it.” I shivered. 
 
    Luke stiffened. “Where did you first feel it?” He pulled out his phone and started texting. 
 
    “I went to my class in the lodge. It was so strong, I ran to my cabin to see if I could escape it, but I felt it there too. It’s almost like it’s a part of me.” Maybe it was—it would explain why the feeling followed me. But again, why? 
 
    Luke checked his phone. “Okay, my dad said I’m supposed to stick with you for a bit. Please don’t tell me you have something like ballet today.” 
 
    I laughed. “That would require grace, something I don’t have. I’m missing the intro to magic class.” 
 
    He tilted his head to the side. “Why were you taking that? From what I’ve heard and seen, you already have pretty good control of your magic.” He gestured toward my cabin, now expanded and standing much closer to the one next to it. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say ‘control.’ I didn’t mean to do that—it just happened. I wanted a small version of a castle room.” 
 
    “So you have a very vivid imagination. That’s a good thing. You’ll need it to come up with ways to fight when you’re in battle.” He waved at some campers who walked past. 
 
    I laughed in disbelief. “What battles am I supposed to fighting? I’m at camp. Unless you have a way of defeating an evil stepmom and stepsisters, I’m not sure how learning to battle will help.” 
 
    Luke grinned. “There’s something for everything. That’s the joy of magic.” 
 
    “Perfect. I’d love to turn Sarah into a toad, and Kaylee into a mouse. I’ll have to figure out something more fun for Julie.” I rubbed my hands together. 
 
    “Wow, you’re downright evil.” He turned and started walking. “Okay, learning to battle with magic it is.” 
 
    I hurried to catch up. “No way. They don’t really have that class, do they?” I was still nervous from the feelings of being watched, but that only made me want to learn to fight even more. I had to protect myself. Mom was gone, and Dad was in a deep sleep.  
 
    “No, they don’t. But I can teach you. We just have to find an area of the field that’s not being used for classes.” 
 
    “And they won’t care that you’re teaching me?” I bit my lip. I really didn’t want to get in trouble. 
 
    “They have archery and sword fighting. They can’t really get mad at us for using our magic.” He went inside the main lodge and found one of the leaders. I held back, but Luke put his arm around me and pulled me closer. “Hey, Miss Smith. I’m going to be teaching her how to battle. Are you okay with that?” He smiled, his dimples showing. My knees went weak, and I could tell it had the same effect on everyone around me. 
 
    Except the counselor. She studied me. “To my office. Now.” She turned and walked toward a room at the back of the lodge. She sat in a large, plush chair, and I sank onto the hard seat across from her. Luke stood behind me, his hands on my shoulders. The warmth from his fingers comforted me. 
 
    “Now, would you like to tell me why you want to try to blow up my camp?” 
 
    “We don’t want—” I burst out. 
 
    Luke’s hands tightened on my shoulders. “I assume you received notice about her from her father?”  
 
    “Yes, I did. And it’s all the more reason to keep her magic hidden.” 
 
    I looked up at Luke, confused. “What does she mean?” I could see his jaw clench. 
 
    “It means, Sydney, that until you get your magic completely under control, you are a danger to those around you.” 
 
    I sat back in shock. “What do you mean? I always have control of my magic. Um, mostly.” That wasn’t at all what I’d just told Luke, but she didn’t have to know that. 
 
    She smirked. “Would you like to tell me about your cabin? Did you have that under control?” 
 
    “Well . . . no.” I should have known she’d hear about that. “But I was able to do things at home all the time without a problem. This time, I just concentrated harder, and it kinda burst out of me.” Okay, so that probably didn’t help my case. But it really was something I’d never experienced before. Pain, yes, but not letting the magic escape. 
 
    “I assume you’ve only done small things. Opening yourself up to your full potential is completely different. Sheri told me you passed out.” 
 
    “I guess so. But I was hit with pain so hard and fast, I couldn’t take it. I don’t think anyone could have,” I burst out. I stopped in shock. What was I doing? I never argued with teachers. “I’m sorry. I just . . . want to know why I have so much pain when everyone else seems fine.” 
 
    Miss Smith paused before speaking. “Do you always hurt that badly when you use magic?” 
 
    “I have pain, but it’s usually more focused in my arms. I used it to make my dress nicer the other day, and that pain was pretty bad. When I made the first bedroom, I had no pain. The second time, I felt like I was being electrocuted.” 
 
    “Interesting. We must get that under control.” She glanced at Luke. “I will allow you to teach her the basics. But one wrong move—one accident—and you stop. No battling until she has control over her magic. Do you understand?” I hunched down in my chair. 
 
    “I understand perfectly. I’ll make sure she’s careful,” he promised. 
 
    I stood. “Thank you. I’ll do my best.” 
 
    “I know you will.” She left her desk and followed behind us. “By the way, I’m highly impressed with your cabin. There was some pretty amazing detail in your room.” 
 
    I turned to her in surprise. “You’ve seen it?” 
 
    “During inspections today. There have been some good designs, but never a full suite.” She waved and walked over to the other counselors who were talking quietly at the head table.  
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    “Ready to go?” Luke asked. 
 
    “Sure.” But I wasn’t. I knew practicing magic would hurt, and I didn’t want to pass out again. I thought back to the conversation we’d just had.  
 
    Luke stopped and faced me. “Syd, look at me.” 
 
    I met his eyes and got lost in them. “Yeah?” I blinked, trying to pay attention. His blue eyes were way too distracting. At least his dimples were hidden in his concerned expression. 
 
    “Things will be okay. We’ll get your dad back. And we’ll get your magic under control.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I wiped a tear away that suddenly escaped at the mention of my dad. I ached, knowing he was in trouble. 
 
    “Any time. Okay, it looks like we have space over there.” Luke pointed to a spot on the far side of the archery targets. He marked out a few paces and then faced me. “Now, follow me.” 
 
    He did a few sweeping motions with his arm before flicking his fingers at his other palm. A burst of fire turned into a small fireball on his hand. 
 
    I gasped, amazed at the control he had over the flame. “That was so awesome! Okay, here I go.” I copied what he’d done and flicked my hand. The flame roared up before turning into a ball of fire that was twice the size of Luke’s. I grimaced at the pain of the magic, but held the ball of fire in place. 
 
    His eyes widened. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “What? I did the same thing you did.” I gestured toward the fireball. “So, um, how do I put it out?” 
 
    “Oh! Right.” He clamped his hands together, putting out the flame.  
 
    “Won’t that burn me?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re the boss. Just decide it won’t.” 
 
    Easy for him to say. I imagined the fire going out and repeated the actions Luke made. Then I laughed when I put out the fire—it hadn’t hurt at all. 
 
    “Well, I see you have fire mastered.” He shook his head. “Let’s try water.” He pointed at the lake and gestured, almost coaxing it out of its banks. The water rose in a small spout before he pushed his hand down, and the water fell with a splash. “Now you try.” 
 
    “Do I have to say anything in my mind?” 
 
    “Nope. Just coax it.” 
 
    “Okay.” I held my hand out like Luke had and asked the water to go up, but it didn’t listen. I tried again, with the same result. I narrowed my eyes and pushed it this time, not giving it a choice.  
 
    A huge funnel of water shot up in the air—taking three mermaids with it. Their silvery blue fins sparkled in the sunlight, and their long, flowing hair billowed out around them. Their faces showed surprise at first, followed quickly by anger. I yelped, pushed the water back into the lake, and ran toward it, then leaned over the edge. “Sorry! I’m so sorry!” 
 
    One of the mermaids came to the surface. Her mossy green skin enhanced her beauty. “Please be more careful next time. You do not want to mess with us.” She glared and swam away, splashing me with water.      
 
    “I said I was sorry,” I mumbled, wiping off my face. 
 
    “Well done, but we’ll stay away from the lake, too. I suggest you don’t, um, go swimming during camp.” He led me away, looking over his shoulder. 
 
    “They wouldn’t really do anything to me, would they?” I tried to turn, but Luke pulled me farther away. 
 
    “Don’t look back. They’re making some rather impolite gestures, and you don’t want to see. Let’s get as far away as possible before Miss Smith finds out.” 
 
    “But it was an accident,” I protested. It wasn’t like I’d hurt any of them. I wanted to go back and talk to them, but Luke was probably right. 
 
    “Yes, the kind of accident she was trying to avoid.” We went to the far end of the field, and he thought for moment before dropping his arms to his sides. “Okay, something smaller. But first, how did you feel after that last spell?” 
 
    “I . . .” I hadn’t felt anything. My jaw dropped. “I’m fine. No pain at all.” 
 
    He smiled. “You’ll feel it later. You pushed the pain away when you forced your power onto the water, but it will come back. It always does. Just pray it’s after you’re in bed tonight.” 
 
    “Uh . . . okay. So is that why I didn’t see the other girls react to using their magic last night?” That made so much more sense. 
 
    “Yep, although you still seem to feel the pain more than most. I think it’s because of your unfiltered magic. We just have to learn to filter it. I think you’re figuring it out, though. You have to remind the pain to wait until later.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Easier said than done?” 
 
    “Yes.” He laughed. “Okay, I'd teach you to work with wind, but we’d probably have a tornado on our hands. Just know that you’d use that magic the same way you use water. Just coax it where you want it to go.  
 
    “So let’s do earth. Instead of pulling it up, we’re going to dig a hole. This time, concentrate on keeping it small. Tell it what to do, but make sure you keep it under control and only send a little at a time. Again, easier said than done.”  
 
    He demonstrated by holding his hand out and pushing down, making a twisting motion. A hole began to form, the dirt flying out around it. He stopped and shook his hand, wincing in pain. “Sorry, earth and I don’t always agree. I have to push a little harder with this one. Your turn.” 
 
    I pushed, this time trying to keep it small. The dirt fought back and didn’t to do anything. I opened my magic to full power, and soon my hole was twice as deep and wide as Luke’s. This time, the pain hit hard, and I doubled over. 
 
    Luke put his arms around me, helping me to the ground. “Easy, Syd. You did just fine.” He brushed my hair away from my face until I stopped shaking. My body was still screaming at me, but I was able to sit up. 
 
    “I can see what you mean about fighting the earth. It fought against me, so I had to push harder. Man, I need a nap.” I yawned and covered my face with my hands. 
 
    “You’ve been working hard.” He chuckled, staring at the holes we’d just dug. “You really know how to hurt a guy’s ego.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I was suddenly aware of how close he was and blushed. 
 
    “Everything I did, you did twice as much.” 
 
    “Yes, but I didn’t try to. Do you think you’ll be able to teach me better control?” I asked. The thought of going up against someone without knowing how much power I had scared me. I didn’t want to blow up the battlefield. 
 
    “Of course. Sit by me.” He waited for me to position myself so I could watch him. “Now, ask that blade of grass to grow. Just one.” He pointed a finger and slowly raised it as the blade grew. 
 
    I bit my lip and did the same thing. I thought I was doing pretty well until Luke cleared his throat. “What?” 
 
    He nodded behind me. “The lawn guy isn’t going to like us much.”  
 
    The grass was about a foot tall all around me. “Ugh! But I was just talking to one.”  
 
    “Stop thinking about everything else. Just think of that one blade. Try again.” 
 
    I sighed. “Okay.” I focused completely on the blade in front of me. It rose and sprouted seeds. “I did it!” I couldn’t wait to show Dad everything I’d learned. If he ever woke up.  
 
    “Great job. Okay, next. You’re going to dig a small hole. Very small. And then seek for the water underground to fill the hole.” 
 
    I stared at him. “Seriously? How?” 
 
    He smiled. “You ask it to come to you.” 
 
    “All right.” I pointed down at the ground and told the dirt to move out of the way. I could almost feel it grumble as the hole went a few inches into the ground. I stopped digging and then searched for the water. There it was. Cold water flowed far below the surface. Once I had its location, I asked it to come to the surface. When it refused, I pulled on it until it filled the hole. 
 
    I was rather proud of myself until I noticed that the water kept coming. I panicked and pushed it back down, but the water wouldn’t obey. Luke jumped up and put his hand out to help me. By the time we were able to stop it, the field was flooded.  
 
    “Let’s keep you away from water magic, okay? I don’t think it likes you. Or maybe it likes you too much.” He pulled me away from the puddles. “Come on—let’s go before Miss Smith wonders why her field is now a swamp.”  
 
    “Good idea.” I watched the field clear of other campers—a few of them shot glances toward us as they left. 
 
    We went to the lodge and got in line for lunch. I waved at Jade and the other girls before grabbing my plate. 
 
    “Hey, I’m going to sit with the guys. You okay with that?” Luke thanked the cook for the food and waited for me to answer. 
 
    “Of course. Thanks for the help today.” I squashed my disappointment. After all, I couldn’t have him with me every second.  
 
    “No problem. We’ll do more later tonight when you’ve had a chance to rest.” He left and went to sit by the guys we’d played baseball with the day before. 
 
    I sat next to Katy and took a bite of my chili, suddenly ravenous. I looked up to see everyone staring at me, smiling. “What?” 
 
    “What? You’ve spent the last two days with the hottest guy in camp. Spill.” Katy stabbed her salad and took a bite. 
 
    I shrugged. “Not much to tell. He helped me with magic.” 
 
    “Really? I thought we weren’t allowed to practice without a teacher,” Liz said. 
 
    “We got permission first. He took me over to the field and we worked on a few things.”  
 
    “Oh, so you’re the one who flooded the field,” Ashley said. “Now we can’t play soccer today.” 
 
    Heidi nudged her. “What makes you think it was her? There are five other classes there.” 
 
    My face grew hot. “She’s right. It was me. Apparently, I don’t get along with water, so it does whatever it wants.” 
 
    Ashley glared. “I’ll just have to find something else to do, I guess.” 
 
    “It’s not that big of a deal. Besides, we’re having a dance tonight anyway.” Heidi grinned and peeked over her shoulder at Blake. 
 
    The other girls squealed. 
 
    “We’re having a dance?” I asked, forcing myself not to look over at Luke. I didn’t want to get my hopes up. 
 
    “I talked Miss Smith into holding one.” Katy waved at someone behind me. 
 
    “How’d you do that?” Liz asked. 
 
    Katy shrugged. “I don’t know. I just figured I’d ask. She seemed distracted by something. Of course, that was about the time someone shot the mermaids up into the air.” She glanced at me with an eyebrow raised. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” I grinned and finished my food in silence while the other girls talked about what they would wear. Thanks to Kaylee and Sarah, I’d always missed the high school dances. This would be my first, and it made me sick just thinking about it. I wanted to go, but I had no idea what I would do there. Maybe I could just stay in the cabin and no one would notice. 
 
    After lunch, I walked to the music room only to find it empty. Strange—we were supposed to be having a class in just a couple of minutes. 
 
    I walked around the large room, my steps echoing in the silence. The instruments that lined the walls were arranged into winds, brass, and strings. I’d played a little violin, but it had been years.  
 
    Something crashed in one of the rooms to the side. I jumped, my heart beating rapidly. 
 
    “Hello?” I stood totally still and listened for any more sound. When there was only silence, I crept toward to the door and paused. My mind was screaming at me to leave, but I had to know what was in that room. I sensed movement and spun around only to be grabbed from behind. I screamed and clawed at the strong arm that held me fast.  
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    I was on the stairs again—I was tired of them appearing during the daytime. I couldn’t tell if I was all the way in my dream, but the pain in my wrist from being dragged behind the man was definitely real. His strides were long and fast, and I did my best not to trip on the stairs. 
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked, gasping for air. I would have thought I’d be in good shape from climbing every night, so maybe we really were here all the way. Most of the time, I could go on forever. My mind wandered to Dad. He was here somewhere. Was he okay? 
 
    The person said nothing. He just seemed to run even faster. I tripped on a step and fell, crying out in pain. He reached down and pulled me up, not allowing me to catch my breath or check the big bruise on my leg. Apparently, pain wasn’t going to get me out of the dream this time. 
 
    We came to a door, and he shoved me through before slamming it shut. I fell down and caught myself with my arms. I could feel my wrist snap, but I held in my scream of pain.  
 
    “Ah, Cinderella. There you are.” A beautiful old woman sat on a large chair in front of me. Her graying jet-black hair was slicked into a bun, and her burgundy satin dress flowed down to the floor. Servants stood on each side of her, staring straight ahead. 
 
    “It’s Sydney.” I pushed magic into my arm to heal it. I didn’t have my dad’s skill, but I didn’t want to deal with the break any longer than necessary. 
 
    “So that’s what they’re calling you. No wonder I couldn’t find you.” The woman’s smile gave me chills. 
 
    I glared. “I’m here every stinking night. It’s kind of hard to miss me.” The magic was flowing from the center of my belly button and making its way to my wrist. Beads of sweat formed on my forehead as I tried to keep the magic from exploding down my arm. 
 
    She clicked her tongue. “Temper, temper. Really, you must learn to respect your elders. Now, where’s my payment?” 
 
    I lost control of the magic and my wrist snapped back into place, sending waves of nausea through me. I clutched my wrist to my stomach and breathed deeply, trying not to lose my lunch. “What payment?” I asked once my pain had subsided. I knew what she was talking about, but I hoped to hear more from her. I needed some kind of hint so I could get out of this place. Once Dad was safe. 
 
    “Don’t play games with me. I have been waiting for years to be paid back for your life, and I want it now.” Her eyes flashed. 
 
    “Look. From what I understand, Mom already paid you. Now I’m stuck on these stairs for no reason. I want my nights back.” I wanted nothing more than to lie down and sleep off the pain of the magic, but I couldn’t. 
 
    She watched me, her lips pursed and eyes narrowed. “I told your mother I wanted something that would make me happy. She gave me what I asked for, but it didn’t please me as I thought it would. Therefore, the curse remains. Find what it is that I want, and I will let you go free.” She waved her hand, and I was back in the music room before I could ask what she wanted. 
 
    I growled in frustration. How was I supposed to know what to bring her? The room was now dark and I noticed that a few hours had passed, even though it had only felt like minutes. I left the building to find people shouting my name around the campgrounds. Flashlights lit up the night.  
 
    I jogged over to Miss Smith. “Hey, I’m here.” 
 
    Miss Smith startled. “Where have you been? We’ve been looking all over for you.” 
 
    “I . . . was taken. But I’m back now. You can call off the search.” I could feel my face burning. 
 
    She spoke into a radio, letting everyone know I was with her before turning back to me. “Now, would you like to tell me where you were? What do you mean by ‘taken’? Do you need help?” Her hand shook as she placed it on my shoulder. 
 
    “It’s hard to explain. I’m fine, though. Really.”  
 
    A group of campers gathered around us as we spoke. I wanted to sink into the ground in embarrassment. Miss Smith cleared her throat and made an announcement.  
 
    “Everything is fine now. We’ll get the dance started in a few minutes. Go in to the lodge.” 
 
    As everyone headed toward the dance, a few people glanced at me as they passed by. Jade ran up and grabbed me in a hug. 
 
    “Don’t ever do that again! You had us worried sick.” She tugged on my arm and pulled me into the room behind her. “Spill. Where were you?” 
 
    “Just wait until the music starts, okay? I don’t want the whole world to hear about it.” I nodded toward a few girls who were staring at me. When they realized they’d been caught, they hurried over to the other side of the room. 
 
    She leaned closer. “Did it have something to do with Luke?” she whispered. 
 
    “What? No. Why?” I looked around. “Where is he?” 
 
    “Looking for you. He’s frantic, but I wasn’t sure if it was real or just an act.”  
 
    “He’s supposed to be watching out for me. Oh, there he is.” I waved at him. 
 
    Jade sighed. “Fine. Go be with your guy. But you will tell me what happened later.” She wandered off toward Peter. 
 
    Luke dashed over and grabbed me in a hug. “Where were you? You had me so scared.” 
 
    “Not now.” I glanced around at the others who were watching. 
 
    As a slow dance started, Luke pulled me onto the floor. 
 
    I had to talk loudly over the music as I explained what had happened with the woman in my dream, and when I got to that part of the story, he checked my wrist. “It’s fine. Just sore from how fast it healed.” I rotated it to show him. 
 
    “You had everyone worried when you didn’t show up for roll call. I thought I’d lost you.” He caressed my cheek before hugging me to him again. 
 
    Whoa. My cheek tingled where he’d touched it. It took a second to catch my breath. “I—I’m still here, but I feel more lost than I was before. How am I supposed to find out what makes her happy when I don't even know who she is?” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out. At least we know what causes your dreams, right? That’s a huge thing. I’ll tell my dad in the morning so he can help out.” 
 
    “Okay. For now, let’s dance. I want to forget about it.” Not that I could. My head felt ready to explode, with all my thoughts running wild. 
 
    “My pleasure.” He took my hand and spun me out onto the dance floor. 
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    It was a relief to go outside in the cool breeze after the warmth of the lodge. The dance was shorter than it would have been because everyone had been looking for me, but it was still a success. Luke walked next to me, silent. He took my hand and stopped in front of my cabin.  
 
    “Thanks for dancing with me. It was a lot of fun.” We had stayed together the whole time, only taking a break to get a drink during the fast songs. 
 
    “I enjoyed it. Thanks for putting up with me stepping on your toes once or twice.” He chuckled, but then turned serious. “I don’t like that they can grab you from the camp.” He caressed my cheek again, sending tingles down my skin. 
 
    “I don’t like it either. I hope they’ll leave me alone to find whatever it is that she wants. I don’t like going there.” I shuddered.  
 
    “I don’t blame you. We’ll figure this out. Just . . . don’t go anywhere alone, okay?” 
 
    “That’s probably a good idea. Maybe Jade will let me go to classes with her.” I glanced back at the cabin, where I saw several heads suddenly duck down below the window sill.  
 
    Luke burst out laughing. “Your friends aren’t too smooth with the spying.” 
 
    “No, they’re not.” I shook my head. 
 
    “I guess this means good night.” He bent over and kissed me lightly on the cheek before walking toward his cabin. I stared after him, frozen to the spot. I could still feel his lips and smell his cologne. Never in a million years would I have thought that I’d find a guy at camp who liked me—especially someone like Luke.  
 
    I heard the door open, and it knocked me out of my stupor. Touching my cheek where he’d kissed me, I walked inside, waved absently at the other girls, and flopped on my pillows, wanting to think about everything that had happened that night.  
 
    The girls burst through the door and jumped on my giant bed. 
 
    “Okay, I want to know everything,” Jade demanded. “You have way too many secrets.” 
 
    Katy nudged her. “Everyone has a right to their secrets. I just want to know about Luke.” 
 
    I laughed. “There’s nothing to tell. We danced, and he walked me home. He watches over me.” I couldn’t keep the memory of his eyes or his dimples out of my head. Okay, so really, I had a major crush on the guy. 
 
    “Nothing to tell? He kissed you!” Heidi squealed. “And you didn’t dance with anyone else the entire night. And the way he looked at you? Man, he’s got it bad.” She pretended to faint. 
 
    “Oh, brother.” Jade rolled her eyes. “What I really want to know is where you went. You were gone for hours. Last thing we knew, you were headed to music class, and then we suddenly had to organize a search party. Out with it.” 
 
    I hesitated. What if they didn’t believe me? Or worse, what if they did believe me and didn’t want anything to do with me? 
 
    Liz smiled and patted my foot. “It’s okay. We can help.” 
 
    “Remember the room I made before this one?” I waved my hand around. “Well, I go there every night in my dreams. We’ve tried to figure out why for years. Then a few nights ago, I found out it’s a debt I have to pay off. Usually I only visit in my dreams, but this time, someone grabbed me and took me there while I was awake. I met this creepy old woman who told me that I had to make her happy in order to break the curse.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “Thing is, she sent me back before I could ask her what she wants.” 
 
    The room was silent for a moment. I knew it—I knew I shouldn't have said anything. I picked at the comforter on my bed, wishing I could climb under the covers and hide away from the other girls. Of course, that would mean going back to those stairs once I fell asleep. 
 
    “Wow, Syd. I had no idea. When you said you went there every night, I was thinking like, a recurring dream.” Jade leaned over and gave me a hug. “So, are you locked in a room?” 
 
    “No. I run stairs. Up or down—it doesn’t matter. It’s always the same.” 
 
    “Don’t you ever just stop and sit down?” Heidi asked. 
 
    “Not really, but I might just do it tonight. I’m tired.” I yawned, thinking of how nice it would be to sit instead of climbing. Except . . . “But sometimes I feel like someone’s there, watching me, and I’ve actually felt it a few times while I’ve been here at camp.” 
 
    Liz shuddered. “That’s creepy.” She paused and then brightened. “Maybe she wants a puppy.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like it. Maybe you should clean her tower. From the looks of the creepy room you made, it could use some tidying.” Ashley shuddered. “I don’t know how you stand it.” 
 
    “I already do enough cleaning at home. I don’t want to do it in my dreams too.” I rubbed my eyes. “I hate to kick you all out, but I’m exhausted.” 
 
    Jade climbed off the bed. “Take care of yourself. Night, Syd.” 
 
    “Have a good night.” I waved as Katy closed the door, and then climbed under my covers. As I relaxed, I was hit by a wave of exhaustion and pain that dwarfed anything I’d felt before in my life. It felt as though fire was shooting through my veins. Every bone ached like they were going to shatter. The side effects of the magic I’d used earlier that day finally showed, and I didn’t know if I’d survive it.  
 
    Trying to get my mind off the agony, I decided to figure out how to make the woman happy. The puppy and cleaning were a long shot. I thought about what I’d seen while I was there, but nothing gave me any clues. She just sat there, all snooty in her chair and fancy gown. Wait—the gown. Maybe I could make a dress she would like. If that’s what it took, I’d make her a whole new wardrobe. I knew how to do it, and I was already in pain, so it couldn’t get much worse, right? With a plan in mind, I allowed myself to drift off.  
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    “Back so soon?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Not that I had much choice.” I stood in the center of the room, facing her chair again. This time, her dress was a green satin accented by a necklace and earrings encrusted with emeralds. I just hoped this would work. 
 
    “No, you really didn’t. What did you bring me?” 
 
    “I was going to bring you a gown.” 
 
    The woman studied me for a moment. “As you can see, I already have gowns. Why are yours so much better?” 
 
    “I make them using magic.” I held my hands behind my back to hide their shaking. 
 
    “What—you’re going to crochet me a dress or something?” The woman’s laugh was like ice down my back. 
 
    “No. Do you have an old dress lying around?” I asked. This would only work if I had something to start with. 
 
    The woman waved her servant away, and he brought back an old tattered gown. 
 
    “Okay, watch.” I closed my eyes and imagined a rich maroon dress with ribbon around the neck and sleeves. I threw in some embroidery just to see how it would work, and then pushed it toward the dress in front of me. 
 
    The woman gasped. “How did you do that?”  
 
    I opened my eyes, a wave of exhaustion nearly knocking me off my feet. “I just told the dress what to look like.” 
 
    The woman stood and came toward me. She took the dress and inspected it closely. “This is perfection.” She glanced over at me. “I have never seen its equal.” 
 
    I was proud of what I’d done. I shook out my hands, trying to rid them of the pain from the magic. It felt different here. Easier to use. “Does this mean I’m done? Did I break the curse?”  
 
    She looked at me in surprise. “Of course not. This is beautiful, but it is not what I wanted. Come back and try again.” She flicked her hand, and the dream faded out. 
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    The next morning came way sooner than I wanted. My muscles screamed as I stretched. After the pain I’d dealt with the night before, it wasn’t surprising that my body didn’t want to behave. I stood and touched my toes and did a few other exercises until I was loose enough to move without wanting to cry. 
 
    I changed into a T-shirt and shorts and hurried out of the cabin. I was starving and didn’t want to wait any longer for breakfast. My legs didn’t want to move fast, so I had plenty of time to enjoy the scenery. The sun reflected off the lake and sparkled, reminding me of diamonds. I stopped walking and watched the water. What if I could make my own? Every girl liked jewelry, right? The dress hadn’t satisfied the woman, but I bet jewels would. I’d have to ask the art teacher for help after breakfast.  
 
    I finished up the last of my pancakes and waved goodbye to my friends. The wind had picked up while I was eating, and I had to pull my hair up into a ponytail to keep it out of my face. 
 
    The door to the art cabin was locked when I tried to go in. I was disappointed, but it made sense—the counselors and teachers would need to eat as well. I sat on the top step and watched as campers walked by to their different classes. The trees moved in the breeze, and the lakes had small waves on the surface. After several minutes, I saw a woman heading for the cabin. 
 
    “Can I help you?” the camp leader asked. Her name tag read “Anne” in bold letters. 
 
    “I’m just anxious to learn.” I smiled. 
 
    “Well, come on in. You can help me get things set up.” She unlocked the cabin, headed past all the desks and easels, and opened the art closet. “Take these and put one on each desk, please.” 
 
    “Okay.” I took the bottles of paint from her and passed them out. I couldn’t bring myself to make small talk, so I just kept quiet until she spoke to me. 
 
    “Were you in this class yesterday?” she asked. 
 
    “Um, no. I was in pottery. And I’ll go there later. I just . . . had a question.” Now that I was here, I was too embarrassed to ask. 
 
    Anne looked up from what she was doing and wiped her hands. “What is it?” 
 
    “Well, it’s dumb. I just wondered if there was a way to make jewels or something with magic. But now, never mind. I’d better get to my class.” 
 
    “Wait. It’s Sydney, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” I blushed. Everyone probably knew my name by this point. 
 
    “Why are you asking how to make jewels?” She studied my face closely. 
 
    I couldn’t figure out any other reason, so I figured I’d tell some of the truth. “I just wondered … it’s for payment.” I backed toward the door. This was a mistake. 
 
    “Payment for whom?” 
 
    “A lady. But just forget it. I’ll figure out something else.” I turned to go. 
 
    “Are you in trouble?” 
 
    “No. Well, kind of. She has my dad.” My stomach turned, thinking of him lying there. I took a deep breath, trying not to cry. 
 
    “She has your dad? Have you called the police?” Anne hurried forward and put her hands on my shoulders. 
 
    “No. The police can’t help him where he is. I’m supposed to find what makes her happy. I just figured that jewels would make anyone happy. But it was dumb.” 
 
    Anne glanced behind me. “There are other campers coming to class. Come back during lunch. I can help you, but you really should report this to someone.” 
 
    “I’ve told you and Luke, but there’s nowhere else to go. He’s going to contact his dad today and let him know what’s going on. They should send help. But I think this is something I need to do on my own. I’m not sure she’d bend for anyone else.” I opened the door. “I’ll be back at lunch. Thank you.” I smiled and hurried out of the way of the other campers. 
 
    I slipped into my chair in pottery class and listened closely as the counselor taught us how to use magic. This time, I was able to make my clay resemble a vase. I wouldn’t be doing it for a living anytime soon, but it was still a vase. 
 
    My next class was a lot of fun, and I came up with a way to make a chair walk. Maybe I could use that on a footstool so the woman could be more comfortable.  
 
    Luke caught up to me on the way to my next class. “Hey, ready for another lesson?” 
 
    It sounded better than the class I was supposed to attend, and I’d already missed the first session yesterday for lessons with Luke. “Sure. Where should we go?” 
 
    “Let’s avoid the field. I think the mermaids complained to Miss Smith.” He grinned and put his arm around me as we walked. 
 
    “The lodge is full. We could use my cabin, maybe.” 
 
    “Boys aren’t allowed in the girls’ cabins.” He was silent for a moment. “Do you trust the forest?” 
 
    I glanced over at it. “I don’t know. I guess it’s better than nothing, but there was that cloaked person out there our first day here. We never did figure out who it was.” 
 
    “I’ll take him down if he shows up again. Or you will. That’s what we’ll be working on today.” He led me out to the forest, and we walked for a bit until we came to a clearing.  
 
    “At least the mermaids are safe, but I’m not sure about the animals.” I watched a squirrel scamper off. 
 
    “They’ll be fine. Now, we’re going to be learning how to put up shields so you’re not hit with any spells your enemies cast.” 
 
    “They don’t usually throw anything at me—I just end up there in my dreams. But yesterday, he grabbed me from behind.” I couldn’t help glancing over my shoulder to make sure no one was there. 
 
    “That’s not very sportsmanlike. Okay, we’ll learn self-defense after this, then. You’re going to take the force you used to control the wind and imagine a large shield in front of you. Then push it toward the attacker. You try.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, sir.” I held up my hands and tried to picture a shield. When I thought I had it down, I pushed it at Luke. A rush of air flew from my hands and hit Luke head-on. He flew backwards onto the ground, landing hard. I ran over to him, panicked. “I’m so sorry. Are you okay?” 
 
    Luke rolled over, gasping for air. “I’ve been better. Let’s have you try it on something else.” He stood, groaning. “Man, you pack a punch.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to. I just did what you said.” I helped pull the leaves out of his hair before backing away. “Okay, so I won’t use this against you. How should I practice instead?” 
 
    “Use that tree over there. It looks sturdy enough.” He rubbed the back of his head. “Do the same thing, but this time, try to control how much magic you use.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay.” I concentrated on the shield, and this time, I didn’t push quite as hard. The tree still rocked as it was hit with the shield, and leaves fell as the branches whipped around. 
 
    “I think that would stop an army. Try one more time, and think of it more like a flick of the wrist instead of a full-on push.” 
 
    “All right.” I tried again. This time, the branches only moved slightly. 
 
    “Perfect. Now, one more time with me. I want you to count to three, but be ready to throw the shield because I’m going to throw something else at the same time.” He walked several feet away and got into a fighting stance. 
 
    My heart beat rapidly as I tried to concentrate on what I was supposed to be doing. “One, two, three!” I threw out the shield and ducked, afraid of what he was going to throw. 
 
    I slowly lifted my head, wondering if I’d hurt him again, but he was standing there, hands on his hips. 
 
    “What was that?” he asked. 
 
    “A shield?” I asked. 
 
    He pointed behind me. “Not a very strong one.” 
 
    I turned. A tree was smoldering, hit by two curses, from the look of the marks on its trunk. I pulled lightly on the water from a nearby puddle and shot it toward the tree, putting out the fire. 
 
    “Well done with the water, but we still have to work on your shields. Come on.” 
 
    We tried several more times until I could push away his curses. He showed me a couple of my own to try, and I had them down after several minutes. The fireball was harder to control, but I loved shooting the flames. The ball of ice came easily, and I had to stop so I wouldn’t kill the tree I’d been practicing on. 
 
    “Can we move on to self-defense? I think it’s almost time for lunch, and I’m starving. Plus, I’m really tired from all this magic.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Let’s start with a few escapes from the front.” He grabbed my wrist with both arms. “Now grasp your fist and pull up as hard as you can.” 
 
    I tried what he said and yanked my hand out. “Awesome. What’s next?”  
 
    Luke showed me two more escapes, and I quickly caught on. “Now for the harder ones.” He moved behind me and grabbed me by the shoulders. “Use the same pressure points I showed you and slip out.” 
 
    I tried to concentrate on what he was saying, but I couldn’t get over the fact that his arms were around me. My fingers trembled as they reached for the pressure points.  
 
    “Syd? Are you okay?” he asked softly.  
 
    I gulped. “Yeah, I’m fine.” I shoved his hotness factor out of my head and pushed on his pressure points before getting away. 
 
    “There you go. Let’s try another one.” Luke pulled me close, and his breathing next to my ear distracted me again. 
 
    I really needed to get this done. Then I could drool over him. I went through the steps as he slowly walked me through them. By the time I had it down, I’d convinced myself that he was the bad guy, and I was able to get out quickly. 
 
    He rubbed his stomach after I punched him during one of my escapes. “I’d better watch out how I approach you now. I’d hate to surprise you.”  
 
    “I’m pretty strong. Don’t mess with me.” I flexed, then laughed as he tackled me to the ground. “Hey, that was totally unfair. I wasn't ready.” I pushed him off, giggling, and stood up. 
 
    “Yes, well, I’m a ninja, so you never know when to expect me.” He laughed. “Now let’s go before I starve to death. Race you!” He took off running, and I had to sprint to catch up. 
 
    “So what are your plans after lunch?” Luke asked as he picked up a tray for each of us and handed one to me. 
 
    “I’m meeting with one of the counselors.”  
 
    “Okay, I’ll see you after that. A couple of the guys want to play some basketball.” 
 
    “Sounds good. See you then.” I picked up the last of my food and carried it over to sit by Jade. “Hey, what’s up?”  
 
    “Not much. How was your training with Luke?”  
 
    “It was fun. He taught me how to fight and some self-defense.”  
 
    “So is that all you were doing? Or was there kissing involved?” Heidi asked. “Ow!” She glared at Ashley. 
 
    “Like that’s any of your business,” Ashley said. “But was there?” Her eyes danced. 
 
    “Nope. Hard to do when I’m throwing fireballs at him.” I took a drink of my juice.  
 
    Jade stood up with her tray. “I’ll see you guys later. I want to watch the basketball game, and the guys just took off.”  
 
    “See ya.” I finished the rest of my lunch and walked over to put my plate away. There was only half an hour left of lunch, and I needed to see what Anne could teach me. The door was open when I got to the art room, and I slipped inside on alert. “Hello?” 
 
    “Oh, Sydney. I’ll be right there,” Anne called from another room.  
 
    I walked around the classroom, looking at all the paintings the other campers had done. Some were pretty simple, but others were beautiful with their detail. I was pulled in by one painting of a castle on a hill, strangely feeling like I’d been there before. I reached out to touch it. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get started.” 
 
    I startled, not realizing Anne had come into the room. “So, what do we do?” 
 
    “Sit down and I’ll show you. These aren’t anywhere near as valuable as real jewels, but we can make some fakes that look real.” She pulled out some different stones and put them inside a box. “These will have to undergo large amounts of heat, so I hope you’ve learned to control your fire magic.” 
 
    “Um, mostly. Luke was just teaching me.” 
 
    “Wonderful. Okay, make a fireball and hold it over the stone until it changes. Depending on the strength of your magic, it could take minutes or hours. The longer you can hold it, the better it will be. Most wizards don’t make their own because it takes so much energy.” She looked up at me. “From what I hear, you have more power than you know what to do with. Let’s see how it works.” 
 
    I sat down in front of her and made the fireball before pushing it onto the stones. After several minutes, Anne told me to stop. 
 
    “Wow, you really are strong. See these crystals?” She pointed out tiny bits of colored stone lining the rocks I’d been working on. “That’s impressive. Keep it going, and I’ll be right back.” 
 
    I nodded, focusing my attention on the stones. I could see them changing in front of my eyes and I didn’t want to stop. The woman would have to like these, right? I mean, I knew she probably wanted something more valuable, but it couldn’t hurt to try. 
 
    Anne sat in front of me again and pulled out some other stones. “Okay, you have those mastered. Let’s try a diamond. This time, you need pressure more than you need heat. So think . . . heavy.” She took the rocks I’d been working on and put other rocks in their place. 
 
    I cupped my hands and pushed down as hard as I could, trying to use heat and wind together. I added water to the mix and watched as the rock slowly changed. I suddenly felt an overwhelming surge of exhaustion, so I pushed one more time before having to rest my head on the desk in front of me. 
 
    Anne rushed over. “Oh, dear. You worked yourself way too hard. I shouldn’t have taught you this.” She hurried over to her desk, and I could hear her talking to someone as I faded into blackness. 
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    I woke to a large headache, and I groaned and covered my eyes. My body screamed at me when I tried to move, so I remained still.  
 
    I opened my eyes one more time to see that I’d ended up in my room somehow. By the light streaming in my windows, I could tell it was late in the day. Katy, Jade, and the others were sitting nearby, watching me, reading, or painting their nails. 
 
    “How long did I sleep?” I managed to ask. I needed water. 
 
    Katy rushed over. “You’re awake! Man, you had us worried. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Like I want to sleep for years.” I groaned. “Can you get me some water?” 
 
    Heidi left and came back with a cup. “Here you go.” 
 
    Jade and Katy helped me up in bed while Heidi held the cup for me.  
 
    I caught a flash of light to the side of me and looked over. The stones sat on the table by my bed. One was half transformed into a diamond, and the other had small crystals embedded in it. 
 
    “The art teacher sent these with you. She said you made them.” Heidi tilted her head to one side. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “By pushing myself way too hard.” I flopped back on my pillows. “Remind me never to do that again.” 
 
    “Are they real?” Katy picked one up. 
 
    “They’re not worth anything, but they’re real enough.” Ashley picked up the other one. “This is hard magic. Why were you doing it?” 
 
    “To break the curse. Can you hand them to me? I have to take them into my dream.” I yawned, still drained from working so hard.  
 
    Ashley and Katy handed over the rocks and went to the door, followed by the others. 
 
    Jade turned. “You be careful. And let’s have fewer near-death experiences, okay?” 
 
    I smiled, already having a hard time keeping my eyes open. “Got it.”  
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    It took several flights of stairs and a couple of rest breaks before I was able to find the woman again. I pushed the door open and stumbled in. 
 
    “Why, Cinderella. I wasn’t expecting you for a while.” The woman was dressed in a navy blue velvet gown and held a small silver goblet. Guards stood on each side of her, staring straight ahead. 
 
    “Stop calling me that. It’s Sydney. And I brought you something.” I still ached from making the gems, but I wanted to get this over with so I could find a place on the stairs to hide and sleep. 
 
    “Oh? And what’s that?” She gestured for me to come closer. 
 
    I walked forward, holding the stones tightly, and prayed she would at least be impressed. The woman took the jewels from me and I stepped back, biting my lip. 
 
    She studied one stone and then the other. “Where did you get these?” 
 
    “I . . . made them.” I’d hoped she wouldn’t ask that. She didn’t seem above making people use their magic to get what she wanted. After all, I was stuck in these stairs because of her. 
 
    Her eyebrows shot up. “You made them? I don’t believe it.” 
 
    My anger flared. “I did. My body back in the real world is exhausted. It took everything I had to make them.” 
 
    She leaned forward, studying my face. “How?” 
 
    “My art teacher taught me to push fire and wind into the stone. I added water to harden it.” I caught her hungry expression, and I didn’t like it.  
 
    “Do it again.” Her smile was a little forced, and the way she leaned forward made me back up a few steps. 
 
    “No. It almost killed me.” 
 
    “Do it. If you really have that much power, I want proof.” She snapped her fingers, and a short, thin guard hurried to her side. “Get me some rocks. Quickly.” 
 
    I clenched my hands into fists. This wasn’t possible. I barely had control over my magic when I was awake—how was I supposed to control so much of it in my sleep? 
 
    The little guard brought back a couple of stones and waited for another man to set up a table. 
 
    “I’ll melt the table.” I looked up at the woman. “I use a huge fireball. This isn’t going to work—I can just do it on the floor.” 
 
    The woman smiled. “The table is fireproof. Now, let’s see what you can do.” She leaned back, lacing her fingers together. 
 
    I took a deep breath before putting my hands over the stones. I hesitated and glanced up at her. “This might not work. I’m tired and I’m not awake.” 
 
    She brushed away my concern. “You’ll do fine. Now, get on with it. No more stalling.” 
 
    “Fine.” I made a ball of fire and pushed down. I was surprised to see that I didn’t have to push as hard this time. I stopped and stretched my cramped muscles.  
 
    She laughed in delight. “Excellent. I’ll have to think on this. For now, I’ll give you two nights of rest. Use them wisely.” She waved her hand, and the room faded away. 
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    I woke and tried to sit up, but I still couldn’t move without pain. I made a mental note that doing magic in my dream may have been easier, but it still had its consequences. Along with the pain came ravenous hunger, so I pulled myself out of bed and limped to the bathroom. After a hot shower, I was ready for the day—mostly.  
 
    Jade had stayed back to walk to breakfast with me. “So what happened last night? You were so restless, you woke me up.” 
 
    “I had to make more jewels for the woman in my dream. She gave me no choice.” I could still see her hungry expression when she’d heard what I could do. 
 
    “Ugh. You must be exhausted.” 
 
    “I could sleep for another few days.” I saw Anne in the distance, and thought back to the day before. “Hey, how did I get home from the art cabin yesterday?” 
 
    “Anne radioed for help, and the counselors carried you back. Luke wouldn’t leave your side until you were in bed, and then stayed out on our porch until this morning.” She looked over at me, smiling. “He must really like you.” 
 
    “I guess so.” I felt a little lighter as we walked into the lodge. It was nice to have Luke as a protector. 
 
    We had to eat breakfast quickly because we were going to be working on our events for the competition. 
 
    My roommates headed off for their activities, and I wandered toward the archery field. It was the only thing I felt good about doing, besides baseball. The mermaids were racing across the lake as I walked past. They were fascinating to watch, with their tails flashing out of the water. When I got to the field, there were several other campers practicing. My heart leaped when I noticed that Luke had just gotten there as well. 
 
    “Hey, Luke.” I zipped up my sweater to block out the cold morning breeze. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to see you up yet. How are you feeling?” He gave me a hug and handed me a bow.  
 
    “I’m sore, but good. The jewels I made were enough to impress her, so she’s giving me a couple nights of rest.” Not that I believed her. I hadn’t had two days off from those stairs since I started having the dreams years before. We stepped aside so other campers could walk past us.  
 
    “That’s great! Now you can finally get the rest you need, and we can think of other ways to help break the curse.”  
 
    “Yeah, I can. Or I can ignore her and enjoy my freedom.” I grabbed some arrows and followed Luke out to a target. “So, how does this work?” 
 
    “Well, you shoot at the target over there.”  
 
    I giggled. “That’s not what I meant. How does the competition work?” I took aim at the target and shot, sinking the arrow near the bull’s-eye. 
 
    “Nice. You’re getting better all the time.” He took his turn, hitting the center. “We shoot at twenty-five yards, fifty yards, and then one hundred yards. The lowest three drop out each time.” 
 
    “Maybe this isn’t the best event for me, then.” I hadn’t shot anything past twenty-five yards, and I was terrible at that. But then, I didn’t know how to do anything else but baseball. 
 
    “Maybe not, but we need a few more for the event. Besides, this way you can hang out with me, right?” 
 
    “True. I suppose I could humiliate myself for that.” I shot a few more, hitting the target each time. 
 
    Luke stepped close and put his hand over mine. “You need to loosen up. Stop worrying about where it’s going to hit it and let it go.” 
 
    I was distracted by his closeness, but it did the trick. The arrow went straight to the bull’s-eye. I jumped up and down and threw my arms around Luke’s neck. “I did it!” 
 
    He laughed and hugged me back. “I knew you could. Now, let’s try it again.” 
 
    We took turns shooting, and by the time we had to go in for lunch, I’d hit the bull’s-eye several more times. 
 
    Luke took my hand as we walked to the lodge together, sending a thrill of excitement through me. Once we collected our food, we found a table in the corner and sat.  
 
    “So, are we still ignoring everything that happened last night?” Luke popped a French fry in his mouth. 
 
    “What are you talking about? I simply went to bed in my room fit for a princess and woke up this morning. Nothing else happened.” I smiled innocently. 
 
    “Of course. So, tell me about your plans for school.” 
 
    I picked at my salad. “That’s a good question. I want to get into a good college and do something with science, but my grades have been so bad, I don’t know what I’ll do.” 
 
    “What happened?” Luke asked. The sympathetic way he looked at me made my heart race. 
 
    “The stairs. I can’t concentrate most of the time. I’ve done better over the last few weeks because the dream changed, but before, I could barely survive. Between doing chores for my stepmom and stepsisters and having to deal with these dreams, I don’t get any sleep or time to study.” I stabbed a carrot and shoved it in my mouth, trying not to cry. 
 
    “You do chores for your stepmom and sisters? What do they do all day?”  
 
    “They shop. Or find other ways to make me miserable. They’ve broken most of what used to be my mom’s.” My thoughts drifted back to my blanket that was still in pieces. I hadn’t had a chance to fix it before I left for camp. 
 
    “Man, I’m sorry, Syd. That isn’t fair. Does your stepmom know about these dreams?” 
 
    “Yeah, her way of fixing it was to send me to a psychologist. We stopped telling her about them and she finally dropped it. We keep all magic away from them. Dad didn’t feel like they should know, for some reason. I’m fine with that—it’s one thing they can’t come after me for.” I pushed my plate away. The lodge was slowly emptying out, but I didn’t want to end our conversation. “Enough about me. What are your plans?” 
 
    “I’ve thought of studying to be a doctor, but I would also like to follow in my dad’s steps and help out in the magical world. I’m already starting with it.” The excitement in his eyes when he talked about working with his dad made me smile. I knew exactly how he felt.  
 
    “That sounds great. I think that even though I want to do something with science, I’m going to do the same thing. I haven’t been able to get away because it would look suspicious to my stepmom, but as soon as I’m old enough to leave the house, I want to travel with my dad and see what I can do to help the world. Who knows—maybe I can combine science and magic.” 
 
    Luke leaned forward. “I bet you could. With the power you have now, you could do pretty much anything you wanted.” He shook his head. “I just don’t understand how you have so much magic, but you never used it. Did you even know?” 
 
    “Nope. I had to be sneaky, so I only got to do small things with it.” It hadn’t even dawned on me to use my magic for anything more than opening doors. Even making the dress was something out of the ordinary for me. 
 
    “That’s too bad, because the world could use more of your power.” His eyes danced. 
 
    “I think the mermaids would disagree with you.” I pulled my plate back and took a few more bites. His words warmed my heart. It was nice hearing compliments from anyone, let alone a totally adorable guy. 
 
    “Well, that just means you’ll have to stay away from them as you become rich and famous. Come on. I hear there’s a pickup baseball game after lunch—let’s go play. Maybe you can get on the team for the competition.” 
 
    I jumped up. “Let’s go. I can’t pass up a game.”  
 
    We got our mitts from our cabins and then headed over to the field. Luke and I were put on different teams again, and I went to the dugout so we could bat first. 
 
    I groaned when I noticed Nick sitting on the bench, writing down names. He sneered when he saw me come into the box. Thankfully, he turned away instead of saying something to me. The umpire blew his whistle to get the game going, so Nick stood to pick a bat. Of course he’d put himself first on the roster.  
 
    Once the pitcher was ready, Nick went out and knocked the first pitch to the fence. He made it to home, and Max was up next. After a few more runs, it was our turn to take the field. 
 
    Nick put me in right field, and I ran to get into position. I stood, waiting for a ball to come to me, and felt like something wasn’t quite right. The feeling of being watched was back—I was supposed to be left alone. I shook it off and watched as runner after runner hit the ball over to left or center field. 
 
    When Luke took his turn at bat, I could have sworn he grinned at me. He hit the ball, and it came flying straight to me. I caught it and threw it in, making it a triple play. 
 
    “Wow, Syd, that was awesome!” Max clapped me on the shoulder once we got to the dugout. 
 
    “Thanks. You did great getting them out on third.” I sat down next to him. I would be up after a few more batters. 
 
    “Yes, but if you hadn’t caught it, I couldn’t have made it work.” He watched me pull on some batting gloves. “Do you play in high school?” 
 
    “No, but I play in a city league.” When my stepmom let me out of the house, which wasn’t often. I stood and checked out the available bats. I found the heaviest one that felt good in my hands and went out to practice my swing. Nick slid home, and then it was my turn. 
 
    We were tied going into the ninth inning, and by the time we took the field the last time, Nick’s face was one giant storm cloud. He got the first two batters out, and then Luke took his turn at bat again. He hit the ball out to left field and sprinted around the bases, making his team ahead by one point. The next batter hit it right to me and the game was over. We ran in to cheer for the other team. 
 
    “Your school is crazy not to have you playing for them.” Max shook his head in admiration. “That was awesome. Please tell me you’re playing at the competition.” 
 
    “I’m planning on it. Unless someone else has a problem with it.” I looked right at Nick, who grumbled something under his breath and walked away. We did our cheer and ran to shake hands with the other team.  
 
    I went back to the dugout to grab my gloves. As I left, Nick stood in my way, his arms folded. “Enjoy your couple of nights off. They’ll be your last.” He laughed cruelly and turned to walk away. 
 
    I stood there in shock, watching his back. He was the right size to be the guy in the cloak. And that feeling I got around him . . . I couldn’t move. How had I not picked it up before? I’d brushed past him that day at the lodge when I felt like I was being watched. I just hadn’t paid attention to him. 
 
    “Nice game, Syd—what’s wrong?” Luke glanced behind him. 
 
    I swallowed, trying to make my mouth work. “He—Luke, I think he’s the guy who took me into the dream.” My hands were shaking. He had plagued my nightmares for so long, and he had been standing right next to me. My legs were Jell-O. 
 
    “Nick? Are you sure? I mean, the guy’s a jerk, but how do you know?”  
 
    “He told me to enjoy the next couple of nights off. And he’s just the right size to be the guy in the cloak.” It was no wonder Nick was so rotten to me.  
 
    Luke pulled me into a hug, squeezing me to him. “Well, that explains a lot. We have guards around the perimeter of the camp, so we couldn’t figure out how he got in. All this time, it was one of the campers.” 
 
    I nodded. “But how do we stop him?” 
 
    “We keep you away from him.” He let go, pulling me toward the cabins. “We’ll just have to know where he is at all times and stay on the other side of camp. I need to talk to Max and a few other guys.” 
 
    “Wait—they know about all this?” My stomach plummeted. How many people knew about me?  
 
    “No, but they’ve seen how Nick treats you. We’ll just play on that. I can’t let him take you again.” 
 
    “But I’m supposed to have a break. This is ridiculous. Can’t I go hide in the pottery room or something?” 
 
    “That’s actually a great idea. Doesn’t Liz like art? Maybe she can stay with you while I call my dad to tell him what’s up.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t want her pulled into this.” I jogged up the steps of my cabin, but Luke stopped me before I opened the door. 
 
    “Sydney, she’s part of it just by being in the same cabin. We need to stop Nick, and right now, this is our only option.” He caressed my cheek and leaned in to kiss me softly, making my knees weak. All the fear drained away, leaving nothing but joy. He pulled away and cupped my face in his hands. “I can’t lose you.” 
 
    “Okay.” I turned away and fumbled with the doorknob. My brain was still buzzing from the kiss, and I paused for a second, trying to remember what I was doing. “Hello? Liz? Anyone?” 
 
    Katy came into the living room. “Liz is at her art class. What’s up?” 
 
    “I just wanted to see if she could go to the pottery room with me.” I stepped into the cabin, and Luke leaned up against the doorframe.  
 
    “Why can’t Lover Boy go with you?” She winked at Luke and dropped onto the couch. 
 
    Luke laughed. “I have to make a phone call, or I would. Sydney needs protection, and I figured you girls might be willing to help.” 
 
    “Protection? What’s going on?” Katy hopped up from the couch, her eyes wide. 
 
    “I think Nick is the guy who kidnapped me,” I explained. I knew it sounded crazy, but there wasn’t much I could do about that. It was the story of my life. 
 
    “That jerk. Are you sure?” She pulled on her shoes. 
 
    “I’m not positive, but he knows things about last night’s dream that he shouldn’t.” I followed her outside as she brushed past us.  
 
    “Hey, I’m going to take off. I need to catch Dad before he heads into meetings.” Luke kissed me again and jogged toward the entrance to camp. 
 
    Katy raised her eyebrow. “So, are you still going to deny that he likes you?”  
 
    I couldn't help grinning. “No. It’s so weird, though. I don’t know why he sticks around.” We walked toward the art cabin. 
 
    “He likes you. That’s all that matters.” She pulled a rubber band out of her pocket and put her hair in a ponytail. “So what was it that Nick knew?” 
 
    “The woman had me prove I made those gems. When I was able to create more, she gave me a few nights off from running the stairs. Today, Nick told me I should enjoy them because they would be my last.” I shuddered.  
 
    Katy stopped. “Wait. You made them again? In your sleep?” 
 
    I sighed. “I know it sounds weird, but lately I’ve been dragged into my dreams, and I found out today it’s Nick who’s been doing it.”  
 
    “I just don’t get how you can go inside your dreams. I thought no one knew how to do that anymore.” 
 
    I looked at her, stunned. “What do you mean? I didn’t know anyone else had ever done it. Well, except the ones torturing me.” There were others who could do what I did? Why hadn’t Dad said anything about them? 
 
    “It used to happen all the time a few centuries back, but it was banned and the magic was lost. It was around the time the cost for magic became pain.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t make sense. I walk in my dreams every single night, but I have more pain than other people when I use magic.” 
 
    She shrugged. “It affects us all in different ways, I guess.” We stopped outside the art building. “What I don’t get is how that woman can get Nick to walk in and out of your dreams.” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it’s really annoying.” I pulled open the door to the art cabin and went inside. Liz sat at the back of the room, making a bowl. A few strands of her red hair had fallen in her face, and she stared intently at the clay in front of her. 
 
    “Looks like I’ll have to stay with you,” Katy whispered. “I’m not sure she’d notice if someone came in and battled you right in front of her. She loves her art.” She pulled a chunk of clay from the bin and handed it to me, then grabbed some for herself. “It’s like me with dance. It’s easy to lose yourself in what you love.” 
 
    I stared at the clay in my hands. What did I love that much? Sports? I sat by a wheel and tried to make the clay obey my fumbling hands, but it was hopeless. I stared at it, thinking. I pushed and prodded, using my magic, and as I added a little of the different elements, the clay started obeying. I imagined an old vase and started forming the clay into what was in my mind. 
 
    When I got the clay to look how I wanted, I stopped the wheel and blew a curl out of my face. I lifted the vase and examined it, happy with my work. 
 
    “Wow, Syd, that’s pretty amazing. Much better than mine.” Katy held up the small flower pot she’d made. 
 
    “Hey, it’s nice. I like it.” 
 
    Liz blinked and turned off her wheel. “When did you get here?”  
 
    Katy laughed. “About an hour ago.” 
 
    Liz blushed. “Sorry. I was trying to get this to look right for my mom’s birthday next week.” She gestured toward the bowl in front of her. It was far beyond anything I could have imagined making.  
 
    “It’s beautiful. The detail you added around the top is amazing.” I picked up my vase carefully. “Where do we put these?” 
 
    “Thank you. There’s a drying room in the back.” She led us to the room, and we set them out to dry. “I haven’t seen you two in here much.” 
 
    “Syd’s hiding. We figured this was the last place Nick would look for her.” Katy went to the sink to wash the clay off her hands. “I need to teach my dance class. You’re good with Liz now?” She dried her hands and turned to me. 
 
    “Yes. Thanks for watching out for me.”  
 
    Katy waved and ran out of the cabin. 
 
    “Why does Nick want you?” Liz asked, pulling out more clay. She set it on her wheel and sat back down. 
 
    I told her what was going on. She gasped when I told her what I’d done in my sleep, but she didn’t say much else. 
 
    “Well, stay with me as long as you want. Dinner should be soon anyway.” 
 
    “Thanks, Liz.” I set my clay on the wheel. “So why do you come here instead of working in your room?” 
 
    “I have canvas and paint, but not a potter’s wheel. I guess I could make one, but I love the smells in here. Plus, I have to force myself to leave the cabin or I’d stay in there for years.” She laughed. 
 
    “Right. I understand that.” I started working the clay in front of me and had made it into a salad bowl with a few ridges by the time the dinner bell rang. 
 
    We put our stuff away and cleaned up around our wheels before heading over to the lodge. I looked at my clay-spattered clothes and wished I’d put on coveralls before working. 
 
    “Hey, Syd, how was pottery?” Luke came up to stand in line behind me. 
 
    “It was fun. I made a couple of things.” I smiled at the cook as she served me lasagna and a piece of garlic toast. 
 
    “That’s great. Are you going to the campfire tonight?” 
 
    “Probably. Unless you think it’s a bad idea.” I glanced over at Nick, who was absorbed in his dinner. 
 
    “Hey, I’m there to protect you this time. Besides, I want to hang out.” His smile made my heart melt. 
 
    “Sounds good to me. It’s much more exciting than sitting in my cabin all night.” I followed him over to sit by Liz and my roommates. 
 
    Luke squeezed my hand before we started eating, and we talked about the upcoming competition. The warmth and contentment I felt was something I usually only experienced when it was just my dad and me. I hated for camp to end. Tomorrow was the last day to practice—we’d be heading over to the other camp early Friday morning.  
 
    Sheri stood at the front of the lodge. “Can I have your attention, please?” She waited for everyone to quiet down. 
 
    “We’ve decided that tonight’s campfire will include a talent show. It can be dancing, singing, whatever you’d like. Since Friday’s competition is all about sports and outdoorsy things, we decided to let everyone else show off their other skills tonight. Campfire will start in an hour.” She sat down to the buzzing of excited voices flowing through the lodge. 
 
    “Are you dancing, Katy?” I asked. I would definitely sit this one out. I hadn’t taken a violin lesson in years, and singing was not an option. 
 
    “Yeah, this is awesome. I get to have my class show their stuff.” She smiled and pointed. “Look how many people are leaving to get ready. I’m not the only one excited for this.” 
 
    Heidi and Ashley hopped up and grabbed their trays, talking in excited whispers. 
 
    “Where are you two going?” Katy asked. She took a bite of her salad and waved at a group of her dancers as they walked by. 
 
    “We have to practice. We’re going to sing,” Ashley said and hurried off to dump her plate. 
 
    “I didn’t even know she sang.” Not that I spent much time with them. Luke kind of took up my free time.  
 
    “They’re both pretty good.” Liz said. “They sing together at talent shows back home all the time.” She picked at her salad before pushing it away. 
 
    “Are you doing anything?” I asked her. 
 
    She shook her head. “All my stuff is art. I don’t know if anyone would want to watch me paint a picture.” She shrugged. “It’s okay, though. I might just hang out at the cabin.” 
 
    “You should come and sit with me. I don’t plan on performing either.” I smiled at her.  
 
    Jade jumped up. “See you guys there. I need to grab my guitar.” She met up with Peter and they walked out of the lodge together, hand in hand. 
 
    I finished my last bite. “You two ready to go?” 
 
    “Yep. I was going to grab seconds, but I think I’ll save room for S’mores later.” Luke stood, and we followed him out of the lodge.  
 
    The campfire was in the middle of the field, with log benches set around for the audience. A stage had been brought in, complete with lights and microphones. The performers signed up as they got to the area. I’d missed last night’s campfire because of the whole not-being-able-to-move thing.  
 
    Once the program got started, we enjoyed watching people dance, juggle, blow fire (no, seriously. It was using magic, but still, really cool), and play the piano they’d wheeled out to the field. Jade performed a song she’d written on her guitar. It brought tears to my eyes as it told of a boy and a girl who were never meant to be together. 
 
    Katy’s dance class filled the stage as they danced to anything from hip hop to ballet. She came out after and did a solo. I was in awe as she did splits and leaps through the air. Her dance brought a standing ovation, and she bowed with a huge grin on her face.  
 
    Heidi and Ashley performed a ballad that earned them several whistles from the boys in the crowd. Their voices harmonized perfectly as they sang a cappella.  
 
    The night was chilly, and Luke draped his coat over my shoulders. He left his arm around me, pulling me toward him. I laid my head on his shoulder, enjoying the closeness. I didn’t know why I was so lucky to find this boy who cared so much for me. 
 
    Near the end, I was surprised to see Liz stand and move to the front to talk to Sheri. She went up on the makeshift stage and nodded at Max, who was sitting at the piano. He started a classical piece, and Liz began what she did best—she painted. Only this time, it wasn’t on canvas. She combined her art with fire and painted in the sky. No fireworks display could compare to the magic she performed that night. She added ice or wind where it was needed. Flowers burst into life, and cities grew in the night sky. 
 
    The song ended, along with the magic, and the crowd sat in stunned silence. Tears ran down my cheeks at the beauty, and I jumped up to clap for her. 
 
    Luke joined me, and the rest of the campers cheered wildly. Liz sobbed on stage, frozen, as she got calls begging for her to do more. I hurried forward and helped her back down to sit by Luke and me.  
 
    Everyone stood and went to grab sticks for S’mores while Liz sobbed into my arms. When she finally composed herself, she sat up. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I don’t know what got into me.” 
 
    “Liz, that was the most beautiful—” My throat caught and I had to clear it. “Where did you learn to do that?” 
 
    She looked at her hands. “I live out on a farm, and there are fields all around me. When I can’t take being cooped up in my house, I go out and paint the sky. My dad told me to stop doing it, but tonight, I just wanted to share something. That was the only way I knew how to do it.” She buried her face in her hands. “I’m so embarrassed.” 
 
    Luke pulled her into his arms. “Liz, you have a talent no one else has. Don’t be embarrassed by it.” He nodded at Max, and gently moved her into his arms. Max led her away from the campfire, talking softly to her. 
 
    Luke turned to me and shook his head. “That was . . . phenomenal. I hope she keeps it up.” He picked up a stick and a marshmallow and handed them to me. 
 
    “Thanks.” I put the marshmallow on the stick and followed him to a fire pit. “And here I thought it was cool to open locks or change the appearance of a dress.” I laughed. 
 
    “Hey, those are impressive. Most people can’t do that. Although, I think you can do a lot more than that now.” 
 
    “Yeah, thanks to this camp. And to you.” I blushed, but I meant it. He’d helped me learn more in just a few lessons than I could have ever learned on my own. 
 
    “I didn’t do much. I just taught you to channel it. You did the rest on your own.” He popped his toasted marshmallow in his mouth and licked his fingers. 
 
    I yelped when my marshmallow started on fire. I blew it out, admiring the burnt, crispy covering. “Ah, just the way I like it.” I waited for him to finish with his and then we went to get chocolate and a cracker. The flavors burst in my mouth when I bit into the gooey treat. 
 
    “Now, watch this.” He took another marshmallow and put it on a toothpick. He flicked his hand to start a tiny fire on his fingertip. He roasted the marshmallow and let the flame go out. 
 
    “Whoa, that’s cool.” I tried the same thing, making sure to let only a little magic through. I roasted mine and let go of the flow. “I think I’m in trouble now that I know how to do this. My hips will never be the same.” I popped it in my mouth. 
 
    He chuckled. “Yeah, although you probably don’t want to be doing it in your house. And your neighbors might look at you strangely if you did it in your backyard.” 
 
    “Good point.” We each had one more and then wandered off toward my cabin. We sat on the step and watched everyone walk by. The night sky was filled with millions of stars. A cool breeze started up, making me shiver. “Be right back.” I ran into the cabin and grabbed a blanket to wrap around us.  
 
    Luke was on the phone, pacing back and forth when I came back out. I waited for him to finish, trying not to pay attention to what was going on, but his raised voice kept pulling me in. He finally hung up and came to sit by me, his shoulders stiff. 
 
    “Everything okay?” I pulled the blanket around us. 
 
    He shook his head. “No. They want you to leave camp, saying it’s too dangerous for you to be here. I told them you have nowhere to go and camp was safe as long as they could bring in a couple more people, but they didn’t want to listen.” 
 
    “They want me to leave?” I felt like I’d been slapped. He was right—I had nowhere to go. At least, nowhere I wanted to be. I had two more days before I was supposed to go home, and I really didn’t want to face Julie or the girls sooner than necessary.  
 
    “They finally gave in. If this woman sticks by what she said, you should be fine until the end of camp. I’m not sure if I trust her, though.”  
 
    “I know I don’t.” I shivered, and Luke pulled me closer. 
 
    “You’ll be fine. We’ll just keep you away from Nick again tomorrow. I’d better get going, though. Lights out and all that.” Luke stood and pulled me up, then leaned down and kissed me softly. But I put my arms around his neck and kissed him harder.  
 
    Luke looked dazed when he finally pulled away, and I could hardly breathe. Wow. That was … wow.  
 
    He brushed his hand against my cheek. “You have a good night and sleep well. Please make sure you walk with Jade or someone to breakfast, and I’ll see you there. I’ll stay here until I know Jade and everyone else are back.” He kissed me one more time and opened the door for me.  
 
    “Okay. Night, Luke.” I floated into the cabin and went straight to my room to drop off my blanket. The other girls were still gone, so I was left alone to daydream. After brushing my teeth, I dragged myself to bed and drifted to sleep. My dreams that night were of me and Luke riding off on large white horses toward our new castle.  
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    The day before the competition dragged on slowly. I wanted to be out playing sports, but it seemed like every time I turned around, Nick was there, glaring. He never said anything. I stayed right next to my roommates doing arts and crafts or attempting musical instruments. Katy invited me to her dance class, but I just laughed and told her she didn’t want me near the building.  
 
    The mermaids were busy swimming back and forth and flipping up in the air. Apparently they would be competing as well. I caught a few nasty looks from them as I passed by, and I decided to walk a little faster. Wow, they could hold a grudge. 
 
    By that afternoon, I’d made enough crafts to last a lifetime, and my heart ached to be outside playing baseball.  
 
    Luke showed up at the arts building. “Hey, you want to practice some archery?” 
 
    I jumped out of the chair. “Yes! I mean, let me clean this up and I’ll be right out.” I quickly washed the brushes and turned to Liz. “Thanks for hanging out. See you at dinner?” 
 
    She looked up from her painting of a barn with an old tractor next to it. “See you there.”  
 
    I skipped toward the archery fields, making Luke laugh.  
 
    “You were that bored?” he asked. 
 
    “You have no idea. I’m usually fine doing stuff like this, but knowing they’re playing baseball without me was killing me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m just trying to keep you safe.” He handed me a bow and took one for himself.  
 
    “Where have you been all day?” I asked, finding a spot in front of a fifty-yard target. If I was going to do this, I needed to practice. 
 
    “Around. Mostly keeping an eye on Nick from a distance. He seems like a normal guy. He jokes with the few friends he has and he was here shooting a while ago, which is how I knew it was safe now.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’s fine with everyone else. He just doesn’t like me.” 
 
    “That’s what I don’t get. He has to be working for the woman, but how? And why? It just doesn’t make sense.” He took the first shot this time, hitting right in the center. 
 
    I took my turn, making sure to pull back farther on the string so I could hit the target. My arrow landed just below Luke’s. 
 
    “Great job!” He took his turn, and we continued that way until we were both out of arrows. My arms felt like jelly and were screaming at me to stop. 
 
    A few of mine had hit the ground in front of the straw bales, but most had hit the target. I was thrilled. We decided to try the hundred-yard target, but I wasn’t too hopeful that I would come anywhere close to it. 
 
    I let Luke go first because I knew we’d have to go searching for my arrows. Once he was done—hitting the target every time and getting a few in the bull’s-eye—I stepped up and lifted my bow higher than normal, like I’d watched Luke do. The first three weren’t even close. The next couple hit the bottom of the hay bale, and then I finally managed to get the rest in the circle.  
 
    “See, you can totally do the competition tomorrow.” Luke started toward the target, and I ran to catch up. 
 
    “I guess so. What’s the worst that could happen?” I picked up my arrows and put them in the quiver on my shoulder. 
 
    “They could laugh you out of the camp? You could be so embarrassed, your face would stay red forever?” He ducked away from my fist and ran.  
 
    I chased after him, laughing. I conjured up a ball of snow and chucked it at him, hitting him in the back of his head. He fell to the ground and acted like he couldn’t get up.  
 
    He rolled over, groaning. “Where did you learn to do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I just needed something to throw, and that’s what came to mind.” I held my hand out and he took it, pulling himself up. 
 
    He rubbed the back of his head and pulled ice away from his hair. “That was awesome. But seriously, a snowball?” 
 
    “Hey, it could have been mud.” I took my arrows from him. Forming that ball had been totally spur of the moment—I would have to figure out how I did it so I could do it again. I barely felt the familiar ache of using the magic. Strange—maybe I would feel it later. 
 
    We left the archery area and headed in for dinner. It was being held earlier that night so we could get rest for the next day. The lodge was louder than usual, with everyone excited about the competition. I was quiet, content to listen to everyone else. But then I looked up to see Nick staring at me again, and the peace I’d felt was gone. 
 
    I stood up, surprising my friends. “Um, I want to go read a book before bedtime. See you guys at the cabin.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you. Liz, will you grab my plate?” When Liz nodded, Jade followed me to the door. 
 
    “You didn’t have to leave. Peter looked like he was coming over to talk to you.” I nodded my head toward him. 
 
    She hesitated. “No, I need to go with you. There’s no way I’m letting someone get you again.” 
 
    “Look, Nick’s right there. I’m fine.” I didn’t feel fine, though. I was edgy. Something wasn’t right, and it really bothered me.  
 
    “You don’t know for sure it’s him, though. It’s not safe.” 
 
    Luke came up behind Jade. “I’ll go with her—it’s all good. But we need to go soon. You’re starting to attract attention, just standing here in front of the garbage can.” 
 
    Jade bit her lip. “Are you sure? You can’t go in the cabin.” 
 
    “Then I’ll keep watch outside like I’ve done the last couple of nights.” He took my hand. “Come on, Syd.” 
 
    I waved at Jade and left the lodge, feeling embarrassed. I didn’t like having to be guarded everywhere I went. 
 
    “Thanks for saving Jade. She wants as much time with Peter as she can get.” And of course, we’d be leaving Saturday morning, but I could see Luke after this. Or at least, I hoped so. 
 
    “Hey, it’s my pleasure. Sorry I didn’t sit with you—I was on the phone. It seems your dad is showing signs of waking up.” 
 
    I grinned, a weight suddenly lifted off my shoulders. “Seriously? How do they know? Do you know where he is?” I didn’t want the surge of happiness that flowed through my body. It was too good to be true. 
 
    “He’s at a hospital that’s hidden away. The doctors say he’s been mumbling something over and over.” 
 
    “Do you know what it is?” I asked, hoping for a clue to help him. It was good to know that Dad was in a place where Julie couldn’t get to him. 
 
    “Arabelle? Something like that.” 
 
    I gasped. “Arabella?” Tears welled up in my eyes. He hadn’t talked about her by name in years. 
 
    “You know her?” He turned to me and wiped away a tear that had fallen. 
 
    “That’s my mom. She died when I was little. He was heartbroken—I think he still is.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” He pulled me into a hug. “How did she die?” he asked quietly. 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not sure. It was sudden. There wasn’t even a body at the funeral. Daddy doesn’t know, but I checked. I was only four, and I wanted to see her again.” 
 
    “He never told you what happened?”  
 
    “No. I never asked. I was too scared to know the answer.” I wiped my eyes and walked toward my cabin. “I want to see my dad.” 
 
    “I know you do—I don’t blame you. He was on a trip at the time, so you’ll have to take a plane to get there. Don’t worry—he’s fine.” 
 
    “I hope so. I don’t want to be around my stepmom without him.” I shuddered. 
 
    Luke was silent for a moment. “Why did he remarry if he was so heartbroken about your mom?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know—I never understood. A few years back, he came home with a new wife and daughters, and announced that he was married. It was strange. Like some sort of weird curse was put on him or something. He was in a daze for a while, but the more time he spent away from the house, the more aware he became.” 
 
    “Are you sure he isn’t under a curse?” 
 
    I laughed. “I pray every day that it will be broken, even though there isn’t one. I think he’s realizing just how rotten she is, but now he’s kind of stuck with her.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like a fun life.” He walked up the steps to the cabin. “Now, you go in and get some sleep, and I’ll be right out here if you need anything.” 
 
    “Thank you.” I kissed him on the cheek before opening my door. “I think sleep is exactly what I need right now.” 
 
    “Sweet dreams.” He sat down on the step and gazed out over the lake. I smiled to myself, confident that Luke would help if he saw anything.  
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    The trumpet sounded before the sun was fully up the next morning. I stumbled out of bed and quickly showered and dressed to go grab some breakfast. The other girls were yawning and grumpy, which made me realize just how wide awake I felt. What had I even dreamed about the night before? 
 
    After breakfast, everyone piled onto the buses. It was loud inside, with everyone so excited for the day, but I just watched out the window, nervous. I hadn’t seen Luke that morning, so I wondered if he’d noticed anything last night. 
 
    Just before we were ready to leave, Luke ran up, looking through the windows before finally getting in to the last bus. I sat up straighter and searched for anyone that could be a threat to me, but everyone was busy talking and I didn’t see anything unusual.  
 
    We headed toward the other camp, and my stomach tied into even more knots. I closed my eyes, envisioning everything I had to do to hit the target in archery. That was the event I was most worried about.  
 
    The bus slowed and turned onto a different road. I opened my eyes to see a camp similar to ours. The flag above the lodge was red, with a knight in armor riding a horse. We stopped near the lodge, and I waited for my turn to get out. I was ready to compete, even if it was just to get it over with. 
 
    We formed lines and headed toward the field located behind the lodge. Everyone “ooh”ed and “ahh”ed at the setup of the camp as we went around the corner, but I stopped, my heart pounding wildly. I knew this place. The area was decorated like a Renaissance fair—the same fair from my dreams. The only difference was the people. I’d been alone before. 
 
    Campers jostled me as they hurried toward the different booths. We were supposed to sign up for the events, so everyone headed for the desk where several counselors sat. 
 
    Jade ran up to me. “Isn’t this amazing? They even have costumes if you want to dress up. Come on!” She pulled on my arm, not waiting for me to answer. 
 
    “Jade, wait. I can’t play baseball in a dress!” I laughed at her excitement, letting go of my fear just a little. 
 
    “Oh, right. But as soon as you’re done, you’ll have to come back and change.” 
 
    I waved and ran to find the rest of my team. We met at the field, and I watched for Nick as we started our warmups. I wanted to get the game over with so I could practice my archery.  
 
    Luke jogged up. “There you are. I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” 
 
    “Sorry. I saw you get on a different bus. I didn’t have any way of letting you know where I was.” 
 
    “That’s what our phones are for.” He looked more serious than I’d seen him since we got to camp. “Look, you need to stick with me or one of your friends as much as possible. You were right—I caught Nick near your cabin a few times. I would chase him off only to find him near it again. I had to go check in, and by the time I got back, you were gone.”  
 
    “Well, I’m here now. Thanks for keeping watch. I was finally able to have normal dreams.”  
 
    “I’m glad you slept. That makes one of us.” Luke yawned. I could see faint rings under his eyes. 
 
    “Why didn’t you sleep?” I hadn’t meant for him to stay up all night. 
 
    “Too much going on.” He looked toward the baseball diamond. “They need a team captain. That’s you.” 
 
    “Me? When did I become captain?” I was sure Nick would have insisted on taking that role, and I was perfectly okay with that. 
 
    “Before we left. No one told you?” He nudged me toward the field, and since no one argued, I ran out to meet the other team.  
 
    The ump gave us a rundown of the basic rules and then had me call heads or tails. I called heads and got it, so we would be going out to field first. 
 
    Luke helped me tell everyone their positions, and then leaned over to me. “Nick didn’t show. I don’t like this.” 
 
    “I don’t either. And that’s not all, but I’ll tell you later.” I jogged to first base, and the game started. I wasn’t going to think about anything else. Right now, I was here to play ball. 
 
    The sun was hot, but the slight cool breeze kept us from burning up. Luke struck out the first batter. Then the second batter hit the ball out to center field, getting him to first base. The third batter hit a foul ball that I was able to get under and catch. 
 
    As the game continued, my focus shifted between the plays and glancing around to see if I could find Nick. I hadn’t seen him on the bus, but there were three others he could have taken. How his absence wasn’t discovered during roll call, I didn’t know, but it wasn’t like him to miss a game. 
 
    We won by three runs. We cheered for the other team and then headed off to our next events. For Luke and me, it was the archery tournament. 
 
    My hands were shaking and my stomach so tied in knots, I thought I was going to lose my breakfast. Luke was quiet and distant, which didn’t help much. 
 
    I somehow made it through the first round of the tournament and started getting my mind ready for the next round when I heard my name being called and found my roommates in the crowd, cheering. It helped me feel better, and I was able to pass through that round as well. 
 
    “You’re doing a fantastic job. Just remember what we went over.” Luke stood next to me, watching the others take their turn. 
 
    “Got it.” I paused. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine. I’m just letting nerves get to me.” He stepped up to the line and sent the arrow flying. It hit in the center of the bull’s-eye. 
 
    “Nice one!” I called. I stepped forward, pulled back on my string, and took a deep breath. I knew what I had to do. I aimed carefully and let go. The arrow hit the target, but not inside the circle. It was disappointing, but I knew I was lucky to get as far as I had. 
 
    I joined my roommates to watch Luke finish up the competition. 
 
    “I didn’t know you could do that, Syd,” Ashley said. 
 
    “I couldn’t until this week. I have a good teacher.” My face burned when the girls burst into giggles. 
 
    “I’d learn too if I had a teacher like that.” Heidi giggled again. “Oh! I need to head off to the hundred-meter relay.” She took off, followed by Ashley, who would be running a couple of other races. 
 
    “I’ll be back too. I promised I’d help my friend with a few dance moves. See you in a while.” Katy ran off in the other direction leaving me alone to watch Luke. Once he was done, other campers surrounded him to congratulate him on his win, so I decided to go find Jade. She wasn’t competing, so she must be over among the booths somewhere. 
 
    I wandered around, looking at the different shops the campers had set up. It was pretty amazing. Some of them had made jewelry to sell, while others were selling clothes. I couldn’t find Jade, but what I did find chilled me to my core. 
 
    The fortune-teller’s tent was exactly where I’d found it in my dream. Goose bumps ran down my arms as I recognized the runes on the tent and the tattered appearance of the sign above the door. Desperate to get away, I turned and ran, keeping an eye out for Jade and making sure I didn’t run into Nick.  
 
    At the end of the row of tents, I took a right and stopped, my stomach clenching in fear. The tent stood there, beckoning me to come in. No. This couldn’t be happening. I’d just left it behind, so why was it here? I pushed past the crowd of campers waiting in line for food and took another right. There was it was again. My palms were sweaty and my heart pounded. I ran my hand through my hair and gripped it, trying to gain some sense of control. 
 
    After trying to get away from the tent only to have it appear another time, I took a moment and let anger replace the fear. I cursed under my breath and went straight for the tent. If it wasn’t going to leave me alone, I would just take it head-on. It had to be part of the camp ambiance, right? What else could it be? I was just scaring myself for no reason. 
 
    But when I entered the tent, I knew I’d been here before. The same smells of incense burned my nose, and the décor was exactly the same. 
 
    “Ah, there you are,” a voice said in the dimly lit room. It was the old woman I’d seen in my dream of the fair. This was too creepy.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I demanded. I had to hold tightly to that anger or I would lose to the fear that threatened to overwhelm me. 
 
    “I have come to tell your fortune, of course.” She gestured to the crystal ball in front of her. A deck of cards and a cup of bones sat to the side.  
 
    “You already did, and it came true. I lost my dad in that stupid dream. I don’t want to hear any more—I can’t lose anything else. I only came in here because I had no choice.”  
 
    “You always have a choice.” Her smile showed several missing teeth. She picked up the cards sitting next to the ball.  
 
    “Not when I see the tent every time I go around the corner.” I clenched my fists at my sides, determined not to let my emotions get the best of me. 
 
    “Sit, sit. Let’s find out why it’s so important for you to come see me.” She shuffled the cards and set four in front of her. She turned over each one, nodding and mumbling to herself. “Ah, you seek for a way to save your father, but there is much more to the prison where you find yourself. There is a way to break free, but you must use the power you have to do it. The time is coming.” 
 
    I sat down in front of her and leaned forward, hope fluttering nervously in my chest. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I only know what the cards tell me, but I warn you that things must happen soon. Time is running out.” 
 
    I glanced between her and the cards. “You know all that from those cards? How in the world does that work?” I’d seen tarot readers on TV and never believed they could predict anything. But she’d been dead on before. Why not now? 
 
    “They only tell me what I need to see.” She shuffled them again and waved me away. “Your fortune is done. Now go.” 
 
    “But that wasn’t a fortune. At least, not one that makes any sense.” I stood, frustrated. That was more of a tease than anything. 
 
    She shrugged. “I have nothing else.”  
 
    I left the tent more confused than I was before, but when I turned the corner, I was thankful not to see the fortune tent in front of me yet again. What I did find was a stage, where Jade was performing one of her songs. I followed the gathering crowd and cheered when she was done. 
 
    Jade performed a few more songs before she bowed and headed toward me. “Hey, how did everything go?” 
 
    “I got to the last target, and we won our baseball game. So I guess we did pretty well.” I smiled, glad to have something else to think about. “I enjoyed your songs. Did you write them, too?”  
 
    “Yep. I don’t do sports, but I can come up with lyrics pretty quickly. I noticed that a few of the other campers were singing, so I decided to join in.” 
 
    “It was awesome.” My stomach rumbled. “Think we can find some food here?” I looked around for the fortune-teller’s tent to make sure it hadn’t snuck up on me again. 
 
    “I think I saw noodles one aisle over. Come on.” We wandered through the crowd and found a few places to buy our food for lunch. Jade bought herself some barbecued chicken, and I grabbed a taco and some soda. We went over and sat by the stage to watch Katy’s group perform while we ate. Once we were done eating, we threw away our wrappers and wandered through the booths. 
 
    “Hey, did you get your fortune told?” I asked. The lady was kinda creepy, but I wondered if it was just because I’d dreamed about her. 
 
    Jade perked up. “There’s a fortune-teller? That’s awesome. I’ve been dying to know if Peter’s going to call when we get home, or if this is just a camp fling. I found out he lives pretty close to me.” 
 
    “I’m sure he will at some point.” I wandered through the area where I’d thought the fortune-teller’s tent was, but it was nowhere to be seen. “That’s weird. I’m not finding it anywhere.” 
 
    “Oh, well. I guess things are better left up to fate, right?” She stopped to look at some beads and picked out a long strand of light blue pearls, then pulled out her money and paid for the necklace. 
 
    I picked out a strand that had alternating dark purple and white stones on it and handed over the cash Dad had given me to find something nice. This would work with a few of the shirts he bought me before I left. 
 
    I bought a tie tack and a pen for Dad just as the whistle blew for us to go to the campfire. I realized I hadn’t seen Luke since I’d left him at the archery competition, so I looked around for him. He sat with his friends, laughing when they made a joke, but otherwise staying quiet. What had happened last night? 
 
    The awards for the day were handed out, and I got a medal for winning the baseball game. Heidi came in third in her race, and Ashley had won one of her events. The overall winner trophy went to our camp, meaning that we would be hosting the competition the next year. 
 
    It was late when we were told to head back to the buses. I stayed with Jade and the other girls so I wouldn’t have to ride with people I didn’t know on the way back to camp. 
 
    I really didn’t want to go home the next day—I actually had friends who liked me for who I was instead of hating me for who my stepsisters made me into. 
 
    We were able to sleep in our decorated rooms one last time and would be switching them back the next morning. I sprawled out under the covers of my huge bed and stared up at the canopy. It felt so much like home, even if I’d only created it in my head. 
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    I wasn’t supposed to be back here. I was supposed to have another day. I growled in anger, just wanting one more night’s sleep. I spun at the movement behind me and saw the woman standing there, watching me.  
 
    “What do you want?” I clenched my hands into fists. 
 
    “You brought yourself here this time. I would have thought you’d stay away while you still could,” she said. “But while you’re here, do you have something for me?” 
 
    I stomped my foot, frustrated. “You want something to make you happy? Fine.” I pulled on the stone below me and began making small stairs that curled around a box. On top of those stairs, I made another set, and then another. “You seem to like stairs so much—here. Take these and leave me alone.” 
 
    The woman stared at me for a second before clicking her tongue. “It’s a shame you lost your temper. I may have to double your price. You bore me today. Come back when you have something worth my time.” 
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    It was much easier to shift the room back to the simple place it had been than to make it my own. I finished packing and waited for everyone else to finish theirs. Now that it was time to leave, I was anxious to go home. I wanted to figure out where my dad was, which meant I’d have to sneak out of the house.  
 
    I hugged Katy, Liz, Heidi, and Ashley goodbye with promises to write and meet up again the next year. Jade and I went to find our bus, and I helped her put her luggage in the baggage compartment. Jade didn’t live too far away, so she made me promise we would do something together. I hoped it would happen, but I didn’t think it was something Julie and the girls would let me do. Luke nodded at me as he passed by my seat. He was chatting quietly on the phone and found a seat by himself in the back. 
 
    “Is everything okay with you two?” Jade asked, nudging me. 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. He was really quiet at the competition, and I haven’t seen him since. I don’t know what’s going on with him.” 
 
    “Weird.” Jade pulled a magazine out of her bag, and we spent the ride home taking quizzes and commenting on the outfits they were advertising. 
 
    No one was there to meet me when we got to the parking lot, which didn’t surprise me. I waved at Jade as she left and took out my phone to call a cab.  
 
    Luke pulled his Honda Pilot up next to where I stood and climbed out. “Do you have a ride?”  
 
    I shook my head, feeling my face burn. “No, Julie either forgot or doesn’t care. I was just finding a number for a taxi.”  
 
    “Don’t worry about it—I can give you a ride. I don’t live too far from you.” He smiled and gestured toward his car. 
 
    I looked up at him, surprised. “You know where I live?” 
 
    “Our dads work together, remember?” He picked up my luggage and put it in the trunk of his car. I shrugged and climbed in front. 
 
    “So now that camp is over, do you have anything exciting to look forward to?” Luke asked, turning onto the highway. 
 
    “Not really. I’ll be cooking, cleaning, mowing the lawn, more cooking, and then whatever else Julie comes up with.” I stared out the window, watching as we left the trees and drove down into the valley. 
 
    “That sounds … exciting.” He laughed. “Surely you can do something fun in between all that work.” 
 
    I shrugged. “That depends on when Dad wakes up. If it was up to Julie or my stepsisters, I’d never leave the house except to do yard work.” I would have mentioned my party, but I was pretty sure Julie would find a way to have it canceled. 
 
    “Maybe I can help you escape and go to a movie.” He turned right and continued into town. 
 
    I stared at him. Was he asking me on a date? “That would be great.” Not that Kaylee or Sarah would let that happen. Not with how much Sarah had been dying over Luke at the restaurant. 
 
    “Great—I’ll give you a call. I’ll be pretty busy this summer, too. Dad has me in charge of his car dealership here while he’s off taking over for your dad.” He turned onto my road. “I don’t mind, though. I get to test drive all kinds of fun cars.” 
 
    “That sounds good to me. If I do get out, I’ll get to ride my ancient bike.”  
 
    Julie’s car was gone when we pulled up to the house, and I sighed in relief. I wouldn’t have to put up with her for a bit. 
 
    “Thanks for the ride.” I moved to pull my bag out of the trunk, but Luke grabbed it first. 
 
    “Hey, no problem. I’ll call you when I hear anything about your dad. And of course, to set up a time to go see the movie I promised you.” He leaned down and kissed me goodbye. 
 
    “That would be great.” I couldn’t help grinning as I waved and hurried into the house, excited for a little quiet time until Julie got back. 
 
    That was, until I got inside. I was pretty sure they hadn’t done a single thing for themselves while I was gone. Dishes were piled high, and leftover takeout food sat all over the table. For people who loved to shop, I was surprised at how little they knew about caring for their stuff. 
 
    I went to the laundry room and started a batch of my clothes before going back to my bedroom to finish unpacking. I flopped on the bed, deciding to rest until they got home. It had been a long week, and I didn’t feel like waiting on them hand and foot. I was totally absorbed in my book when I heard the door slam open. 
 
    “Sydney, get in here now! I know you’re home.” Julie’s shrill voice rang throughout the house. 
 
    Yeah, it was home sweet home all right. I put my book away and slowly walked into the kitchen where Julie stood, fuming. 
 
    “We’re hungry, and this kitchen is a mess. Get it cleaned up and make some spaghetti. Oh, and we have laundry that needs to be done. Get moving.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I muttered under my breath. 
 
    “What did you just say?” She narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “I said, ‘Yes, ma’am.’ Isn’t that what I’m supposed to say to the person bossing me around?” I grabbed the pots from the sink and moved them over so I could get to the cups. 
 
    Julie came close and yanked me around, forcing me to look at her. “Don’t you give me that lip. I don’t know what you were taught at camp, but here, you respect your parents. Now get to work.” She let go and stormed toward her room. 
 
    I filled the dishwasher, not caring to keep the noise down when I set the dishes in the racks. Once it was started, I got to work on the spaghetti. In the time it took for me to get that ready, Kaylee and Sarah had made another list of things for me to do. I was tempted to use my newly tamed magic on one or both of them, but refrained. This was my dad’s house, and I didn’t want it destroyed by a rogue fireball. 
 
    I set the spaghetti on the table and gathered up the laundry, giving the girls and Julie enough time to figure out that dinner was ready. When they didn’t come, I grabbed a plate from the cupboard and served myself. I wanted to get out of there before I was told to do more chores.  
 
    Kaylee came out of her room, holding a pink top. “Syd—what do you think you’re doing? You can’t eat without us.” Her whining caused the other two to come running. 
 
    “I was just eating quickly so I could get out of your way. I have lots of other stuff I have to do, remember?” I took my last bite and stood to put my plate in the sink. The girls tortured me with more chores while I scrubbed the floors and watered the plants that were nearly dead. I wanted to make sure the house was perfect for whenever Dad woke up. I wondered if Julie even knew Dad was missing. 
 
    It was past midnight by the time I felt like the house was in good shape, and I dropped into bed, exhausted. 
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    I groaned when I realized where I was. She hadn’t been joking when she told me I had two nights off. Well, I wasn’t going to play the game. I was tired, and I just wanted to sleep. I pulled the cloak from around my neck and made a bed on the landing. I wished there was a blanket cupboard somewhere.  
 
    Suddenly, I heard a pop, and in front of me, there was a table holding a thick, soft blanket. What the . . .? I picked it up and looked around, searching for an explanation. This had never happened before. The blanket was just exactly what I’d asked for. Was this just like changing my room at camp? Hesitantly, I asked for a pillow, and one appeared right where the blanket had been. I’d never been able to do this before. I asked for random items, and they appeared on different parts of the landing. I could get used to this. 
 
    I decided it was time to change the décor of this ugly, creepy staircase, so I pushed out, picturing a nice yellow paint with flowers along the walls. When I opened my eyes, the landing looked the same as it did in my mind. I picked a daisy out of a nearby vase and smelled it. The scent was strong, and much sweeter than the mustiness I was usually stuck with while here. 
 
    I wondered if I’d be able to find the doorway that led to my dad’s chamber again and closed my eyes to concentrate on what it looked like— 
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    I snapped awake to Julie shaking me. The dream had been awesome and I wanted to go back, but from the glare on Julie’s face, it wasn’t going to happen.  
 
    “Where’s your dad?” she asked. 
 
    “What?” I glanced over to see that was eight thirty in the morning. I’d slept in? It felt like I’d only been asleep for a few minutes. 
 
    “Your dad. Where is he? He won’t answer his phone or his emails. What’s going on?” 
 
    “He’s probably in meetings.” I grabbed my pillow and put it over my head. “Would you please let me sleep?” 
 
    “Oh, no, you don’t. Get out of bed and make us some breakfast. You already had your vacation at camp. Now that you’re home, you have work to do. I want some breakfast, and I’ve been waiting for hours.” 
 
    I lifted my pillow. “Hours? It’s early. And besides, I cleaned the house last night. Make your own breakfast.” 
 
    Julie reeled back as if I’d slapped her. “What did you just say to me?” 
 
    I sat up, fuming. “You heard me. Make your own breakfast. My word, what did you do while I was gone?” 
 
    “Enough. Get out there and make my breakfast, or you’ll wish you’d never been born.” Her voice dripped with venom. 
 
    “Oh, like you have that power,” I snapped. 
 
    Julie got down into my face and stared into my eyes. “You will make me breakfast. Now.” 
 
    Without thinking, I climbed out of bed and went in to the kitchen. I shook my head, wondering what had just happened. I pulled out the ingredients for smoothies and threw them into the blender. Once they were mixed, I poured the smoothies into cups and wandered back to my room. I wanted back in that dream. I had to find out if I could use my powers to find doors, or even to get out of there. 
 
    The pounding on my door knocked me out of my thoughts. “Sydney, get back out here this instant. You have cleaning to do for the ball.” 
 
    Right. The ball. I opened the door to find Julie standing there, arms folded. “The ball isn’t for a week. And besides, I cleaned everything last night. How you three messed it up so badly is beyond me.” 
 
    She glared. “That’s no way to speak to your . . . mother. The backyard needs to be mowed, and the shrubs need to be pruned. It’s a mess, and our lawn boy quit.” 
 
    “You will never be my mother, so don’t even try. And what happened to Andy? Did Kaylee and Sarah drive another one off with their never-ending flirting?” This happened at least once a month during the summer. They would sit outside and flirt with the lawn boys enough that the guys would get annoyed and quit. I grabbed some socks and my sneakers, thankful to have a reason to get out of the house—even if it was to do yard work. 
 
    Julie stiffened. “He said he wasn’t being paid what it was worth. Fifteen dollars a week is plenty. I’ll be calling his mother to complain today.” 
 
    “Oh, brother. Like that’s going to do anything.” I brushed past her and went outside to find the mower. The lawn was already short, but Julie had an obsession with making sure every blade was exactly the same height. Too bad she wouldn’t do the work herself. 
 
    Our lawn was massive, so it would take a couple of hours to finish the mowing. I was about halfway done when I felt buzzing in my pocket. I turned off the mower and grabbed my phone. 
 
    “Dad?” I asked. 
 
    “No, this is Phil, your father’s friend. He’s waking up, and he’s asking for you. We need you to come to the hospital as soon as possible.” 
 
    I looked at the house to see Julie glaring at me from the large windows in our living room. “I can’t leave yet. Not with Julie watching over my shoulder.” 
 
    “We have someone coming to get you. Be ready.” The phone went dead. 
 
    I started the mower again, feeling Julie’s eyes on me. Phil had told me to be ready, but I knew what would be waiting for me when I got home if this didn’t get done.  
 
    I pulled the mower into the garage and began pruning a shrub. My phone buzzed again. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Your stepmother is a charming woman, isn’t she?” Phil sounded amused. 
 
    “You have no idea.” 
 
    “Your ride is there, but you’re going to have to sneak around the house and climb in. That is, unless you really did fall and break your arm and leg and are stuck in bed for the rest of the summer.” 
 
    “What?” Instead of going up to the house, I rounded the side and peeked to find a sleek, cherry-red BMW in the driveway. 
 
    “That’s what she told our driver. Are you almost there?” 
 
    “Yes, but Julie is out here, screaming at your guy.” 
 
    Phil cursed softly. “Okay. Hang up—I’ll find some backup.” 
 
    I crouched down and listened to Julie screaming and raving about how horrible it was that they would try to torture her poor injured stepdaughter by asking her to come to the door. I rolled my eyes. Her fake sympathy for me was worse than when she treated me horribly. At least I knew that was sincere. 
 
    A car door slammed, and footsteps went up the walk. “Hello. Is Sarah home?” 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest. Luke? What was he doing here? 
 
    Julie’s voice instantly changed. “Oh, goodness. Luke, right? I’ll go get her.”  
 
    I jumped up and ran for the car as soon as Julie went in the house. I slipped inside and ducked down just as I heard Sarah’s shriek of excitement. I peeked over the edge of the window, curious what was going on.  
 
    “Luke, how wonderful to see you.” She moved in closely. I was pretty sure she had no sense of personal space. 
 
    “I was . . . wondering if you’d like to go get ice cream.” 
 
    “Of course.” She grabbed on to his arm and practically dragged him to his car. I knew it was part of the plan, but it still hurt to see Luke with Sarah, her arm wrapped through his as they walked. 
 
    The driver climbed in the car where I hid and drove away. He said nothing until we were away from the house. 
 
    “Your stepmother is . . . quite something,” he said, smiling into the rearview mirror. He had a slight accent that I couldn’t place. 
 
    “Yeah, she is. Sorry you had to deal with that.” I watched the stores go by for a few minutes. “So, where are we going?” 
 
    “California.” 
 
    “Wait—what? How?” I knew Dad traveled, so this shouldn’t have surprised me, but when he’d gotten the message about my cure, I thought it was somewhere local. 
 
    “That’s where your father is. You’ll be flying.”  
 
    “I’ve never been there. I know nothing about it.” I panicked. I wanted to see my dad more than anything, but just to be dropped off in a whole different state? 
 
    “You’ll have an escort. It will be fine. Oh, and there is a change of clothes in the bag next to you, along with some cash for anything you might need on the way.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “You just happened to have an outfit for me?” 
 
    “Your house is watched at all times.” He caught the look on my face and laughed. “Don’t worry—it’s only from the outside. Anyway, we saw you outside working and knew you’d need to change.” 
 
    I looked down at the clothes I was wearing and grimaced. Definitely not traveling clothes. And my hair was probably flying everywhere. “Um, thanks. I’ll change at the airport.” 
 
    “Very well.” He pulled up to the sidewalk and hurried around to help me out. “Here is your ticket. Check in and go straight to the gate. Your escort will be there.” 
 
    “How will—” I started. 
 
    “You’ll know,” he interrupted and tipped his hat. “Good luck. I hope your father wakes soon.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I ran in to the airport and stopped, trying to figure out where to go. I didn’t need to check any luggage, so I went toward the security line. Thankfully, it wasn’t long. Dad had complained about the wait several times. 
 
    I let the man go through my bag and stepped through the metal detector. It blared loudly, and I walked back through so they could scan me. The wand beeped at my pocket, and my face reddened as I pulled out a pair of small garden clippers I’d forgotten to take out before I left home. The security guard raised his eyebrows and pulled me aside. 
 
    “Would you care to tell me why you had these in your pocket?” He gestured to the clippers before throwing them in the bin. 
 
    “Garden work. I had to rush out of the house, and I didn’t realize I still had them.” I knew it sounded lame, but hey, it was the truth. I prayed he’d believe me. 
 
    Another guard hurried over and whispered in his ear, gesturing toward me. The first guard looked me up and down. “I’ll let you through, but next time, leave the garden tools at home.” 
 
    I sighed in relief. “Thank you. I will.” I nodded at the second guard and rushed off to find a bathroom where I could change my clothes before catching my flight. I only had twenty minutes until I was supposed to board. 
 
    After finding an open bathroom stall, I went in and locked it. The clothes the guard had picked were surprisingly cute. There was a pink dress and purple leggings that fit perfectly. I shoved my dirty clothes in my bag and checked my appearance in the mirror before heading out.  
 
    I grabbed a book and some snacks from one of the stores, using the cash I was given, and then headed over to the gate. The driver had said I would recognize my escort, but no one was here. I was one of the first called to board, so I handed off my ticket and climbed on the small plane, glancing around one more time. I’d somehow scored a window seat near the front. The rows were crowded together, with only two seats on each side of the aisle. 
 
    Just as the doors were about to close, a woman stepped into the plane. It was Anne, the woman who’d helped me make the jewels in art class. She sat next to me, breathing heavily. 
 
    “Sorry about that. I couldn’t get through security. The line was long—someone apparently brought in some clippers or something, and it made security pay more attention to everything.” 
 
    “That was me. I’m sorry.” Great. I would never live this down. 
 
    She laughed. “How did you do something like that? You’d think you’d remember you brought them with you.”  
 
    “They were small, and I was too frazzled by everything that had just happened.”  
 
    “It’s okay. We got on the flight just fine. Now, I hope you don’t mind, but I need to sleep. I get airsick if I don’t.” 
 
    “It’s okay. I have a book I can read. And thank you for coming with me. I’m so embarrassed that I need someone to watch out for me everywhere I go.” 
 
    “That’s what we’re here for.” She leaned back and closed her eyes. 
 
    Still, it was strange to have people watching out for me. I had probably driven Luke crazy. He’d barely paid attention to me the last two days of camp, and I hadn’t seen him since he’d given me a ride home. Well, until he came to take Sarah on a date. 
 
    I pulled out the book and tried to read, but my mind was too distracted by thoughts of seeing my dad. I wanted to go back into my dreams to find him, but I didn’t know if I could sleep on the plane. Besides, I didn’t know what happened to my body when I went into the dreams. I would hate to be running in place or something in public. I’d just have to wait and see him when we got there. 
 
    The flight was a short one, so we soon began our descent. My ears popped as I stood to stretch. I tapped Anne on the shoulder to wake her up, and she flinched and looked around. 
 
    “Okay, we should have a ride waiting for us.” She yawned and led the way off the plane. We walked into the terminal, and Anne put her hand on my back and guided me forward. 
 
    “Are you Sydney?” the man asked. He was a handsome older man dressed sharply in a suit and tie. 
 
    “Yes. Who are you?” It came out sharper than I wanted it to, but I had been put in the hands of a lot of strangers lately. 
 
    “I’m Phil. We spoke on the phone.” He reached out to greet me. 
 
    “Oh, hi. So, where is the hospital?” I shook his hand first, and then Anne did as well. 
 
    “We have an hour’s drive. My car is parked just outside.” He led the way and helped us into the backseat of a limo. 
 
    “Whoa.” I stared at all the buttons and the leather seats. Dad had been in one a few times with business clients, but I hadn’t had the chance. 
 
    “It was the only thing I could find on such short notice that had dark windows and extra security features.” He shut the door and climbed in front. 
 
    I turned to Anne. “Why do we need extra security?” 
 
    She looked uncomfortable, but shrugged. “Your dad is an important man, which means you are important as well. We’re just taking precautions.”  
 
    “Right.” I watched as stores and homes passed by. I must have drifted off because when Anne nudged me, we were in a quiet neighborhood with a small hospital nestled among the trees. I climbed out, surprised at the salty scent in the air. I wondered how far we were from the ocean, but I didn’t have a chance to ask before we were ushered into the building. 
 
    Phil walked past the front desk and down the hallway to a heavily guarded door.  
 
    A short, round nurse with graying hair hurried over. “The wires and monitors make it look worse than it is. Don’t you worry—they’re just there to make sure your dad is fine. He seems more awake than he has in several days. You can talk to him, but he probably won’t answer.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay. Can I see him now?”  
 
    “Of course.”  
 
    Phil showed a badge to the guards, and they let us pass through. 
 
    Dad lay in a bed in the center of the room. Even though I had been warned about the machines, it still made my stomach drop to see him there with wires all over him. I choked back a sob and ran to him. He looked a little pale, and he was sweating, but otherwise, he looked just like he was in a simple sleep. I took the hand that didn’t have an IV in it and kissed it. 
 
    “Daddy?” I touched his face, surprised at how warm he was. 
 
    He jerked, but kept his eyes closed. “Syd . . . Arabella . . . trapped,” he muttered. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. “What, Daddy?” I leaned forward, hoping to get more out of him. When I didn’t hear anything else, I turned to the nurses. “Has he said more than that?” 
 
    A nurse shook her head. “That’s the most I’ve heard.” 
 
    I stared at him, willing him to wake up. Wait—I had an idea. If I could change things around in my dreams, maybe I could wake him up. 
 
    “Can I have some time with him, please?” 
 
    “Of course. We’ll give you a few minutes.” The nurse ushered everyone out of the room, and I could hear her telling the guards not to let anyone in.  
 
    I waited until it was silent in the hall and then ran my hand along the edges of the door to freeze it shut with my magic. I needed more than just a few minutes. I stood next to my dad, but far enough away that I wasn’t touching him. No need to take both parts of him with me into the dream, although I would do that next if this didn’t work. I needed my dad back.  
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    There was no chair to sleep in, so I had to roll up a blanket and make myself comfortable on the floor. I closed my eyes, willing myself back onto the stairs. There was a quick pull on my body, and then I stood on a landing. Perfect. Now which way was I supposed to go? Up was always good, so I climbed for several flights before stopping to catch my breath. I’d forgotten how quickly I tired when I was fully in the dream. When I had my energy back, I pictured the door I’d seen before and pushed on the memory, feeling the whoosh as the magic took effect. The door appeared in front of me and I cheered, then slowly opened it. No need to go barging in only to be eaten by a lion or something. 
 
    Dad was still lying on the table I’d seen him on before. He seemed to be less solid, almost as if he were only partially in this world. 
 
    “Daddy?” I waited for a second. “Daddy? You need to go home. You need to wake up.”  
 
    He stirred slightly, but continued to sleep. I growled in frustration and paced the floor. What was I supposed to do? But then memories of when I’d touched the cloth came back to me. It had taken a jolt to get me out of that dream. I bit my lip, wondering if it could work this time. Dad was big, so it would take a little bit more magic, but I was willing to try. I pulled the blanket off him and laid it on the floor. 
 
    I pushed and prodded him, but I couldn’t get him to move. Something had to work—Dad needed to get out of here. Taking a step back, I conjured up as much wind as I could and shoved it at him, but it didn’t do any good. It just ran over the top of him. Tears of anger ran down my face while I thought of something else to do. 
 
    There had to be a different way. Some kind of leverage. I took stock of the room and didn’t find much to use except a tall candlestick that stood in the corner. The metal was pretty strong, so I got a good grip on it and shoved it underneath Dad. Taking a deep breath, I jumped and pushed down hard on the stick, making him roll onto his side and then off the table. 
 
    I fell with the momentum of the candlestick and landed with an ooph, and then blackness. 
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     The beep of the heart monitor was the first thing I heard when I woke on the floor of the hospital room. The wind had been knocked out of me, so it took a second to pull myself up to standing. Someone pounded on the door. I quickly thawed the doorknob and opened it. Dad’s nurse stood with her hand raised to knock again. Guards stood around her with their hands on their weapons. 
 
    “Hey, how’s it going?” I gave the nurse what I hoped was an innocent smile while I was still trying to catch my breath. 
 
    The guards rushed in and searched the room while the nurse glared at me. “What happened to the door? We couldn’t open it.” 
 
    “Really? How odd.” I turned at the sound of a groan coming from behind me. Dad was awake and looking around the room. Tears ran down my face as I hurried over. My plan had worked!  
 
    “Princess?” His voice was hoarse. I grabbed the water and helped him get a drink. 
 
    Nurses bustled around us, checking his blood pressure and all the other monitors. Dad lay back on his bed and closed his eyes. When things calmed down a little, he opened his eyes again and focused on me.  
 
    “You’re really here?”  
 
    “Yes, I am.” I took his hand and squeezed it. 
 
    “You should be at camp.” He coughed and pointed toward the water by his bed. 
 
    I helped him take another drink. “Dad, you’ve been out for a week.” 
 
    Dad’s eyes widened and he coughed again. “How is that possible? I don’t remember anything after meeting with Phil.” 
 
    “It was the cloth you took from my room. Since you’re not supposed to go into my dream, when you touched the cloth, you were stuck in limbo. No one could get you out.”  
 
    He looked around the room at everyone standing there. “So how did I get out of it?” 
 
    “Um, you just woke up.” My face burned, but I didn’t want to admit that I’d pushed him off a table. Maybe I’d tell him when we were home. I turned to the nurse. “How long does he have to stay here?” 
 
    “We’ll run a couple of tests to make sure there’s no neurological damage from his coma, and then we can release him,” a man said from the doorway. He walked over to the bed and held out his hand. “I’m Dr. Katz. I’ve been keeping an eye on your dad.” 
 
    “Thanks for taking care of him.” I watched Dad as he talked to the nurses. He seemed to be fine, by the way he joked with them.  
 
    The doctor leaned forward. “He mentioned Arabella several times. Did he happen to tell you why?” he whispered. 
 
    Dad looked over at us, eyes wide. “What did you say?”  
 
    The doctor cleared his throat. “You mentioned two names while you slept. Your daughter’s, and an Arabella.” 
 
    Dad rubbed his face, something he only did when he was agitated. “She was my late wife. But . . . I don’t . . .” His confused looked changed to surprise. “I dreamed of her. It’s been years since I’ve dreamed of her.” 
 
    “We’ll let you rest for a bit before we do any tests. Sydney, you’re free to stay with your dad, but don’t excite him.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll be careful.” I waited for everyone to leave, then pulled up a chair and sat by the bed. “What did you see, Dad?” 
 
    He was quiet for a minute. “She was there. It was so real. She was calling to me, but I couldn’t find her.” 
 
    “She died, though. She couldn’t have been there.” Except that the stairs were a real place—the things that happened there were real, including the bruise I could feel forming on my rib from landing so hard. 
 
    Dad turned his face away. “I know. That’s why I was so confused. I wanted it to be real.” 
 
    “When you were asleep, you said ‘trapped.’ Is she trapped?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. I remember getting word that she was gone.” 
 
    “Dad, I learned more about the stairs while you were asleep. Did you know that Mom had made a deal with some lady so she could get pregnant with me?” 
 
    He looked at me in surprise. “Where did you hear that?” 
 
    “This old lady in the dream. She told me that’s why I’m cursed. Mom had to run those stairs to pay off a debt, and when she died, I had to take over. For some reason, even though it was supposed to have been paid off, I’m still stuck there.” 
 
    Dad muttered something under his breath. “That’s why she was always so tired. I wish she’d told me. We could have taken care of this long ago.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Hope rose, and I tried to squish it down. 
 
    “Now we know what it is, so we can figure out a solution. Did the woman tell you what the payment was?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Only that it was paid off. But the lady is back, and she wants me to find something that will make her happy. She liked the jewels I made, but I’m still stuck.” 
 
    Dad was silent for a moment. “That’s strange.” He found the remote for the bed and maneuvered it to a sitting position. “Can you help me? I’ve had enough sleep for a while.” 
 
    I helped him stand and walk to the bathroom and then sat on the bed while I waited for him to come out.  
 
    My phone beeped, and I found a text message from Jade.  
 
      
 
    Hey, how’s it going? Is everything okay?  
 
    Yeah. Dad’s awake! Hopefully we’ll be going home soon. 
 
    Oh, good. I was worried. Turn on the news. 
 
    I’m in California, though. What’s going on? 
 
      
 
    Had something happened to my house while we were gone? I flipped through the channels, waiting for Jade to text back, and almost dropped my phone when I found a news channel. There was a missing person report—for me. I watched as Julie sobbed into the camera about how wonderful I was. She’d had her hair and nails done since I’d last seen her. I rolled my eyes. I’d only been gone since yesterday afternoon. 
 
    I changed the channel to watch cartoons and sat back in my chair. I felt more at peace than I had in days. I was back with my dad, right where I should be.  
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    Dr. Katz finally cleared Dad to go home after keeping an eye on him overnight. Anne had left not long after Dad woke up, figuring she wasn’t needed anymore. The flight home was much more relaxing with Dad next to me.  
 
    We sat in the airport together, waiting for our ride. Dad noticed his car pulling up to the door and gestured for me to follow. One of his coworkers got out, waved, and left in another car. 
 
    “What do you think Julie’s going to say when we show up at the house?” Dad asked. 
 
    “She’ll flip out, fall all over you, and then decide to go shopping.” I was just glad Dad was coming home with me. This way, Julie wouldn’t freak out and make my life even more miserable.  
 
    As we drove, Dad talked to me about what had happened with the cloth, and I told him a little about camp. I mentioned being taken and how Nick was around the few times I’d felt like I was being watched.  
 
    “Are you sure he’s the guy?” Dad’s fists gripped tightly on the steering wheel. 
 
    “No. But the fact that he knew the woman was going to give me a couple of days off is too coincidental.” 
 
    “I just wish I knew who she was and how she manages to live in that dream.” 
 
    “What do you mean, she lives in it? I’ve only seen her a few times. It’s Nick I see all the time. He’s the one who grabbed me and pulled me in to talk to the woman. He’s the one wearing the cloak I see on the stairs.”  
 
    “If the woman you see in your dreams is the one who put the curse on you, she’s most likely the one who’s watching you, but from a distance. Nick may just be who she sends to take care of her dirty work.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Dad was probably right. She seemed to be the one in charge. If she did live in the stairs, there had to be other rooms, and I wondered if I’d be able to get into them. 
 
    Dad got a phone call, so I watched out the window as he talked about work stuff. I was relieved to be home—until we turned onto our street. There were news reporters outside my house. I groaned. This couldn’t just end easily, could it? We pulled up, and Dad sat there for a moment with his mouth open. 
 
    “Uh, honey? Do you know what this is about?” Dad gestured toward the mass of cars. 
 
    “Me. Apparently Julie desperately misses me and wants the world to know. She was on the news last night.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t know what I’m going to do with her.” 
 
    “Kick her out? Make her do everything she’s forced me to do?” I held up my hand when I saw that he was going to argue. “Dad, you should have seen what the house looked like when I got back from camp. I swear they’re doing it to punish me.” 
 
    “Maybe.” He put his hand on the door handle. “Well, let’s go face the media.” 
 
    “Okay, fine.” I could think of several other things I’d rather do than get out of the car. Like, getting a root canal, for instance. If Dad hadn’t been there, I don’t know what I would have done. 
 
    We counted to three, then opened the doors to the noise outside. The media swarmed us and began firing their questions. Dad stepped forward and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Sydney is fine. She joined me on vacation, and we just got back. Now, please leave our property so we can spend time together as a family.” 
 
    He guided me into the house and we slammed the door, ignoring the reporters asking for more information.  
 
    “Well, that was exciting. I think I’ll go nap now.” I took a step toward my bedroom, wanting to avoid Julie.  
 
    “Nice try. Come on.” He dragged me in to the living room, where Julie sat in a recliner, drinking tea and reading one of her fashion magazines. I could hear the music blasting from her headphones from where I stood. Yeah, she looked really concerned that we were gone. 
 
    “Honey? You’re home! I was so worried about you.” She set her drink down and scrambled out of her chair to throw her arms around my dad. “Where were you? I tried everything I could to get ahold of you.” 
 
    “I was sick for several days and didn’t have my phone by me.” He pulled away from her. “Where are the girls?” 
 
    “They’re out sho—looking for your daughter.” She suddenly focused on me. “When did you get here?” 
 
    “I came in with Dad.” I tried to act like it was no big deal, but inside, I was shaking. Her suspicious glare had made my mind totally freeze up. 
 
    She looked between the two of us. “What’s going on? How did she know where you were when I didn’t?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I was getting you something special when I fell ill and Sydney’s number was at the top of my call list. I came home as soon as I was feeling better.” 
 
    Her frown turned instantly into a wide smile. “You got me something? Where is it?” 
 
    Dad’s eye twitched. “It’s still being made. I’ll be picking it up next week.” 
 
    She sniffed, obviously disappointed that he didn’t have the present with him. “I don’t see why she even has a phone. We hadn’t agreed on getting her one. And since she hasn’t done her chores for today—” 
 
    “Stop. Now. She has done more than her fair share. She’s my daughter, and I will allow her to have a phone if I see fit.”  
 
    Julie jerked back. “Your daughter? I thought we worked together.” She stormed away and slammed the door. 
 
    “I think you’re going to pay for that one, Dad.” I noticed the mess Julie had left around the chair she’d been sitting in and sighed. “Or I will.” I picked up an envelope off the floor, but my dad stopped me. 
 
    “That’s not your job. Could you please start some dinner? I’ll go try to calm her down.” 
 
    “Okay.” I went in to the kitchen and pulled some chicken out of the fridge. I figured making Julie her favorite meal would help. Kaylee and Sarah walked in, carrying several bags. 
 
    “Wow, you two were looking really hard for me. Where did you go? The mall?” Not that I was surprised. They couldn’t last a day without buying at least one thing. Kaylee scowled at me and continued to her room, but Sarah stayed behind. 
 
    “I see you’re just fine. You caused a lot of trouble with your little runaway scheme.” Sarah glared.  
 
    “Oh, brother. You got to be on TV. I would have thought you’d eat that right up.” I pounded the chicken so I wouldn’t reach over and strangle her. 
 
    “Yes, well, it messed up my date with Luke,” she pouted. “He was just about to kiss me when Mom insisted that I had to get ready to be on the news.”  
 
    I knew she was bragging about Luke on purpose, but I couldn’t help pounding the chicken just a little harder than necessary. “Yeah? What makes you think that?” 
 
    “Oh, you could just tell by the way he looked at me. Besides, he’s taking me out again tonight.” 
 
    “What?” I wanted to scream, or cry, or something, but I wasn’t going to let her get to me. I couldn’t. 
 
    She leaned in. “He’s taking me to dinner with Kaylee and Dillon. Oh, and Mom told me I could borrow your dress. You know, the dark blue one?” 
 
    I slammed down the tenderizer and glared at Sarah. “She can’t let you wear that. It’s mine.” So much for not letting her bother me. 
 
    “Oh, but she can.” Sarah smiled, knowing she’d had won because of the tear that escaped and ran down my cheek. Both girls knew that if they made me mad enough, I’d cry.  
 
    I seriously wanted to slap the smile off her face, but instead I turned and put the food in the oven, giving myself a chance to fight back the tears. When I turned, she was gone. 
 
    I chopped vegetables for the salad and waited for dinner to finish cooking while I set the table for Julie and Dad. There was no way I was going to eat with them while the girls were gone. I cleaned up behind myself and switched the laundry. 
 
    Once the chicken was out of the oven, I grabbed my plate of food and knocked on Dad’s door to tell him dinner was ready before hiding in my room. I nibbled at the chicken, not really in the mood to eat. I got up to turn on my stereo and stopped in my tracks. My closet was a mess. I rushed inside to find that the dress was gone. Sarah must have slipped in when I was cooking—I’d left the door unlocked.  
 
    I growled in frustration and stomped toward the kitchen. “Dad?” 
 
    Dad jumped up from the table. “What’s wrong, honey?” 
 
    “Sarah has my dress. Again.” I wanted to wipe the smug look off Julie’s face. “You can’t just let them borrow my clothes. They’re mine.” 
 
    Dad put his hands on my shoulders. “Honey, what are you talking about?” 
 
    I pointed at Julie, my hand shaking. “She told Sarah that she could use my dress. It’s my dress. I . . .made that dress.”  
 
    He looked down at Julie. “Did you really tell Sarah that?”  
 
    Her attempt at looking innocent was ruined by the sneer she directed at me. “Sarah was going somewhere nice tonight and needed something to wear. Sydney wasn’t going, so I figured she wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    “Wait—where did they go?” Dad looked at her, confused. 
 
    Julie giggled. “You never notice anything, do you? Kaylee went out with Dillon tonight, and Luke took Sarah. She’s been waiting to go out with him ever since you introduced them at the restaurant. Yesterday, he showed up on the doorstep and asked her out. He liked her so much, they’re going out again.” 
 
    I tried to swallow the lump in my throat. He was supposed to be my Luke. Was that why he was so distant those last two days? Was he done with me? 
 
    “That doesn’t mean she can wear Sydney’s dress. If she said no, that means no.” Dad was trying to stay cool, but I could tell he was annoyed. 
 
    “It’s a shame they’ve already left. Oh, well. No harm done.” 
 
    Dad stared at her. “No harm done? You can’t just let your girls run wild, doing what they want all the time. I saw how much they spent today. I’m going to have to cut off their credit cards if they don’t stop wasting my money.” 
 
    Julie slammed her hands on the table. “I will not have you speak to me like that. I have been worried sick about you since you left, and this is how you repay me?” She grabbed her purse and keys and left the house. The food I’d made lay forgotten on the table. 
 
    Dad rubbed his face with one hand and leaned back. “I wondered why she kept talking to me about random things. She was waiting for her daughters to make a clean getaway with your dress.” He looked up at me. “I’m sorry, sweetie.” 
 
    I dropped into the chair next to him. “It’s not even the dress I’m upset about, though it nearly killed me trying to make it. It’s the guy. Dad, I thought he liked me.” I buried my face in my arms. 
 
    “I’m sure he does. Luke is just being nice as part of his cover. You’ll see. Plus, you don’t even know who asked who, right?” 
 
    I lifted my head. “I guess not. But still, thinking of them being together hurts.” I stood and went to my room to get my food. Sitting with my dad at the table just felt right. I ignored the untouched plate of food sitting there where Julie had been. 
 
    “So, about that birthday.” His eyes sparkled as he grinned at me. “Any ideas what you’re going to wear?” 
 
    I picked at my food. “No, not since Sarah laid claim on my dress.” I sighed. “Do I really need to have a party? No one’s going to come.” 
 
    “What about all the friends you met at camp? I thought you liked your roommates.” 
 
    I perked up. “I can invite them?” 
 
    “Of course you can, princess. What’s the point of having a party if you can’t have your own friends come?” 
 
    “Sweet! I’m going to text them as soon as I get done eating.” I stabbed my chicken with my fork and took a big bite. 
 
    Dad chuckled. “Slow down before you choke. While you’re inviting your friends, I’m going to put in some calls and get things set up. I was thinking of holding the party at the country club. Will that work?” 
 
    “I thought Julie had it planned for here.” 
 
    “She did? Well, where do you want it? It’s your party.” He pulled out his tablet. 
 
    I played with my fork, unsure what I wanted to do. Home would be easier and cheaper for my dad, but then I’d be the one doing all the work. “Let’s do the country club, if that’s okay.” 
 
    “Anything for my girl. Okay, I’ll send a message to schedule it for Saturday night and then start working on invitations. You write a list of who you want to invite. Texting to invite them is fine, but let’s make this special for them too.” He winked and stood. 
 
    “Thanks, Dad.” I hopped up and threw my arms around him, and then ran to my room to start texting. Jade, Katy, and Heidi replied immediately. Ashley and Liz texted back a few minutes later, asking about bringing dates. I told them to invite whoever they wanted, but to make sure to let me know who was coming so I could tell my dad. 
 
    For the first time since my dad offered to throw me a ball, I was actually excited for it. This party really would be mine—and my dad would be there for it this year. I went online to go through a few dress ideas and heard a knock at the door. 
 
    “Come in,” I called. 
 
    “Hey, sweetie. It’s all set up. Did your friends reply yet?” 
 
    “Yes, they’re all coming and bringing dates. Um, if that’s okay.” I ignored the fact that I didn’t have a date yet. 
 
    “Of course. The more the merrier. And you need to figure out what you want to eat.” He glanced at the computer screen. “That’s a pretty dress. Is that the one you want?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t really thought about it until now.” We went through the other pictures I’d saved and chose a couple to go look at later. 
 
    “All right, it’s time for us to get to bed. Tomorrow is a busy day.” Dad leaned down and kissed my cheek. “Careful on the stairs tonight.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad. I think I’ll try to sleep again.” 
 
    “Good luck.” He left the room and shut the door behind him. I continued to look around online until I heard the girls come home from dinner. From the giggles, I assumed it went well. Time to pretend I was asleep so they wouldn’t try to rub it in. I shut down the computer and tiptoed over to turn off the light.  
 
    “So, did he kiss you?” Kaylee asked outside my door. 
 
    “Yes,” Sarah said, giggling. “It was amazing. And we’re going out again this weekend.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. That wasn’t obvious at all. I tried to keep out the noise with my pillow, but it was no use.  
 
    “What about Sydney’s party, though? Don’t you think he wants to go with her?”  
 
    Sarah’s laugh grated on my nerves. “Of course not. Why go with her when he could have someone so much better? And did you see the way he kept looking at me? He obviously liked the dress better when I wore it.” 
 
    Kaylee laughed. “Totally, but was there ever a question? Come on. I’m exhausted and need my beauty sleep. Dillon is taking me to the lake.” 
 
    They wandered off, their voices muffled. Thankfully, it was ridiculous enough that their taunting rolled right off me. I knew they just did it to bother me, and I wouldn’t give them that satisfaction. 
 
    The house was quiet an hour later, and I hurried out of my room to get ready for bed. Clothes and shoes were all over the floor of the bathroom, including my dress. I picked it up and opened the bathroom door to find Sarah standing outside, hand ready to knock. 
 
    “What are you doing with that?” she asked. 
 
    “Taking it back to my room. It’s mine.” 
 
    She sniffed. “Fine. Luke has seen me in it, anyway. I’ll just have to find something else for this weekend.” She pushed past me and slammed the door. 
 
    After the dress was hung up in my closet, I slipped into my bed and waited for sleep to come. Even the staircase was better than dealing with Kaylee and Sarah right now. 
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    I wasn’t alone. I hadn’t felt this afraid here for a while, and I didn’t know what was causing it. I ran, just wanting to get away from whoever was watching. When I couldn’t go another step without fainting, I imagined a dresser and pushed it into a corner so I could hide. A closet would have been better, but I was too flustered. 
 
    Whoever it was came closer, stepping lightly. I curled up in a ball and hugged my knees, trying to get up the courage to peek out. I closed my eyes and breathed in slowly to calm myself down. I knew the person who’d trapped me here. I would use that knowledge to fight past the fear. 
 
    After counting to one hundred, I stood and faced the direction the person was coming from. I formed a fireball in my hand and waited. For extra effect, I decided to throw on a cloak. “Nick? I know it’s you.” 
 
    Nothing. The steps I’d heard stopped. The fear in my stomach didn’t go away, but I used it to keep the ball of fire going. After a few more minutes, the steps started again. They were coming quickly this time. 
 
    The cloaked figure dove at me, almost catching me off guard. I stepped out of the way, pulled off my cloak and threw it over him, making him stumble. 
 
    “Why won’t you leave me alone? Isn’t it enough torture that I have to be here every single night?”  
 
    “Because I have no choice,” Nick’s voice said from beneath the cloaks. 
 
    I stared at the pile on the floor, feeling just a small amount of sympathy. Reluctantly, I helped pull the cloaks off him. I needed to understand why he would do this. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I’ve been sent here to make sure you don’t leave. It was easy at first. You ran up and down the stairs for no reason, and I could just sit back and watch.” His expression changed to a scowl. “But then you had to ruin it by mixing things up. I was promised riches, but I lost everything when your dad ended up here.” 
 
    “Well, if you ask me, that was your fault. You left part of your cloak in my room.” I folded my arms.  
 
    Nick’s eyes widened. “Aw, man, she’s going to kill me.” He jumped up and pushed me against the wall, his hand around my neck. “Did you tell your dad anything about this place?” 
 
    I tried to get away, but he was too strong. “Of course I did. He’s my dad.” 
 
    “Yes, but he’s awake now. Does he know who I am? How he got here?” His breath stank, and I coughed. 
 
    “Yes, he does. I tell him everything.” I coughed again. “Seriously, get off me.” 
 
    He let go and paced the floor. “You may have just killed us both.” 
 
    “Well, if you hadn’t left that piece of cloth behind, my dad would have been off looking for another cure instead of getting stuck here. What did you tear it on, anyway?” I rubbed my neck where he’d pinned me.  
 
    “I caught it on your desk when I was messing up your room.” He stopped and studied me. “Why does your room look so different from the rest of the house? It’s like some kind of mansion, but then your room is full of old, worn-out furniture and faded blankets.” 
 
    I felt my face redden. “It’s just . . . never mind. Stop following me. It’s not like I can get out of here anyway.” I turned and ran down the stairs, embarrassment keeping me away from him. He had to ask about my family life. If he’d gone to my school, he would know all about my stepsisters and how they treated me. But to have someone from outside realize the difference was like a slap to the face. I was embarrassed that he felt sorry for me.  
 
    I came to a landing and pushed at one of the walls to make a room, then ran inside and slammed the door. Broken furniture lay all over the floor. I made another ball of fire and threw it at the wall to let out some frustration. It went out as it hit the stone. 
 
    “Temper, temper.” A voice came from the doorway. 
 
    I whirled to find the woman standing there. Her gown today was long and black. She wore a black hat, and her makeup was dark. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I must ask you the same thing. You were to stay on the stairs.” She raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, well, I wanted a break. Keep your guy off my back. It’s bad enough coming here every night. I don’t need him pestering me.” 
 
    “I don’t think you’re in the position to tell me what to do.” She moved inside the room and waved her hand, causing a large chair to appear. “Where is my payment?” Her servants came scurrying inside to bring her food.  
 
    Great. I’d made another place for her to hang out. “I already gave it to you.” 
 
    She laughed. “You think those stones were enough? I suggest you try harder.” 
 
    I glared. “I don’t think you even know what you want.” I picked up my skirts and headed for the door. Why my nightgown had suddenly become an old Victorian dress was beyond me. 
 
    “If you ever want to leave, you will find it,” she called behind me. 
 
    I growled and went down a few more landings before allowing myself to rest. I sat on one of the steps and waited to wake up. I really didn’t feel like falling down the stairs again to hurry it up. 
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    “Hey, Sydney. Get up!” Julie yelled before throwing something hard on my bed. “You have work to do before this weekend.” 
 
    I groaned and sat up to find a mop lying across me. I dropped it on the floor and covered my face with my arm. “We’re not doing the party here. It’s going to be at the country club.”  
 
    Julie stiffened. “Plans have already been made to have it here.” 
 
    “Sorry, but Dad decided last night to do it at the country club.” I rubbed my eyes and climbed out of bed. 
 
    “That’s too bad. We have people ready to come. You will change your plans, or I will make things very miserable for you.” 
 
    “Fine. But take it up with Dad. Not me.” I was too tired to be polite. 
 
    She leaned forward until she was only inches from my face. “You will get this changed.” 
 
    “Syd? Are you rea—” Dad stopped, standing in the doorway. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Julie backed up. “Sydney was just telling me that she wants to do the party at our house.” She hurried over to his side and took his hand. 
 
    Dad looked over at me and back at Julie. “You know, I’d like to believe that, but you were right up in her face. What’s going on?” 
 
    She stared at him before snorting. “We were just having a heart-to-heart. No big deal.” 
 
    “Look, I don’t like how you’ve been treating my daughter. I’m warning you that I had better not see you talking to her like this again. Do you understand?” 
 
    Her eyes blazed. “Fine. I don’t have to take this. I’m leaving for now, but I’ll be back. I’m your wife, for better or worse.” She stormed out of the room. 
 
    “I think that was the ‘worse’ part there.” I shuddered. 
 
    “Yeah, I think so too.” He turned back to me. “Did she threaten you?” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal, Dad.” Okay, so it was. But anything I said against her would come back to bite me. It wasn’t worth it. 
 
    “Yes, it is. Now, hurry and get dressed. We have some shopping to do.” He left the room and closed the door behind him. 
 
    He didn’t have to tell me twice. I found a nice blouse and some shorts to change into and hurried out to get some breakfast. I wanted to leave before Julie came back. 
 
    We went to several stores to pick out napkins and everything else that was needed for a party. We’d decided on navy blue and silver for the colors, and I was amazed at the different fabrics we had to choose from. I kept joking that I felt like I was getting married, but Dad would just smile and tell me he wanted the best for his little girl. 
 
    We were done with shopping for the day and stopped for ice cream. We’d looked all over for a dress before deciding on a pink chiffon that went to the floor. Pink wasn’t my color, but this one just seemed to work for me. 
 
    “So, how did you get off work today?” I asked, savoring a bite of my rocky road shake. 
 
    “I told them I had some important work to be done at home. Besides, they need me to go on a business trip for the next couple of weeks, so they let me have today off to make up for it.” He stabbed at his ice cream. 
 
    “Of course they do.” I took another bite, thinking. “Can I come? Please?” 
 
    “I’ll think about it. I’d like the Order to meet you before you start your senior year.” 
 
    I bounced in my chair. “Really? That would be so awesome. I’d work hard, I promise. And now that Nick knows . . .” I trailed off, realizing what I’d just said. 
 
    He jerked his head up. “Now that Nick knows what? When did you see him?” 
 
    “Last night.” I explained everything that happened. 
 
    “He didn’t want me to know who he was?” He raised his eyebrows. 
 
    “Yeah, but I don’t know why. He didn’t tell me. He’s not the one who bothers me, though. That woman gives me the creeps. Why did Mom have to go to her?”  
 
    Dad took my hand. “Because she wanted a daughter more than anything, Sydney. She would cry herself to sleep every night. You were the answer to her prayer.” He cleared his throat and stood. “Let’s get going.” 
 
    I hopped up and followed him out. I loved and missed my mom more than ever after hearing that. I wished I could tell her thank you for what she had done. 
 
    We drove over to the country club to drop off the stuff we’d just bought. I felt a jolt when I saw Luke standing in the entrance. There was no way I could face him right then, so I hid in the car while Dad went inside. It hurt to see Luke, knowing he was dating Sarah instead of me, and I wondered if he ever even thought about our time together at camp. The lighthearted mood I’d had while shopping with Dad was gone.  
 
    Dad climbed in the car and pulled out of the parking lot. “Luke says hi. And he wants to know if everything’s okay.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’d be fine if he didn’t keep going out with my stepsister.” I slumped down in my seat. 
 
    Dad chuckled. “From what I could see, he isn’t thrilled with the situation either.” 
 
    “Then why are they going out again this weekend?” 
 
    “They are? I didn’t know. Luke was supposed to be off doing something for the Order, from what his dad was telling me.” Dad’s phone rang, and he answered it. He mouthed to me that it was Phil and went back to the call. 
 
    “Tell him hi,” I whispered. He nodded once and kept talking. 
 
    We got home to find Julie’s car in the driveway, along with a few trucks. 
 
    “So much for being gone,” I mumbled. I climbed out of the car and went inside to figure out where everyone was. Dad followed behind and went straight to his office.  
 
    I walked to the kitchen to look out the back windows. Work crews were totally redesigning the wide expanse of our lawn. What were they doing? Did she really think we would still do the party here? I shook my head and went to my room. When I heard shouting out in the hallway, I stood and crept over to the door. 
 
    “I told you we were using the country club. There’s no reason to make these changes to the backyard.” 
 
    “And I told you that we already had things planned for the backyard. Kaylee and Sarah insisted that this is the perfect place to have the party, so that’s what we’re doing.” 
 
    “No. I’m sending them all away. This is Sydney’s birthday party, and we will do what she wants. If the girls want to have their birthday in our backyard, that is perfectly fine, but this is not their day.” 
 
    I had rarely heard Dad get this angry. Of course, Dad had spent a lot of money getting his yard just how he wanted it, so Julie was really skating on thin ice with this one.  
 
    There was silence on the other side of the door. I’d wondered if they’d walked away, but then I heard the odd, moaning cry Julie liked to use when she didn’t get her way. If Dad fell for it again . . .  
 
    “Look, I know you’re upset, but I’m standing by this. I need to take off for the rest of the afternoon and tomorrow. I’d better see everything changed back to the way it was when I get home.”  
 
    I wished I could see what was going on out in the hallway. I sighed and dropped onto my bed. Phil must have thrown this trip on him. It happened often, but I hoped it didn’t mean that Dad would miss my party. I stared at the dress Dad bought for me. The only thing that would have been more perfect was if I could dance with Luke while I was wearing it. 
 
    I would just have to save those dreams for another day.   
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    Dad came to my room to say goodbye before he left. He promised that everything would be perfect and he’d be back as soon as he could. What he didn't see were the looks of death I was getting from Julie and her daughters, who were standing behind him. 
 
    As soon as he was out of sight, they all turned on me. Julie ordered me to repaint Kaylee’s room and give Sarah a manicure. I kept silent, hoping the days would fly so I could get to my party. Unfortunately, time didn’t obey, and seemed to drag on forever. 
 
    I was also ordered to clean the entire house from top to bottom before I could go to bed. It wasn’t how I wanted to spend my night, but at least I wouldn’t have to be running from Nick and that woman. I just kept telling myself that all the cleaning was to help my dad, and not because Julie made me do it. 
 
    It was past midnight when Julie finally gave up making me use toothpicks to clean out the edges of the stove and around the tile. She sent me to bed with a promise that I would be doing the same thing the next day. 
 
    I fell into my bed, not caring about dental hygiene or anything else. I was too emotionally and physically exhausted.  
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    I stood in the center of a staircase that was different from what I’d seen before. It was lighter, happier. But I sensed a sadness, and I couldn’t figure out what caused it. 
 
    And there were windows. Many, many windows. I walked to the nearest one and saw a large garden that had a maze of shrubs. Fountains and hedges dotted the landscape, and the flowerbeds were filled with roses and tulips and hundreds of other flowers. But where were the people? I ran to the other side of the hall to look out. There was a large driveway full of cars, and a fountain that stood almost as tall as the building I was in. Again, there were no people. What was this place? 
 
    I ran down the stairs, holding my skirts high. It was the pink chiffon dress Dad and I had picked out together. I felt like I should be hurrying, but I didn’t know why. I stopped on the landing and heard voices below. Not wanting to be seen, I hid behind a nearby column. 
 
    A man and woman were speaking in hushed tones, and I tried to get a good look without giving myself away. I leaned forward to see someone who looked a lot like my dad, but he was dressed in a very expensive suit and looked much younger than Dad was now. He was talking to a woman with long dark hair that had streaks of gray running through it. She was dressed in a rich satin dress, and the worry on her face made me want to run to her. 
 
    “We must go now,” the man said.  
 
    “But the girl is just a child. Where will you go?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Away. She must not learn of this life. It’s too dangerous. I have contacts in other parts of the world. I’ll be back when I’m needed.” 
 
    “You take care of that girl. I plan to see her again one day.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    The scene faded and I was back on the stairs I saw every night. I sat down on the steps, too shocked to keep moving. What had I just seen? It had to be a random dream, right? But this felt different. Like a memory. 
 
    So, if it was a memory, why did my heart ache for that woman? I had wanted to run and put my arms around her. None of it made sense. And was that really my dad?  
 
    I stood and walked down the steps, too lost in thought to pay attention to what was going on. My dress had changed, and I was back in the clothes I’d worn to bed.  
 
    “It’s coming back to you, isn’t it?” Nick said from behind me. 
 
    I turned around. “You scared me!” I breathed in and out, trying to calm my pounding heart. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’re fading. I think you’re closer to getting out of this place than you realize.” He sat on the step and pulled his hood back. He looked tired, with rings under his eyes.  
 
    “How do I get out?” Desperation flowed through me.  
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know, but you seem to be doing a good job of it.” 
 
    “Did you see that dream?” I stepped closer, feeling a cloak wrap around me. I must have asked for the comfort of it without realizing it. 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m stuck in these stairs at night, just like you. I get out when you’re awake.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense.” I sat down on the landing in front of him. 
 
    “Don’t you get it? Everything is tied to you. Poor, selfish Sydney has the world revolving around her, and she doesn’t even realize it.” He sneered. 
 
    “Stop. I’m not selfish. You don’t even know me.” I headed down the stairs again so I could get away from him. He had no idea what I had to put up with every single day. So he had to keep watch over me. Was it that bad?  
 
    “You don’t have a clue as to what’s actually going on here, do you?” Nick asked, catching up to me. 
 
    I turned toward him, frustration warring with curiosity. “No, I don’t. I’m stuck in this stupid staircase every single night. Up until recently, I couldn’t even get rest because I had to run. I don’t dream like other people do. If I get hurt here, I’m hurt when I wake up.” I stepped closer to him. “All I know is that this is part of some stupid curse that was put on my mom, and when she died, I had to take over for it.” 
 
    I stormed away. By this time, if I had to fall down the stairs to wake myself up, I was willing to do it.  
 
    “Wait.”  
 
    I kept going so I could stay away from him. I heard him running behind me, and I just sped up. When I couldn’t shake him, I stopped on a landing and closed my eyes, thinking of an escape. I pushed on the walls like I’d done at camp. The pain and exhaustion that had hit me at camp was dull here. It was so strange. 
 
    I opened my eyes and ran to the door that had formed in front of me. I slammed it as I got inside and froze the door shut. Nick pounded on the door, but I wasn’t about to open it. 
 
     I studied the room I’d formed. It was a lot like the room I’d made at camp, but this time, the curtains and bedding were a deeper red. Windows lined the walls, and there was a wardrobe in the corner that hadn’t been in my room at camp. 
 
    A look inside revealed several beautiful gowns. I pulled out a light blue dress and held it up to me. These dresses would all fit me. That made sense, of course, since I was the one who came up with the room. 
 
    I touched the ornate brush lying on the dressing table. There was a small mirror with initials carved into it, but they weren’t mine. That was weird. I looked around the room to find a nice, plush chair in the corner.  
 
    There was another door next to the one where I’d entered. After a moment of hesitation, I decided to try the latch. It opened to a long hallway. Columns lined the walls, and a plush rug ran down the center of a marble floor.  
 
    I could either make rooms a lot better now than I had earlier, or I’d transported myself to another place. There was no one around as I walked the halls. It was almost eerie in here. It seemed like there should be people all around, busy with their different jobs, but it stayed empty. Somehow I felt more alone.  
 
    I went back the way I came and actually sighed in relief when I found my stairs. I glanced one last time at the room I’d created and closed the door. Nick stood outside, leaning against the doorframe.  
 
    “Are you done now? Don’t do that again. It makes more work for me.” He pushed against the wall, making it disappear. 
 
    “So you’re here to make sure the stairs stay perfect?” I asked. “Why?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I’m supposed to make sure you don’t get out.” 
 
    “Yes, but why? What makes you stay here? Are you in trouble too?” 
 
    He glared at me. “That woman is my grandma. I have to do whatever she says. You think I want to be here? I’m stuck until she says so.” 
 
    “Your grandma? But where are your parents?” I was beginning to see Nick in a different light. I’d never known my grandparents. Dad would change the subject when I asked where they were, so I figured he didn’t get along with them. 
 
    “They’re home being important people somewhere. I was sent off to be with Grandma when it was revealed that I had magic. I’ve been watching you ever since.” 
 
    “I—I’m sorry. Really. But I can’t get out of here until I find whatever it is that your grandma wants.” I stepped forward. “Do you know what it is?” 
 
    Nick watched me for a minute and almost said something before shaking his head. “That’s something you’re going to have to find out for yourself.” 
 
    “But don’t you want to be free of this? I can’t get out of here until I find whatever it is. Neither can you.” I took another step forward, but he started up the stairs. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I can’t say anything.”  
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    I woke up frustrated. I knew he had the answer—I could see it in his face. That meant it was something big, or maybe the punishment would be too harsh if he told me. 
 
    I rolled over and glanced at the clock to see that I’d slept in. Julie was going to be ticked if I didn’t get her breakfast. But then, since she hadn’t actually come to wake me up . . . I rolled over again, closing my eyes. I didn’t want to go back to the stairs, but I wasn’t ready to climb out of bed yet, either. It was just another couple of days until my party. I wanted it to happen now—being seventeen meant I was only a few months away from getting out of this house. Of course, that also meant leaving Dad in Julie’s clutches. I doubted Kaylee or Sarah would go off to college, since homework wasn’t something they cared much about. 
 
    My stomach growled, and I threw the covers off. Obviously Julie wasn’t going to come get me. I climbed out of bed and changed before going over to the door. It was locked. Great. What was the point of locking me in here if they wanted me to be their personal slave? 
 
    I pounded on the door. “Hey! Let me out.” I pounded again, but no one came. They must have left the house. Or they were outside destroying Dad’s yard. 
 
    I went over to the window and opened it. There were the same trucks in our driveway that had been there the day before. Yes, she was still up to something. I climbed out the window and went around to the front of the house. I slipped in when a contractor came outside. After grabbing a bowl of cereal, I hid in the bathroom to eat it.  
 
    Julie thought it was a punishment for me to be locked in my room. She had no idea that I was actually thrilled to have the day off. I went back out to the kitchen to put my bowl in the sink and looked out the window. The shrubs Dad loved so much were gone—Julie had ordered a stage to be constructed in their place. 
 
    My stomach dropped when I saw Sarah in the center of the yard with her arm through Luke’s. He turned just then and looked up at the house. The smile he’d had on his face fell when he caught me staring. He waved, but I just ran back to my room to unlock the door. 
 
    I sent a quick text to Dad letting him know what Julie was up to, and then slipped on some shoes and went out to grab my bike. I wasn’t about to stick around. My cell phone rang when I’d gone a few blocks from home. 
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    “Hey, princess. I’ll be home in about an hour. I need those people gone—they’re not supposed to be near our house.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with them? And I thought you had a business thing.” My heart lifted, knowing he would be home soon. 
 
    “We got done sooner than we’d thought. And it’s just not good for them to be there. They’re people I’m worried about.” 
 
    “Okay. I’ll do what I can.” Luke was out there. Was there something wrong with him too? I hoped not. 
 
    “Oh, and we think we know who the woman is.” 
 
    I jumped out of my thoughts when I remembered something I’d learned the night before. “It’s Nick’s grandma,” I blurted out. “I found that out last night. She’s the one.” 
 
    There was a pause on the other end. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. He told me himself. He’s in charge of making sure I stay there.” 
 
    “Did you ever get his last name?” Dad asked. 
 
    “No. I avoid him as much as possible.” 
 
    “Right. I want you to find out from Luke, if you can. I know things are weird between you two, but this is very important.” 
 
    I sighed. “Fine. If I can get him away from Sarah. They seem attached at the hip.” 
 
    “I still don’t think it’s what you imagine. Luke has a good head on his shoulders.” 
 
    “Yeah, I thought so too. See you in an hour.” I needed to get off the phone. A couple of neighbors were staring out their windows at me. 
 
    “Bye. Love you.” Dad ended the call, and I slipped my phone back in my pocket. 
 
    I don’t think he realized just what he was asking me to do. The trucks were still in the driveway, so I put my bike away and went inside to get a drink of water. Luke was standing in the backyard when I checked through the window, so I texted him a message saying I really needed to talk to him. 
 
    He pulled out his phone and then looked up at the window. I ducked down so he wouldn’t see me and then peeked back up to see him talking to Sarah, gesturing toward the house. I smiled at the fit she threw.  
 
    My heart pounded wildly at the sound of the doorbell. I hadn’t talked to him for a while, but my feelings hadn’t changed. I cursed my emotions for that reason. After bracing myself and telling my emotions to go away, I opened the door. And melted. I’d forgotten how good he looked this close. 
 
    “H—hey, Luke. How’s it going?” This needed to be quick. I didn’t know how long I had before Sarah would send Julie after me. 
 
    He smiled, making my knees weak. Apparently, my emotions hadn’t listened. “Hey, Syd. I’ve missed you. What have you been up to?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing. Planning a party, cleaning, riding bikes.” Never mind that I’d only gone a couple of blocks. He didn’t have to know that. 
 
    “Really? I haven’t seen you around when I’ve been here.” He blushed. “Look, about Sarah—” 
 
    “Just don’t. I don’t want to hear it.” I had to stop the thought before I bawled. “I was just talking to my dad. He’s going to be back in about an hour, but he needs to know Nick’s last name. Did you ever catch it?” 
 
    “Nick? Why?” He thought for a second. “Wait—did you find out more about him?” 
 
    “Yes, I’ve talked to him a few times in my dreams. His grandma has me trapped. Dad wants to find out who she is.” Why had I told him so much? 
 
    “I never heard his last name, but I’ll ask around to see if anyone else knows.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I stood there, not knowing what else to say. 
 
    “No problem. And about Sarah . . .” He stopped. 
 
    “Oh, there you are. I was beginning to worry.” Sarah slipped between us and put her hand on his arm. “What are you doing here?” Her flirtatious smile turned to disgust when she looked at me. 
 
    “I live here.” I turned around and went to my room. I should have just stayed on my bike ride. I hadn’t learned anything else, and I’d had my heart ripped open all over again. 
 
    I could hear Luke and Sarah talking out in the hall. I needed something to distract me, so I flopped on my bed and opened my journal to write down everything that had happened. Several minutes later, my door slammed open and Sarah stepped inside my room, eyes blazing. 
 
    “What were you doing?” she demanded. 
 
    “I have no idea what in the world you’re talking about. I was writing in my journal.” I pointed down at the book in my hand. 
 
    “You don’t talk to him. Ever. He’s mine.” She pointed at herself. 
 
    “Whatever. I think he’s a big boy and knows what he wants.” I wanted to slap her. I wanted to scream and rant and rave, but I just let it slide. When she didn’t leave my room, I rolled over and looked at her. “Is there something else?” 
 
    “I want you to apologize,” she demanded. 
 
    I stared at her, incredulous. “Are you kidding me? Sarah, I just talked to him. Get over yourself and find something else to freak out about.” Okay, so I didn’t quite let it slide like I’d hoped, but it was better than slapping her. 
 
    “What did you talk about?” She folded her arms, still fuming. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Please leave.” Dealing with her and everything else was exhausting. I just wanted to take a nap.  
 
    She stomped her foot. “I want to know what you talked about. He’s my boyfriend.” 
 
    I stood and walked over to the door. “Yes, well, we hung out at camp, and he was quite charming and wonderful to me while we were there. Don’t fall for him, or you may regret it. Now get out.” 
 
    “What do you mean? You think he liked you?” She laughed. “Like that would ever happen.” She turned and left, still laughing. 
 
    Okay, ouch. He could have liked me. Not that it mattered, but I thought we’d been really good friends. And those kisses . . . I shook my head, trying to wipe away the memories. Why did life have to be so hard?  
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    I must have dozed off because the next things I heard were Dad’s yelling and Julie’s shrieking. I climbed out of bed, still groggy. 
 
    I wanted to stay out of it, but figured Dad could use the moral support. It wasn’t hard to find them, due to the screaming back and forth. I walked around the corner into the kitchen, and Julie zoomed in on me. 
 
    “You! This is your fault.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “My fault? I was taking a nap.” 
 
    “The only way your dad could have known about any of this was if you told him.” 
 
    “You had me locked in my room, remember?” I snapped.  
 
    She jerked back and looked between Dad and me. “Of course I didn’t.” 
 
    “Don’t give me that, Julie. I know you’ve done it in the past.” He shook his head. “You tell your people to get our yard back the way it was. I have some work to do at the office.” He put his arm around Julie before heading out the door. One look at Julie, and I went straight for my room. 
 
    “Wait just a minute, Sydney.” Julie’s voice was like ice. 
 
    I turned slowly, knowing this was not going to be pretty. “Yeah?” 
 
    “How did you get out of your room?” Her voice was quiet, threatening. That’s not what scared me, though. It was the flash I caught in her eyes—a flash I’d never seen before. It made me not only have to tell her—it made me want to tell her. 
 
    “Through my window. That’s how I always get out.” I clamped my mouth shut before I could tell her that I had magic to unlock doors. How long had she been able to command an answer and get it? Was that why Dad hadn’t made her leave yet? 
 
    Her smile widened, and she looked almost . . . hungry. “Tell me where your father goes when he leaves town.” Again, the flash was there, but I was ready. 
 
    “I don’t know. Work or something.” That was easy enough, since I didn’t really know what he was actually doing. 
 
    “What does Luke mean to you?” she whispered again. 
 
    “He’s my protector.” I bit my tongue before “boyfriend” came out. That wasn’t true, anyway. I backed up, fighting her spell with everything I had.  
 
    “What did you do at that camp of yours?” she asked more forcefully. 
 
    By this time, I was able to release myself from her grasp enough to think for myself. “We learned pottery.” I turned, ran to my room, and slammed the door shut, breathing heavily. Who was this woman? And why had she suddenly shown me this side of herself? I just hoped she didn’t know Dad and I had magic or things could get very bad, very quickly. 
 
    I heard Julie’s door close, so I sat on my bed and texted both my dad and Luke about what had just happened. When that didn’t stop me from shaking, I decided to text Jade and the other girls as well and asked if any of them had heard Nick’s last name.  
 
    The girls didn’t know anything about Nick, but they did agree that something bad was going on. Jade offered to come over and get me out of harm’s way, and Heidi asked if we should go bowling. I told them both I was okay and didn’t want to put them in the middle of it.  
 
    I was replying to Katy’s suggestion of toilet papering the house when my phone rang. It was a number I recognized, but I wasn’t sure why. 
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    “This is Phil. Your father didn’t turn up at the office like he’d said, so I went after him. He’s been in an accident.” Phil’s voice sounded solemn, and my heart plummeted. 
 
    “Is he okay?” I could barely get my mouth to form the words. 
 
    “He’s unconscious. The doctors say he’ll pull through, but he’s in the hospital so they can keep an eye on him.” 
 
    Hot tears ran down my cheeks. “But my party is tomorrow.” I grimaced, realizing how that sounded, but my brain couldn’t concentrate on what was going on. Dad had just returned from his deep sleep, and now he was gone again. 
 
    “We know. We have our best healers working on him. Listen, though. You can’t let your stepmother know what’s going on. There’s a chance she was involved.”  
 
    “Wh—what do you mean?” I knew she was capable of it, but it still felt like a knife to my heart. 
 
    “From what we can tell, one of her gardeners ran him off the road. My driver saw one of their trucks fleeing the scene when we got there. Sydney, listen to me. You need to go along with everything she says. You can’t let her know anything is wrong. Do you understand?” 
 
    “But what about my dad?” I whispered. I could hear Julie outside my door, talking to Kaylee or Sarah. 
 
    “This is the only way to keep both of you safe. Also, keep trying to get Nick’s last name. Your father’s life may depend on it.” The phone went dead. 
 
    Just then, a few texts came through. Luke still hadn’t had any luck, but my stomach jumped when I saw the text from Liz. 
 
      
 
    Hey, I talked to Max. He said Nick’s last name is something like Naraka. Hope that helps. 
 
    I texted back a thank you and sent the name off to Luke. Then I paced the floor, trying to figure out what to do next. When Julie pounded on the door and demanded that I come and clean, I welcomed the distraction. 
 
    The list she’d given me was very long, and it would take until midnight or longer to get it done. The cleaning, laundry, dishes, and making beds were okay. Having to fix what Julie’s crew had done was ridiculous. She could have easily called them back to take apart the stage and replant the shrubs that had been ripped out. 
 
    After a call to our regular nursery, I started working on the stage. The sun was hot on my back, but I wasn’t about to go inside to get something to drink. The head gardener from the nursery showed up with the plants I’d ordered. I thanked him and waved before turning back to my task.  
 
    When my arms were sore from pulling out nails, I stopped to take a break. I heard someone approaching and turned to see who it was. 
 
    “I thought you could use a drink.” Luke handed me a glass of juice and pulled out some work gloves. 
 
    “Thank you.” I drank the juice without taking a breath. 
 
    “It’s got to be over a hundred degrees out here.” He glanced around. “So what are we working on?” 
 
    I blinked. “We?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m not letting you do this all on your own. Besides, I need to talk to you about Nick.” 
 
    Oh. Right. “Well, we’re planting the shrubs where the others used to be, and this stage needs to be taken down.” 
 
    “Got it. And we’re doing this why?” He took a hammer and started on the stage. 
 
    “Because Julie put it up without asking Dad first.” I grabbed a shovel and started on the first shrub. I pushed away thoughts of my dad lying in a hospital bed—I didn’t want to cry in front of Luke. 
 
    “Right, but why are you the one doing it?” He pulled off the board and threw it on the pile. 
 
    “Because that’s what I do.” I smiled and kept digging. 
 
    “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “No. Now what did you want to say about Nick?” I bent down to pull out the roots from the old shrub. 
 
    “You don’t recognize that last name?” 
 
    “Should I?” I set the new plant inside to see if it would fit. The hole was still too shallow, so I took it out to keep digging. 
 
    “If you’d grown up taking the same history classes I did, you would. It’s a very old wizard family name. Some wizards do a lot of good for the magic world. Others, like Nick’s grandma, are evil to the core. Your mom must have been desperate to go to her.” 
 
    I wasn’t too surprised that Lady Naraka was evil. After all, she’d had me running those stairs for years. But if I stopped her, what would happen to Nick? “So, do we know how to defeat her?” 
 
    Luke turned from the stage. “No. We’re researching to find her weaknesses, but from what we’ve found, she has none. Only a few people know where she is and it sounds like you’re one of them, along with Nick.” 
 
    “Dad thinks she lives on the stairs.” I looked over at Luke. 
 
    “That’s what my dad thinks too. Otherwise, you and Nick wouldn’t be able to get in so easily. We just don’t know how to get there.” 
 
    I finished with the shrub and moved on to the next one. “So let me guess. I have to be the one to stop her.” 
 
    Luke nodded. “Yes. Sorry. I wish I could help you, but it’s your dream, so that’s where it has to stop.” 
 
    “Of course.” I pulled out the roots to the old shrub and dug out enough dirt to plant the next one. 
 
    “Okay, the stage is pretty much done. I want to stay and help you, but Dad doesn’t want Sarah or anyone else to catch me with you. It could cause big problems.” 
 
    “It’s fine. I’ll do the rest. Thanks for your help.” I picked up the next shrub. “Luke, can you do me a favor? Will you check on my dad? I want to go visit, and it’s killing me that I can’t.” 
 
    He put his arm around me and squeezed before letting go. “Of course. I’m sorry for what happened. We’ll stop whoever is doing this.”  
 
    I met his eyes. “You know Julie’s part of it, right?” 
 
    He glanced up at the house. “Yes. We’re just trying to figure out how she’s connected to everything. Be careful.” He waved and walked away. 
 
    That was easy for him to say—he wasn’t the one living with Julie. I finished up the shrubs and then continued pulling apart the frame of the stage. The sun had set by the time the boards were all in a pile and the nails were in the garbage. I’d call for one of my dad’s landscapers to come pick up the boards in the morning. 
 
    I headed up to the house and climbed the stairs to the back porch, but found Julie standing there with her arms folded. When I tried to get around her, she stepped in front of me again. 
 
    “Can you please move? I’m tired and I want to go to bed. I’ve been working outside all day.” 
 
    “Your job isn’t done.” She smiled widely, making me shiver.  
 
    “The sun is down. You really can’t expect me to keep working, can you?” 
 
    Her smile only got wider. “Oh, but I can. We have lights out there. You won’t come in this house until you’ve finished your job.”  
 
    My jaw dropped. “You have got to be kidding me.” I grumbled and went into the garage to get a wagon for the boards. By the time I was finished loading them up and putting them by the driveway, it was past midnight. Sometimes it was seriously annoying to have such a large yard. 
 
    When I was satisfied that the yard was just like it had been before—except for the holes where the posts had been put in for the stage—I trudged back up to the house and into my bedroom. I grabbed my clothes and heard a click from the other side—she’d just locked me in again. I groaned inwardly. So much for a shower. I could have just gone through the window again, but Phil had warned me not to ruffle any feathers. 
 
    I flopped onto my bed and willed sleep to come. If I knew my stepmom, she would have plenty for me to do tomorrow. 
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    I refused to run the stairs. I had been a slave to Julie since she moved in and Dad went off on his business trips, and I was sure she’d never worked me as hard as she had that day. True, the magic had worn me far past this, but it was a different kind of exhaustion. 
 
    I imagined myself a pillow and blanket and made myself comfortable in the corner of the landing. I had almost dozed off when I saw a pair of combat boots right in front of me. 
 
    “You’re breaking the rules, you know.” Nick looked down at me, arms folded. 
 
    “I don’t care.” I turned so I could look up at him better. 
 
    “You will if my grandma gets a hold of you. You’re supposed to be paying this thing off.” He leaned against the wall. 
 
    “Could you sit down so I don’t have to look up at you? It’s hurting my neck,” I said. 
 
    He grunted and sat, crossing his legs. “You’ve done this for years and never had a problem with it. Why are you breaking rules all of a sudden?” 
 
    “I didn’t know I had a choice. Besides, my dreams started changing a few weeks ago—I don’t know why. Then I realized I could play with them.” I sat up. “I want out, Nick. I don’t want to be here anymore. I can’t imagine you do, either.” 
 
    Nick watched me for a minute before looking down at his hands. “No. I’m tired.” 
 
    “Where do you go when you’re awake?” I had learned his last name, but I didn’t know anything else about him. 
 
    “I just kinda live wherever I can find a place. My mom disappeared a while after I was sent to watch over you.” 
 
    I tried to push away my sympathy for him. He’d been my captor. My guard. He’d been rude to me and the other campers. But if he’d had all his freedom taken from him, did he have much of a choice? Well, of course he did. I wasn’t exactly free to do what I wanted and I was nice . . . wasn’t I? Thoughts flickered past, making me want to invite him to my party, but I ignored them. I had enough of him at night. 
 
    He stood up. “You really should get going.” 
 
    “Why don’t you just stay here and make sure I don’t leave? Then you’d be doing your job, right?” I asked. 
 
    “Er, not really. You’re supposed to be running. But I guess as long as I know where you are . . .” 
 
    “Right. Just don’t let your grandma or anyone else near me.” I rolled over and closed my eyes, hoping the rest I got here would help when I woke up in the morning. 
 
    I had nearly fallen asleep when I heard Nick swear under his breath, followed by approaching footsteps. 
 
    I scrambled to stand and ran away from whoever was coming. When I had gone up a few stories, I stopped to listen. I could hear Nick talking with his grandma. Emotions warred inside me. I wanted to get far away from her, but I was dying to hear what they were saying. 
 
    Curiosity won out and I crept down to where I could hear them better, but they still couldn’t see me. I closed my eyes and strained to listen, bracing myself in case I had to start running again. 
 
    “She failed to get the stage set up for the full moon. Cinderella’s father was able to resist her magic this time. This will hinder our plans, but it is no matter. We can still make it happen.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nick’s voice echoed off the walls. 
 
    “Now that her father is out of the picture, things can happen more quickly. At the stroke of midnight, she will be stuck here forever, never to be freed. The only way to break the curse is to be kissed as the bell tolls, and Sarah has taken care of that.” Her menacing laugh made me shiver. I couldn’t be stuck here! I leaned forward. 
 
    “But . . . why?” he asked. 
 
    “I need her magic, and I can’t have it unless she remains alive. Her magic possesses an imprint I need, but I cannot have it if she is dead. Trapping her here will keep her alive forever.” 
 
    I gasped. Luke was right—I had to destroy this place. But how was I supposed to do that? I’d made small things happen. This was tearing down walls. And if I pulled the staircase down, I could go with it. Of course, if I didn’t stop her, my life would essentially be over anyway. 
 
    I turned and ran up the stairs, trying to clear my head. Listening was dangerous when Nick’s grandma was on the loose, especially if she knew I had the answer to getting out of here. I needed Luke’s help, but would he kiss me? Maybe. He had before. I blushed at the thought of his lips on mine. There was a huge problem with this plan—he was Sarah’s date. Messing with her was not something I wanted to do, but I didn’t see any way around it. 
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    I woke the next morning, my mind a jumble of thoughts about what I would have to do to free myself. I’d been looking forward to this day for a very long time. It was my birthday, and yet I didn’t feel like celebrating. There was too much to get done, so instead of being excited for a new year, there was a weight on my shoulders. 
 
    Except that I had a glimmer of hope. I could make this happen if I did it just right. I grabbed my phone off my lamp table and texted Luke a little of what I’d learned last night. I kept the kiss from him because I didn’t want him acting different around Sarah at the ball—it could mess things up. Instead, I just told him I would need his help and left it at that. 
 
    I then texted Phil to see if my dad was okay. It was agony waiting to get answers back, but I was relieved when I did. Luke promised to do whatever was needed, and Phil let me know that Dad was out of his coma and demanding to go home to his little girl. The healers who had come during the night had apparently done a great job with him. 
 
    I climbed out of bed, hoping for a hot shower before starting the day, but the door was still locked. When I tried the window, it was stuck. The metal almost looked like it had been melted shut. Someone in this house did have powers Dad hadn’t known about. I went back to the door and pounded on it.  
 
    A key turned in the lock, but it was only to allow Sarah to shove a bowl of cereal at me. Before I could ask anything, she’d slammed the door again and locked it. I sat down on my bed to eat, trying to figure out a way to escape. Using my magic on the doorknob would only work if I knew for sure they were out of the house. I didn’t want any of them to know I had magic too.  
 
    By the time they let me out of my room, I’d painted my nails, planned out the night, read a book, and color-coordinated everything in my closet. A glance at the clock told me we only had a couple of hours until the dance, and I still needed a shower. 
 
    “Sydney, I want my hair up in a bun, with curls around it.” Sarah sat down in front of the mirror in the bathroom. 
 
    “But I still need to get ready.” 
 
    She glared. “Mom! Sydney’s not helping me!”  
 
    Julie poked her head out of her bedroom. Her hair was up in curlers and she was wearing a face mask. “Sydney, get Sarah’s hair done. Now.” 
 
    “But—” I stopped at the look on her face and growled. “Fine. I’ll do this, but then I’m going to get ready.” I pulled her hair up and put clips all over in it to keep anything from falling out. The curls were done quickly, and I turned to go. 
 
    “Uh-uh. You haven’t done my hair yet.” Kaylee popped her gum and sat down next to Sarah. “I need mine straightened. It makes me look taller.”  
 
    I raised an eyebrow and chose to say nothing. Her hair was soon straight and smooth. I added a diamond-encrusted clip and then stepped back. “Okay, now can I go?” 
 
    Sarah studied Kaylee’s hair for a second. “No, I think I want what she has instead. I really do need to look a little taller for Luke’s sake.” The batting of her eyelashes sent my annoyance through the roof. 
 
    “Your hair is fine how it is. And whoever said that straight hair makes you taller?” 
 
    Sarah reached up and pulled the pins out of her hair. “I want what Kaylee has—now. Or I’ll show all your embarrassing pictures to Luke.” 
 
    I didn’t have a clue what pictures she was talking about, but I didn’t want to find out. “All right. Straight it is.” Once I was done, I turned to leave, but Kaylee grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going? I’m not about to go to the ball looking like Sarah. I want my hair up.” 
 
    “If I do it, will you two promise you’ll let me get ready after that?” 
 
    “Fine. I have to go get dressed anyway.” Sarah stood and went to her room. 
 
    “Whatever.” Kaylee filed her nails while I pulled her hair up and did it the same way I’d done Sarah’s just minutes before. She popped her gum and went to her room without thanking me. 
 
    While they argued over necklaces and what to wear, I jumped into the shower. Once I was done, I hurried past their room to change. I was so excited about how the pink dress looked on me. I readjusted the bow on the waistline until it looked right. Now I just needed to get my hair dried and pulled back with bobby pins, so I left my room to find the blow dryer. 
 
    Kaylee stopped putting on mascara and dropped the wand. “Where did you get that? It’s gorge—hideous. I can’t believe you’d wear that anywhere.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s terrible. I mean, look at that bow.” Sarah sneered and reached forward, pulling it off. 
 
    I gasped. “What did you do that for?” I stared down in horror at the gaping hole she’d left behind.  
 
    “She had good reason. It was awful. And the lace on the bodice? Ick. So last year.” Kaylee laughed as she ripped off the lace, taking a layer of taffeta with it. 
 
    “And you’d better watch your step. You wouldn’t want the skirt to tear.” Sarah grabbed and yanked, filling the air with a loud rip. 
 
    Tears poured down my face as they continued to pull my dress to bits. When Julie came out to see what was going on, she simply sniffed and walked into the kitchen. I ran for my room, my dress in pieces. I sobbed as I heard the girls get picked up by their dates. They were loud and giggly just outside my door. Julie left soon after, with a laugh that chilled me. They had been cruel before, but nothing compared to what they had just done. 
 
    I pulled off the remains of my dress and put on my robe until I could figure out something else to wear. My phone buzzed, and I picked it up to see that Jade had texted me. I wiped my eyes so I could see the words through my tears. 
 
      
 
    Hey, we got here early. Coming? 
 
    I let out a sob and typed the reply. 
 
    Not sure if I’m going to make it. Stepsisters ruined my dress. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly I was receiving angry texts from the other girls, demanding to know what was going on. They wanted to come over and save me, but I wasn’t about to let them ruin their dates.  
 
    Remembering what I’d done with the blue dress before, I went to my closet to find a dress to work on. The dress they’d torn to shreds was so bad, there wasn’t anything I could do with it except throw it out, so I had to using something else. My dresses were gone—every one of them. But how did they get in? I checked the lock that Dad had changed, only to find that it had been broken. Someone in the house really didn’t want me to look good for my own ball. I tried to make a dress out of a couple of my shirts, but they were way shorter than I would ever wear. I sat down on my bed in defeat. There was the robe I was wearing, but I didn’t know if I could make it work. 
 
    The knock at my bedroom door made me jump. Everyone should have been at the dance. I froze, not knowing what to do. 
 
    The knock came again. “Sydney? Open up, princess.” 
 
    Dad! I ran over and threw open the door. “What are you doing home?” I stopped, seeing his black eye and the cut on his forehead. “Oh, Daddy. What did they do to you?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Just don’t hug me or you might hurt my ribs.” He smiled. “You didn’t think I’d miss my girl’s birthday, did you?” 
 
    “Well . . .” I laughed, but then started crying. “I can’t go to my own party, Dad. They ruined my dress.” I pointed over at the mess that was once my gown. 
 
    “Wow, they really did a number on it, didn’t they?” He chuckled. “Good thing I’m here to save the day.” He nodded at the entryway, and Phil stepped inside holding a blue gown that made it hard for me to breathe. The dress from my dreams. “What do you think?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” I couldn’t move to take it from Phil. I didn’t want to wear it, but Dad looked so happy with himself, I didn’t have the heart to tell him this dress brought back nightmares. 
 
    “Go ahead, sweetie. Try it on.” He took the dress and handed it to me, beaming. 
 
    I smiled weakly and closed the door. What was I supposed to do? I could change the color or the style, but it would give away the fact that I didn’t like it. I finally pulled it on and zipped it up. It felt like it was made for me. It fit every curve and flared out where it should. I felt just like the princess my dad had always insisted I was. I opened the door, and my dad stared for a second before pulling me into a hug. I was careful when I wrapped my arms around him, but still heard a sharp intake of breath. “Oh, sorry.” 
 
    “When did you grow up to be such a beautiful young woman?” he asked, wiping his eyes. 
 
    “Oh, stop.” I hurried over to the mirror to figure out what to do with my hair. I needed something more than what I’d been planning. 
 
    Phil stepped forward and gestured for me to sit. “Allow me.” He pulled my hair up and into a twist in the back of my head.  
 
    “Where did you learn to do that?” I asked. 
 
    “I have a few daughters of my own. I had to learn quickly.” He winked and stepped aside. 
 
    Dad came forward. “Don’t forget the accessories. Every girl needs a tiara.” He set a delicate tiara with crystals on my head and nestled it among my dark curls. He also handed me some gloves and a mask. “Let’s surprise everyone at the party.” He held out his arm. “Are you ready?” 
 
    The girl looking back at me was happy and content. “I’ve never been more ready.”  
 
    “Then you’ll need these.” He held out a pair of glass heels. They reflected in the light, sending rainbows everywhere. 
 
    “They’re gorgeous. But how am I supposed to dance or even walk in these?” 
 
    “Just try them. They were your mom’s. I’ve been saving them for the perfect moment.” 
 
    I took them, afraid I would drop one and shatter it. They fit perfectly and were surprisingly comfortable. “Thank you. Let’s go.” 
 
    “Your carriage awaits, m’lady.” He gestured toward the door with a bow. It was only slightly marred by his gasp of pain.  
 
    I took the mask and gloves from Dad and walked beside him out to the limo he must have ordered for the night—his car had been totaled, after all. 
 
    On the drive to the country club, Dad told me what had happened. He’d left for the office and noticed about halfway there that a car was following him and coming up fast. He tried to move out of the way, but the car managed to knock him off the road. He didn’t remember anything after that. 
 
    “What are we going to do about Julie?” I asked, trying to control the anger coursing through me. 
 
    “We don’t have a lot of proof yet that it was her. We’ll just have to keep things quiet until we can do something.” 
 
    “But you’ll get hurt again,” I argued. 
 
    “I have faith that you’ll have it taken care of long before I need to worry about that.” He patted my knee. “Ah, we’re here. Now keep that mask on. I don’t want Julie knowing where you are.” 
 
    “Won’t it look strange, me being the only one with a mask?” 
 
    He looked at me in surprise. “Didn’t you know it would be a masquerade? We’re all wearing them, which is great since that means I can hide this black eye of mine.” 
 
    Phil helped Dad out of the car and then took my hand. He bowed slightly. “Knock ’em dead.” Phil then spoke into a walkie-talkie, and four men came over and stood on each side of Dad. Apparently they weren’t taking any chances. 
 
    I took a deep breath. I could do this. It was just a simple dance, after all. Dad took my arm and we headed into the country club together. The music blasted as we walked toward the ballroom. 
 
    We came down the stairs, and the room seemed to hush. Okay, so it didn’t really—but it would have added to our dramatic entrance. Dad was right—there were masks everywhere. I relaxed and nodded to him before walking around, trying to find my friends. 
 
    I noticed a group of five girls giggling and talking to each other while their dates stood around, looking uncomfortable. That was them, all right.  
 
    “Hey,” I said as I walked up. 
 
    Jade squealed from behind her peacock mask. Her dress was royal blue with green swirls that matched her mask perfectly. “You made it. We were about to send out a rescue team.” 
 
    “My dad came to save me.”  
 
    “He did? Julie announced that he was in the hospital.” Heidi was wearing a cat mask to accent her sleek black dress. Blake couldn’t seem to keep his eyes off her.  
 
    “Yes, well, he’s doing much better than my stepmom hoped.” I filled them on everything that had happened. 
 
    Katy shook her head. “That’s just plain wrong. So what are you going to do?” 
 
    “I’m supposed to kiss someone at midnight.” I tried to find Luke, but it was impossible in this place. Everyone was dancing and moving. 
 
    “Luke’s over there. We’ve been keeping an eye on him.” Ashley gestured toward the dais at the back of the ballroom.  
 
    “And of course Sarah’s not going to let go of him,” I mumbled. 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy. At every slow song, she yanks him onto the floor. You’ll just have to cut in.” Jade pointed up at the speaker as it began to broadcast a slow love song and then nodded over at Luke. 
 
    Sarah jumped up and pulled Luke along with her. He watched everyone around them as he walked past. When he came by me, he stopped and said something to Sarah. She put her hands on her hips and argued, but he gestured toward the restroom. Sarah finally stomped back to her seat. Luke waited a second and then made his way over to me. 
 
    “You’re here.” His voice sent warm tingles through my body. His wolf mask hid his dimples, but I would know those eyes anywhere. 
 
    “Yes, I am. How’s the party?” I had no idea what I was supposed to be doing. My knees had gone weak and my mouth had gone dry. 
 
    “It’s much better now that you’re here. Would you care to dance?” He held his hand out to me.  
 
    I placed my hand in his and met his eyes, heart pounding. “Of course.” I floated out to the dance floor and melted when he put his arms around me. The shoes I’d been so worried about seemed to know what they were doing and allowed me to glide along with him.  
 
    “What took you so long to get here? I was really worried when you didn’t come with us to the ball,” he whispered in my ear. 
 
    “I had to wait for my fairy godmother. Or, really, my dad.” I giggled, picturing him with wings and a fairy wand. 
 
    “He’s here?” Luke stiffened. “I’m glad he’s okay, but he could be in big trouble here. When did he get out of the hospital?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but he showed up at our house and brought me a dress.”  
 
    “How did he know you needed one?” he asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Phil told me we’re watched all the time. I figured they saw the girls ripping my other dress to shreds.” 
 
    “Well, he did a great job picking it out. You look beautiful.” Luke pulled me in closer.  
 
    “Thank you.” I could feel my face burn at hearing him say that. “I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I’ve worn this dress in my dreams.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hope we can stop those nightmares. Do you have any idea how you’re going to stop Lady Naraka? I’m really worried about your dad.”  
 
    “I am too, but he insisted on coming. He has four guards surrounding him, so we’ll just have to trust him.” I was glad Luke couldn’t see my face at that point. How was I supposed to tell him that I knew exactly how I was going to stop her, and it included kissing him? I took a deep breath, bracing myself. “I know what to do.” 
 
    “You do? That’s great!” His smile helped me continue with what I had to say. 
 
    “You need to know something.” I told him all about what I’d learned in the dream. While I was glad for my mask, I wished I could see his face to know how he felt about it.  
 
    “Well, I guess we’ll just have to make it a kiss to remember.” He laughed and changed our slow dance to a waltz.  
 
    The rest of the room faded. I laid my head on his chest, happy to be with him again. 
 
    After the song ended, Luke pulled away from me. “I’m so sorry, but I really need to go be with Sarah. Otherwise, your stepmom will be suspicious.” He nodded toward the dais where Sarah sat, her arms folded, looking bored. Julie was standing, watching the crowd with her hands on her hips. 
 
    I felt like I’d had a bucket of water thrown over me. “Oh. Right. You go. I’ll be with my friends.” I turned, but he grabbed my arm. 
 
    “Look, I would love to spend every second with you. It’s killing me to walk away. I’ll be back as soon as I can—I promise.” He hurried toward where Sarah sat, glancing over his shoulder at me. 
 
    I walked through the crowd to find my dad, and suddenly the feeling of being watched was strong. Someone was here. Nick? I twisted in circles, trying to find him, but the masks kept everyone’s faces hidden. 
 
    I spotted my dad near the back of the room. It was hard to mistake his tall build. I hurried over to him. 
 
    “Dad, someone’s here who shouldn’t be.” I was shaking with fear. I wasn’t ready to stand up to Lady Naraka yet, but if Nick was here, I was running out of time. 
 
    “What? Here? How do you know?” He stood up straight and sent his guards around. 
 
    “I feel him watching me.” 
 
    Dad glanced up at the large clock on the wall. “We have a while before midnight. Go try to blend in. Don’t go near your friends, because Nick knows who they are. Find someone else to chat with. I’ll keep an eye on you.” 
 
    “Okay.” I weaved my way through to the opposite of the room and stood there, pretending to be part of the group but keeping watch around me. I danced a few times with different guys and always kept my answers vague. Yes, I was from around here. No, I didn’t know where Sydney was. I would give them my phone number later. 
 
    I was pretty sure I’d eaten half the banquet table during fast songs. Dad had only taught me the waltz and the foxtrot, and I wasn’t about to try something that would bring attention to myself. I was relieved when there were only a few minutes left until midnight. I looked over to find Luke, but he wasn’t on the dais with Sarah. My stomach plummeted. 
 
    “May I have your attention, please?” Julie stood at the top of the stairs. “It’s that time you’ve all been waiting for. We’ll pull off our masks so everyone knows who they’ve been talking to and dancing with all evening.” She let out a fake laugh and continued. “At the count of ten.” She began counting, and I panicked. They weren’t supposed to take off the masks until midnight. I couldn’t let Julie find me. 
 
    Everyone pulled off their masks, and the ballroom was filled with talking as everyone met up with friends they’d been looking for. I slowly pulled off my mask, hoping to find Luke before it was too late. 
 
    The clock was almost to midnight when I saw Luke standing near the stairs. I pushed my way through the crowd, apologizing as I went. I couldn’t see Sarah or Kaylee, so I needed make my move while I could. 
 
    I came up right behind Luke, whispering his name. He turned and grinned before pulling me close.  
 
    “Now, about that kiss.” He leaned down and kissed me softly, adding more pressure and passion. 
 
    Suddenly he was yanked away, leaving me standing there, breathless. Sarah held on to his arm, fire in her eyes.  
 
    “How dare you? He’s mine!” she spat at me. 
 
    Kaylee and Julie grabbed my arms, their fingernails digging into my skin. Julie leaned forward. “You just thought you could get away with this. We see you for who you really are.”  
 
    Just then, the clock struck midnight, and I stared at Luke in horror. It was too late. I tried to use my magic to get away, but somehow I couldn’t summon it. But anger built up inside me, and I was able to rip my hands out of their grasp.  
 
    “No, Julie. I see you for who you are. Get away from my dad. Get away from my house. And make sure I never see you again.” I punched her as hard as I could in the face before running for the stairs. I was pretty sure I’d broken something in my hand, but man, it felt good to hit her. 
 
    And then time slowed. Everyone drifted away and I was in my dream, living my nightmare. I was wearing the same dress, but somewhere along the way, I had lost one of my shoes. They were terrible to run stairs in, but I couldn’t help the tear that fell. It was one more thing from my mom that I’d lost. I forced myself to concentrate on what was happening. If I could believe Nick’s grandma, I was stuck here forever, and I was really not okay with that. I needed to get out of here, and soon.  
 
    I picked up my skirts and began running, hoping for some kind of break in this nightmare. I sobbed and looked around, trying to find anything besides the stairs. There had to be some way.  
 
    I created door after door on each landing, but they were all locked. I pounded on one, screaming at the top of my lungs. I needed to get back and save my dad. Something was going to happen to him, and I couldn’t stop it. I slid down the wall, not caring that my dress was now dirty. I had never wanted to wear this one anyway.  
 
    Nick came up the stairs to where I sat. “You failed. I knew you would. You’re not strong enough.” He laughed and sat next to me. 
 
    “Why are you doing this? Don’t you want out of here too?” I yelled. Surely the guy had some sense of decency in him. 
 
    Nick laughed again, cruelly this time. “You have no clue what you’re up against. This place? This is my home. I don’t want to leave. Why would I ever help you?” He stood and began to walk away. 
 
    I felt like I’d been slapped. “You’ve been lying to me? You really are a complete jerk, aren’t you?” 
 
    He bowed. “Of course I am. It runs in my blood, but you should know that by now. You did enough snooping around to find out my last name. I just had to slip it into Max’s memory.” 
 
    “That makes no sense. Why did you want me to know?” My head spun. I’d lost everything, and he was just rubbing it in. 
 
    “Fear, Syd. Fear. Everyone knows my family means business. I wanted you to give up. This tower, my grandma—even my mom feeds off fear. And you have plenty of it.” 
 
    I cracked. I was sick of being bullied, and I wasn’t about to let him do the same thing to me. I thought of a prison. I imagined the slimy walls, the brick, the iron bars, and even the rats, and then I pushed it as hard as I could at Nick. 
 
    The room appeared and hit Nick with full force, knocking him back. He smacked the wall and slid down, not moving. I hoped he would be okay, but that wasn’t what I needed to worry about right now. I had to find his grandma and make this stop. I ripped off the lace from the bottom of my dress and tied up his hands and feet to make sure he couldn’t get away when he woke up. 
 
    I ran to the stairs, yelling to get the woman’s attention. Fear coursed through my veins, and I couldn’t get away from it—fear that Julie had managed to find my dad, and fear that I would lose. 
 
    But . . . why? Why did I need to fear? I looked down at my hands. I had done pretty amazing things with these hands over the last little bit, and I knew that I had more power and energy than ever before. I had my dad. I had friends who really cared about me. And I had Luke. It was time to stop fearing. 
 
    It was then that I felt someone nearby. Someone I hadn’t sensed in the tower before. I heard crying from behind me. It wasn’t Nick, because he was still out cold against the wall. I turned and ran toward the sobs. Somehow, they were familiar to me. 
 
    I came to a cell that was old and rusted. The solid walls were made of steel, and it was dark inside. 
 
    “Hello?” I called. 
 
    The crying stopped. “Hello?” The voice was weak, but it sent a shock through me. It was a voice I never thought I’d hear again. 
 
    “M—Mom?” I called.  
 
    There was silence. “Sydney?” 
 
    I let out a sob. “Mom! I thought you were dead.” I looked around for something to unlock the door with and then shook my head. I had magic. “Mom, scoot back.” I used fire to weaken the door, and then ice to harden and shatter it.  
 
    I ran inside and over to the woman I’d missed more than anything in my life. I pulled her into my arms and we sobbed together. Mom was thin, and I felt like I was going to break her, but I had her in my arms. Joy filled my soul, and I knew what I had to do. 
 
    I closed my eyes and thought of the most beautiful place I could imagine—the castle. I pushed hard while holding tightly to my mom. 
 
    I heard a shriek as I burst through one of the walls of the stairwell. The woman was nearby. I quickly opened the door to the castle and set Mom inside. “You stay here. I’ll be back—I promise.” I closed the door and sealed it before turning to face the evil sorceress, Lady Naraka. 
 
    “So, you think you can defeat me?” She moved forward, holding her side. Her skin was paler than usual. 
 
    “I know I can.” I stood strong, my hands clenched into fists. 
 
    “Mighty words for such a weak mage,” she sneered. Her breaths were ragged as she gasped for air. What had happened to her? She’d been fine the last time I saw her. 
 
    “I’m twice the mage you ever were. Besides, I have my mom, and if you hadn’t noticed, your grandson is unconscious. It’s you and me.” We circled each other, and I watched for her to make a move. 
 
    She glared. “Very well.” She lifted her hand and used her magic to throw me against the wall. 
 
    I rolled over and groaned. The shield I’d been preparing disintegrated—I needed to move faster. This wasn’t just practice with Luke anymore. Pushing up, I concentrated on the air around me. I faced her smugness and gritted my teeth. She did have strong magic. I would have to figure out a way to get around it. 
 
    “I believe it’s your move.” She continued to hold her side, but stood straighter. 
 
    “Okay.” As much as I hated her, as much as I wanted to hurt her, I couldn’t. I was raised better than that. But what I could do was destroy the very place where I’d been held prisoner. Instead of attacking her, I used wind to push against the stones, knocking a few out of the walls. 
 
    She dropped to the ground, shrieking, and I stood there in surprise. It seemed that every time I destroyed part of the walls, it hurt the sorceress. After a few seconds, she was able to stand back up. “Stop doing that.” She flung out her hand and threw her magic at me again. 
 
    My head slammed against the wall, and my vision doubled for a moment. I pushed away, forming a fireball in my hand, but she slapped me with a rope of ice that sliced my cheek. Another blow hit me in the stomach, making me bend over, the wind knocked out of me. Blow after blow came, not allowing me to do anything but curl up and wait for it to stop. 
 
    She paused for a moment to catch her breath, and I took the chance to think of my options. Attacking her would only give her the chance to come after me. But if I destroyed the tower, it would hopefully defeat her too. There was only one way to find out. I put my hand on the wall and pushed, making the rocks turn to ice. Then I concentrated on the mortar holding the rocks together, and then used fire and wind to blow out again. This time, a large chunk of the wall was torn away, along with some of the floor. 
 
    Lady Naraka fell forward, gasping. Her sleek hair was beginning to gray and fall out. She reached out again, but this time, I easily pushed her magic away. She was weakening. I sent out another blast of fire and wind, knocking out more walls. The ceiling above us began to tip, and I pushed against it with everything I had to make it fall away from us. There was no reason to get smushed while I attempted to save the day—I just hoped there was no one below when it landed. 
 
    I walked to the woman and bent down. “You may have had power over my mother and many other innocent people, but today, you will be repaid for all the damage you’ve done.” 
 
    Laughter filled the room. “Little Sydney has developed a backbone, I see.” 
 
    I turned to see Julie standing there in her ball gown. Her nose was swollen from when I’d punched her, but her smug look remained. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I’d known she was involved somehow, but it was still a shock to see her here. 
 
    “Oh, didn’t you know? This is my dear old mommy.” She sneered down at the woman lying on the floor.  
 
    “But . . . that means . . .” 
 
    Julie made a clucking noise. “You’re very slow today, aren’t you?” She pointed over at Nick, who still hadn’t moved. “That’s my son you knocked out.” 
 
    I rubbed my head, trying to make sense of everything. “You had a son and you made him stay here? Why didn’t you have him come live with us?”  
 
    Julie laughed. “He was useless to me there. I sent him to live with her so she could teach him magic. Obviously, it didn’t work.”  
 
    “So you were helping your mom get my magic?” All the chores, all the horrible things she’d said. But even that didn’t add up. 
 
    Julie laughed. “Oh, dear child. This was never about my mother. She was just the means to getting what I wanted.” She made a fireball with both her hands and shot it toward Lady Naraka, blowing her off the edge of the tower. “And now, to finish this. You have something I n—” She fell forward as the tower began to buckle. “What’s happening?” 
 
    It was my turn to laugh. “You just destroyed the only thing keeping this tower together. Without your mom, it’s going to fall. Goodbye, Julie.” I wrapped myself in wind and water and pushed down as hard as I could, destroying the tower below me. I used the rest of the energy I had to transport myself to the castle just as the darkness closed over me. 
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    I tried to make sense of the dreams I’d had, but they were a jumble of memories. Home, a boy, glass slippers. I wanted to rub my face, but my arms were too sore. 
 
    “Look! She’s waking up,” a voice said above me.  
 
    “Jade, leave her alone. She’s exhausted,” Liz’s voice said off to the side. 
 
    Wait—what? My eyes flew open, and I jolted upright. I was in a hospital room, and my friends were sitting around me.  
 
    “The dreams. They’re gone!” I exclaimed, then grabbed my head and groaned. Okay, sitting up fast was a bad idea.  
 
    “Whoa, slow down, Syd. You’re going to pass out again.” Jade put her hand on my shoulder and helped me lay back on the bed. “You gave us all a shock when you disappeared, and the next thing we know, you’re in the hospital. Now, please rest.” 
 
    “But you don’t understand. I had a dream with no stairs.” My heart was full and I was happy. I looked away from the girls and saw a woman lying in the bed next to mine.  
 
    “Hey, sweetie,” Mom said weakly. 
 
    My eyes filled with tears. Mom. “So that wasn’t just a dream? You’re really here?” Flashes of a battle flew through my head, but I pushed them away. They only made my head hurt worse. 
 
    “I’m really here.” She coughed, and the nurses hurried over to her side. 
 
    “Where are we?” I should have been in a castle somewhere.  
 
    “You’re close to home. Your dad’s outside.” Jade grinned. “Luke’s been calling every few minutes to find out how you’re doing.” 
 
    “I’m home?” Relief washed over me. “Wait—what happened to Sarah and Kaylee?” 
 
    The girls glanced at each other before Jade turned to me. “We kinda accidentally turned them into statues.” 
 
    “What?” My jaw dropped. “How did that happen?” 
 
    Katy grinned. “We all attacked at once when you disappeared. Each of our spells interacted with the shield Kaylee tried to produce, and it exploded on the two of them. It’s too bad we didn’t hit Julie too.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about Julie. I took care of her.” Or, rather, she took care of herself. 
 
    “Wait, you did? You have to tell us what happened.” Jade leaned forward. 
 
    “I figured out that by blowing apart the tower, I could break the curse. By the time Julie showed up, the tower was about to crumble. She didn’t realize that by killing Lady Naraka, she also destroyed the stairs. I watched her fall as I was escaping.” I could still see the look of terror on her face. 
 
    “Whoa. That’s crazy. Do you know what Lady Naraka wanted?” Jade asked. 
 
    “Yes, she wanted my magic.” I leaned back in my bed. “Can I see my dad now?” 
 
    “Of course. We’ll be back later.” Jade hopped up, and Liz followed her out.  
 
    Katy stood and gave me a quick hug. “I’m glad you’re back. Call us as soon as you’re out of the hospital so we can hang out.” She waved and left, passing a nurse who came to check on us. 
 
    I turned toward Mom. “Why were they in here instead of Dad?” 
 
    She laughed. “They were pretty insistent, and the nurses told them they could come in as long as they didn’t wake you up.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’m just glad Luke isn’t here. I imagine I look pretty awful.” I had bandages on my face and arms, and my whole body felt like one giant bruise. I reached for the mug of water on the table near me and took a large drink. 
 
    “You did things with magic I’ve never seen before, sweetie. You’ll be exhausted for a while.” She coughed again. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m doing much better now. Sitting in that dungeon with not much to eat for years really did me in. I’ll be fine in a while.” 
 
    “But I don’t get it. You died. I went to the funeral.” But then I remembered there had been no body. Tears welled up. 
 
    “Lady Naraka chained me up and threw my gown and locks of my hair out on the ground, covered in blood. She loved to tell me the story. She watched as your dad found everything and sobbed helplessly over what he thought was left of me. She laughed as hunters went searching through the forests.” Mom had a coughing fit, and the nurse stepped in to offer water. 
 
    Dad came in the room, pulled up a chair between the two of us, and took Mom’s hand. He looked happier than I’d ever seen him. He winked at me and turned back to Mom, silent as she continued the story. 
 
    “Every year, she would send people out to look for you, wanting to know if your magic had manifested itself yet. When you used your magic for the first time, she was thrilled, but she had to wait until you were old enough to be useful to her.” 
 
    I’d been watched for that long? I shivered. No wonder the woman creeped me out. “And Dad didn’t know about any of this?” 
 
    Mom picked at her blanket. Dad smiled at her and then turned to me. “I knew we were targeted, but I didn’t know why. I figured it was just someone after my . . .” He stopped. “That’s why we were in hiding. When your mother disappeared, I brought you here. All the business trips I’ve gone on over the years, I’ve really been going back to run things.” 
 
    “What things? I don’t get it.” I watched Dad fidget and glance over at Mom. But then a memory from one of my dreams came back, and I grabbed on to it. “What does my grandma look like?” 
 
    “Which grandma?” Mom asked, surprised. 
 
    “In my dream the other day, I was able to make a room into a palace. I saw Dad talking to someone and saying we were going into hiding. The woman had long, dark hair that was starting to gray.” 
 
    A tear went down Mom’s cheek. “You saw my mom?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I guess. But that was at a castle. It didn’t make any sense.”  
 
    Dad cleared his throat. “Sweetheart, there’s a reason I call you princess.” 
 
    I laughed, but then stopped when I saw their expressions. “You have to be kidding me. You’re trying to tell me I’m a . . . a princess? Give me a break.” When they didn’t smile, my laughter died off. “You're serious?” I started putting things together. Dad and Grandma. What Dad had said about running things. 
 
    Dad sighed and leaned forward, rubbing his neck. “I am the king of a small country near Switzerland. People don’t know it exists because we’re tucked away. We’re more like rulers of a magical world.” 
 
    If I’d thought my brain was going to explode before, it wasn’t even close to this. “So you think Julie married you for your crown?” I glanced over at Mom. She looked away and wiped a tear. 
 
    “Possibly. What she didn’t realize is that she would never have taken the throne. Neither would any of her children. There’s an imprint in the magic of the king or queen that produces the next heir.” 
 
    The word “imprint” sent a shock through me. All those times she tried to get me to pay her what she wanted, it had been a hoax. She didn’t want gems or dresses or anything like them. “That’s what she wanted,” I exclaimed. “Lady Naraka told Nick she needed my imprint. She was trying to become queen.”  
 
    Dad stood and paced. “That makes sense. And it would explain why Julie was insistent on staying around. She needed to keep an eye on you.” 
 
    “I told you she was controlling you. And she tried to do it to me a few days before my party.” 
 
    Dad nodded. “I understand that now. And I’m sorry for not listening.” 
 
     Mom began weeping. “I made such a mess of your life. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    I climbed out of bed and shuffled over to hers, ignoring the protests of the nurses. Mom scooted over so I could be next to her. “Mom, you did all this for me. Don’t ever think you need to apologize.” 
 
    She hugged me close. “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, Mom.” I looked over as one of the nurses cleared her throat. “Oh, sorry.” She helped me out of Mom’s bed and back into mine. She checked my blood pressure and then left the room. “So, Dad, will we go back to your—our—kingdom?” 
 
    Dad leaned forward in his chair. “That’s up to you. I need to go back because it’s been a while since I’ve visited, but you are free to finish school here.” 
 
    I didn’t want to leave just when things were starting to look up, but a castle? A real-live castle? And I was the princess. “I’d like to visit, at least. It’s strange that I don’t remember living there.” 
 
    “Don’t you? You’ll have to think very carefully. You would run through the halls as fast as your legs could carry you, and the visiting dignitaries thought you were the cutest little girl alive.” 
 
    “I don’t remember.” But what I did remember was the feeling of home when I’d made the room at camp. 
 
    My mind drifted between my friends, and it stopped on Luke. “So, wait. Who are Phil and Luke and everyone else? Are they just your coworkers here?” 
 
    Dad laughed. “No, they’re all my best people from back home. Luke is the heir to the throne in another part of Europe. I brought him here to watch out for you while I was gone. And I admit that there may have been a little matchmaking involved.” 
 
    Mom slapped his hand playfully. “Alex! You shouldn’t be matchmaking. You remember how badly it almost turned out for you.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was bad. Thankfully, you stepped in at just the right moment.” He kissed her hand and laughed at my confused expression. “Let’s just say that your grandmother tried to set me up with a rather . . . interesting princess from another kingdom. When she was caught stealing forks from the kitchen, Mom sent her away. Soon after, your mother came along and we hit it off.” 
 
    “We’ll talk about your matchmaking attempt for me later. But for now, I’m tired and I want my own bed. When do we get to go home?” I pulled up my blankets and settled in. 
 
    “We’re just waiting for your mom. None of your injuries are serious, so you can leave when you’re ready.” 
 
    I was exhausted, and leaving Mom wasn’t something I was ready to do yet. “I’ll just stay here.”  
 
    “All right, sweetie.”  
 
    I closed my eyes to rest, but something still bothered me. “One more thing and then I’ll drop it. Do we know what happened to Nick?” 
 
    Dad shrugged. “No one knows. The prison where your mom was kept wasn’t fully part of the stairs. It’s possible he escaped.” 
 
    “I hope so. He was starting to grow on me. As irritating as he was.”  
 
    A nurse came in with some painkillers and watched me take them. Once I had swallowed them, she insisted I go back to sleep. I was totally okay with those orders. I had years of sleep to catch up on.  
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    “Come on, Mom. I can’t wait to show you around the house.” I ran to the front door and stopped just before turning the knob. I hadn’t been home since my birthday. Mom had needed another week to recuperate, but she was already filling out from the food the hospital had given her. 
 
    “I’m coming, sweetie.” She stopped to stare up at the home Dad and I had called our own for the last several years. “Wow, it’s a shame we can’t just stay here. It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Wait until you see the backyard. I kept it just how you’d like it. I couldn’t bear to have it any other way.” He put his arm around Mom and led her into the house. 
 
    “Whoa.” I walked inside to find that everything had been changed since we left. Any evidence of Julie, Sarah, and Kaylee had disappeared, and everything was spotless.  
 
    Dad caught my expression. “I asked Phil to take care of the house while we were gone. I wanted it ready to sell.” 
 
    “They did a wonderful job with it.” Mom wandered through the house before going into the kitchen, where she pulled out pots and pans. 
 
    Dad went over and kissed the top of her head. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Cooking. I can’t begin to tell you how much I’ve missed it. After the nasty stuff I’ve eaten for the last several years, I’m ready for a gourmet meal.” 
 
    I sat at the bar. “I’m ready to watch you instead of me having to cook everything myself.” I couldn’t stop staring at her. I’d missed her for so long—it was strange to have her back. Her hair had many gray streaks through it and her eyes had a haunted look to them. I couldn’t imagine what she went through for so many years. 
 
    She smiled when she noticed me staring. “I’m fine, sweetie.” 
 
    I blushed. “It’s not that. I’m just so happy you’re back.” 
 
    Dad put his arm around me. “You’re not the only one, sweetheart. And I’m anxious to return to our country as a family so I don’t have to leave all the time.” 
 
    “I can live with that.” I lit up suddenly. “Wait—does this mean I don’t have to worry about my senior year?” 
 
    Mom chuckled. “Nice try. You’ll have a tutor at the castle. You have a lot of lessons to catch up on about ruling a kingdom.” 
 
    “Sweet. That sounds so much better than algebra.” I could just imagine the look on Mr. Stanger’s face when he found out I wouldn’t be coming back for his English class next year. But then, he’d wanted good things for me, right? “So who gets to tutor me? Mom?” 
 
    Dad cleared his throat. “Actually, you’ve met her—your great-grandmother. She appeared in your dreams a few times.” When he saw my blank stare, he continued. “And at the Renaissance fair. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before, but it was part of the whole ‘secret past’ thing. Plus, I wasn’t sure it was her until I had the chance to visit with her while you and Mom were in the hospital.” 
 
    I didn’t speak for a minute. The fortune-teller? I’d seen my great-grandma and I didn’t even know? I didn’t know whether to be thrilled or angry. “What—how—so, wait. She could go inside my dreams? I thought that didn’t happen anymore.” 
 
    “She won’t tell me how she did it. You know, I hadn’t even seen her for several years, and I actually thought she’d died.” He shook his head. “What a surprise—and she’s thrilled to be able to teach you.” 
 
    The doorbell rang, and I hopped up to answer it. Luke stood on the doorstep, hands behind his back. His eyes lit up when he saw me. 
 
    “Hey, Sydney. Can we talk?” 
 
    My heart pounded, remembering the last time I’d seen him. I was afraid I’d lost him—and everything else—that night. “Of course.” I went outside and shut the door. “How’d you know we were home?” 
 
    He smiled. “I have my ways. I hear you beat Julie and Lady Naraka at the same time. That takes some skill.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Julie kind of did it to herself. But you should have seen the magic I was able to do.” I grinned. “It was so cool destroying that tower.” 
 
    Luke laughed. “I’m sure it was. You have some pretty intense magic.” He paused. “But that’s not why I came here.”  
 
    “So, why are you here then?” I stepped forward. 
 
     His face turned red. “I, uh, I have something to ask.”  
 
    “What’s that?” I could barely breathe, wondering what it was. By the tenderness on his face, I had a feeling it was something good. 
 
    He pulled out the glass slipper I’d lost at the ball. “I found this right after you were ripped from my arms. I looked everywhere for the owner, but no one claimed it. I was kind of hoping you’d know where to find her.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure I could help you with that.” My heart pounded even harder with excitement. 
 
    “May I?” He gestured toward the bench on the porch, his eyes dancing. All my questions about whether he liked me flew out the window. I’d thought I’d had a crush on him before, but now I knew I was totally and completely in love with him. 
 
    I sat and held my foot out for him. Tingles rushed through me as he gently pulled off my sneaker and then my sock and slid the glass slipper onto my foot. I smiled down at him. “Perfect fit.” 
 
    “Well, what do you know?” He smiled up at me. “I found my princess.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Cedric 
 
      
 
    The village was packed with people, ready for market. Vendors shouted, advertising their wares, while shoppers moved from stall to stall. They came from all over, dressed in their fanciest clothes of multiple colors of reds, blues, and oranges. Most villagers looked forward to the celebration each year, but for Cedric, it just meant more work. He ducked around a corner with the apple he’d bought from a farmer to avoid the chaos. Lunch wasn’t for a few more hours and he was starving. 
 
    As soon as the apple was gone, Cedric snaked through the alleyways until he got to the inn. He snatched a rose from a flowerbed along the way and hid it in his pocket. The matron glared at him from her front window, but he simply waved and continued through the alley. When he got to the backdoor, Cedric picked up the barrel of ale he was supposed to deliver to the innkeeper and knocked on the back door. It should have already been delivered, but Cedric always got a little leeway for finishing his work. His father had been banished because of magic, and the villagers seemed to think Cedric would explode with it at any moment. 
 
    “You’re late.” The innkeeper, Merek, grunted as he opened the door wider and glared at Cedric. He was the one person who believed it was laziness and not magic running through Cedric’s veins. 
 
    “Sorry, sir. I got lost.” Cedric hid a smile as he set the ale down on the counter. “Anything else I can do for you, sir?” 
 
    Merek rolled his eyes. “The guests need their bags delivered to their rooms. Think you can do that without messing anything up?” 
 
    Cedric took the keys, gave him a mock bow, and headed for the front of the inn. He chuckled to himself and grabbed the bags of a woman and her three children. She was dressed in rich velvet, and her boys looked miserable in their fancy suits. He could relate. “Hello, Ma’am. If you’ll follow me, I can guide you to your room.” 
 
    The woman sniffed in disgust and followed him up the stairs. She had one of the larger rooms in the inn with three beds, a washing table, dining table, and windows on two walls, but she still glared at it. “This is my room?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Would you like to take your dinner in your room?” Cedric winked at one of the woman’s sons, making the boy giggle and duck behind his mom’s skirts. 
 
    “No need. I’ll be at the festival until sundown.” She dug through her purse and pulled out a few of her smallest coins. “For your troubles.” 
 
    Cedric bowed. “Thank you, Ma’am. If I may, I’d suggest going three stalls down from here to buy your food. Their meat pies are the finest you’ll find in the region.” 
 
    The woman sniffed again and nodded to acknowledge his words. Cedric waved at her boys and left the room, pausing outside long enough to tuck the coins into a pouch he kept hidden in his pant leg. Merek tended to search them for any tips, so Cedric had to get creative. 
 
    There were two more guests waiting for him when he got downstairs. He helped a merchant to his room and received a gold coin with promise of more if Cedric would keep his location a secret. The man obviously didn’t know who Cedric was if he thought anyone would talk to him, but he wasn’t going to pass up the coin. 
 
    Hattie stood in the corner with a paper in her hand to take the order of a group of loud, rude men. She smiled over at Cedric, but continued to listen to the men in front of her. Cedric watched for a moment to make sure no one would treat her disrespectfully before ducking out of the inn again. If anyone knew she was the princess . . . 
 
    As soon as she was done with the order, she made her way over to him. “Where have you been hiding?” 
 
    “Oh, you know, here and there.” He pulled an apple from his pocket. “I saved you one.”  
 
    Her eyes lit up. “An apple is always much sweeter when it’s been nabbed by you. Thank you, Cedric.”  
 
    “Hey, I bought that fair and square.” 
 
    “Sure you did.” She grinned, and the dimple he loved so much appeared just below her mouth. “I need to get back.”  
 
    “Not before I give you this.” Cedric handed her the rose he’d collected. 
 
    Her face lit up. “Where’d you find it?” 
 
    “You know I’ll never—” 
 
    “Cedric! Where are you boy?” Merek’s voice boomed through the common room. 
 
    A few of the patrons glanced up, but most were used to Cedric getting into some form of trouble.  
 
    “You’d better go.” Hattie smiled and tucked the rose in her apron, then took the order she’d written out into the kitchen. 
 
    “There you are. Have you finished your chores?” Merek placed his hands on his hips. 
 
    Cedric grinned. “Of course I have. But I’ll go double check—just in case I missed something.”  
 
    Merek grumbled while a few of the people at surrounding tables hid their laughter. Cedric went to the kitchen, winking at Hattie as he walked past. The fires were getting low in the kitchen and he should have had the piles of wood inside. He went out the back door and quickly chopped the logs into firewood. If anyone knew he was using an axe, the innkeeper could be shut down for allowing Cedric to do such dangerous work. It was the reason Cedric stayed at the inn, really. No one else gave him a job. No one else believed he was worth having around. 
 
    The cook glanced over at Cedric when he came in. “Merek’s looking for you. Something about one of the guests.” 
 
    “Thanks.” As he piled up the wood near the stove, Cedric ran through a list of the guests he’d helped that day, trying to think of what could have possibly angered any of them. Unless trying to make that woman’s son smile was a crime, he was pretty sure he’d done nothing wrong. 
 
    Merek stood near the entrance of the inn, speaking to a man and two small girls. Cedric hung back, waiting to see what would happen. This man was from the village, which meant he knew who Cedric was. Knew the rumors surrounding him. Finding him in this inn would reflect poorly on Merek, and that was the last thing Cedric wanted. 
 
    Once the man left with his girls in tow, Cedric counted to thirty, then moved out of the shadows. Merek met him with a glare. 
 
    “Where have you been? I asked for you an hour ago.”  
 
    “I was just doing as you asked by keeping the fires burning.” Cedric didn’t meet Merek’s eyes, a sign that he respected the man in front of him. The joking from before was gone with the reminder that he could be caught at any time. 
 
    Merek grunted. “Very well. It seems that one of our guests has decided to spend her days in her room instead of shopping in the market. She mentioned something about meat pies.” His eyebrow lifted in suspicion. “She would like one for each of her boys and one for herself. I’ll pretend that you didn’t suggest that one of my customers eat elsewhere.”  
 
    “Yes, sir.” He held out a hand for the coins Merek held and counted them. “That only pays for two.” 
 
    “I guess you’d better make up the difference then.” Merek paused. “I put myself out there for you every day by giving you a place to work and live. Don’t make me regret it.” 
 
    Cedric nodded and left. The crowd had only grown since he was out before. He shoved his hat down over his eyes to avoid any recognition and joined the flow of people. Merchants called out their wares, offering great deals when Cedric knew that most of them got their supplies at a fraction of the price. If he hadn’t been trying to make sure he wasn’t recognized, he would warn the customers. 
 
    He finally made it to the stall with the meat pies and pulled out the change from Merek, along with his own. “Can I get six meat pies?” 
 
    The merchant grinned. “Back for more, are you?” 
 
    “You know yours are the best.” Cedric handed him the money. “Staying busy?” 
 
    “This has been busier than usual. I can barely keep up. Not that I’m surprised.” The man handed Cedric the stack of meat pies. “I don’t suppose you’re going to the ball?” 
 
    Cedric perked up. “Ball?” 
 
    The man nodded. “Aye. The princess is sixteen tomorrow. They are hosting a ball to find a perfect suitor. Everyone is invited. Down to the smallest villager.” 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind.” Cedric wrapped the pies in a handkerchief so he wouldn’t burn his fingers. “Thank you.” 
 
    The merchant had already turned his attention to the next customer. Cedric ducked into the alley behind the vendor and pulled out one of the meat pies. He took a bite, savoring the spices that most cooks in the village only wished they could purchase. 
 
    Cedric winked at a group of girls as he passed and grinned as they burst into giggles. He’d courted a couple of them, but always broke it off before their parents knew of it. No need for them to be treated like he’d been his whole life. Still, it was nice to have companionship. Hattie was a good friend. It was too bad that’s all she would ever see in him. A brother who was fun to be with. 
 
    The inn’s common room was full when he walked in, so he headed straight upstairs to deliver the meat pies. The youngest son answered the door and scampered away when he saw who it was. Moments later, the woman appeared. 
 
    “Ah. There you are. I was beginning to think you’d made off with my coins.” She took the pies from his hands. “Thank you. I have traveled for days, and the thought of lamb stew for another night was more than I could bear.”  
 
    Cedric bowed slightly. “It’s my pleasure, m’lady. I hope you enjoy them.” 
 
    The woman slammed the door, leaving Cedric still standing there. He chuckled to himself and went back downstairs. Hattie stood nearby talking to a couple of guests. Cedric caught her eye and nodded toward the back door before heading toward the kitchen. It was another few minutes before she finally followed. 
 
    “What are you up to, Cedric?” The small dimple just below her mouth showed as she smiled playfully.  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about the ball tomorrow night?” His stomach twisted in knots, the same thing that happened every time those blue eyes stared into his. As if she was staring into his soul. 
 
    Hattie bit her lip and wound one of her curls around her finger. “It’s something my parents insisted on. And I didn’t want you to feel like you needed to come. I mean, what if someone recognizes you?” 
 
    Cedric paused for a moment before shrugging. “I will disguise myself. No one will know who I am.” 
 
    “And just how do you plan to do that? You would have to wear the same makeup as the court jesters.” Hattie laughed, sending a thrill through him. He’d have to find a way to make her laugh more often.  
 
    “I will find a way. I can’t miss your birthday.” Cedric took her hand in his, something he usually tried with other girls. Never Hattie. 
 
    Hattie reached out and touched his cheek, her expression sad. “Your face has been plastered on the walls of this kingdom for years. I couldn’t bear if they took my oldest and dearest friend from me.” 
 
    The smallest ball of hope formed in his stomach. Did she feel the same for him? “Leave that to me. No one will realize who I am.” 
 
    “Oh, very well. Please don’t try to seek me out while you’re there. It would be too dangerous for you if we were seen together.” She pulled the handkerchief off her hair and fluffed out the curls. Her gown was probably hidden down the street somewhere. “Now, I better get back to the palace before Father notices that I’m gone.” 
 
    Cedric watched her go before letting out a whoop. He would finally get to see inside the palace. His village sat at the foot of the palace grounds, but he’d never been near it. He had been forbidden by his ma, and then by his other caretakers. Now was his chance to see how royalty lived. Maybe he could be important, even if it was just for the night. 
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    Cedric stared at himself in the mirror, rubbing the beard he’d applied to his chin. He felt like a fool, but he hoped that it would be enough to trick anyone who might recognize him. He applied some of Merek’s grease to his hair to make it comb to the side like he’d seen on the royalty who came through town at times. 
 
    When he was finally satisfied with his appearance, he put on his shoes and went downstairs. He slipped out the back so he wouldn’t draw attention to himself and jogged toward the palace.  
 
    As he made his way through the empty marketplace, he stopped suddenly. He turned in a circle, trying to figure out what was missing. He could have sworn something important had stood in this place earlier in the day. 
 
    He shook his head and joined the crowd making their way to the palace. Excited chatter filled the air as the villagers talked about what it looked like inside. Cedric stayed silent—he had no one to speak to anyway. There were a few glances in his direction, but otherwise no one seemed to care about the strange man walking among them. 
 
    The palace stood tall, beckoning its guests to come forward. He stood in line with the others, waiting to go inside the palace. He watched the families in front of them as they gave the guards their names. 
 
    The line continued forward through the palace gates and up the stairs to the palace. Finally, it was Cedric’s turn. The guard studied his face. “Name?” 
 
    “Stefan.” Cedric cringed at using his father’s name, but it was the first that came to mind. 
 
    The guard glanced up at him, then gestured for him to go in, muttering about peasants and their lack of titles. Cedric wanted to say something back, and thought better of it. His father wouldn’t have been cast out if it weren’t for those with titles.  
 
    The hallways to the ballroom had high ceilings and the molding was covered with gold. Rich tapestries hung along the walls, telling the stories of past kings. Cedric stopped to study one depicting a battle with a mage, but he was pushed along by those behind him. He straightened his coat and continued into the ballroom. 
 
    The room was enormous. He was sure that Merek’s entire inn could fit inside this one room. Chairs and couches lined the walls, many of which were occupied with his fellow villagers. The curtains hung down, covering the immense windows throughout the ballroom.  
 
    Feeling lonely or alone wasn’t a feeling he was unfamiliar with, but this place made him feel like he shouldn’t be there. That he wasn’t worthy. Cedric brushed off the feeling and searched for Hattie. She was the reason he’d come to this ball, and he intended to see her before he left.  
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    Hattie 
 
      
 
    Hattie turned in a slow circle, taking in the dress she wore. It was a deep purple with lace at the arms, and a braided ribbon around the bodice. Her hair was down in ringlets, and pearls were around her neck. The tiara went on last, along with the heavy weight of responsibility. It was the reason she escaped to the village to pretend to be someone else. The reason she loved the adventures she’d had with Cedric since they were children. Tonight, things would change. 
 
    “You look beautiful, m’lady.” Her maid curtsied and left the room before Hattie could say anything. 
 
    While her clothing was exquisite, she longed for a simple peasant dress and comfortable shoes. She’d loved playing in the marketplace with the boys when she could get away from her nursemaid as a child, and that had never really changed. And now here she was, dressed and ready to rule the kingdom. Her cheeks burned at the thought that Cedric would see her this way. Her feelings had grown deeper and stronger over the years, but she could never show him.  
 
    A knock came at the door, and Hattie’s heart leapt into her throat. It was time to go. She readjusted her tiara, before turning to find her father standing in the doorway. The gray in his hair made him seem older than he really was, but he still looked handsome in his robes.  
 
    “Are you ready, princess?” His smile lit up his face as he took her dress in. “Mary has certainly outdone herself this time. You look beautiful.” 
 
    “Thank you, Father.” She pulled on her silk gloves and took a deep breath. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Hold on.” He stopped and pulled out a small box. Inside was a gold chain with a locket that held a picture of her parents. “I know that it is not your wish to marry so early. It is one of the burdens of the kingdom, and while I would love to have you stay my little girl, it is time for you to take your own position. And that means no more waiting tables at the inn.”  
 
    Hattie’s head jerked up. No one was supposed to know she was there. “How—” 
 
    “You’re not the only one who can be sneaky around here.” He laughed. “I had to know where you disappeared to every day, so I had you followed one day—and every day after that.” 
 
    She had been so careful to slip out early and had still been caught. “I’m sorry, Father. I just want . . .” 
 
    “I know. I would be lying if I said I’d never escaped the pressures of this life.” He pulled her into a hug before taking her new necklace from her hand. He moved around her and took off the pearls before putting on the locket. “Much better. Now, we’d better go before your mother thinks that we both ran away.” 
 
    Hattie laughed and slipped her arm through his. She smoothed her gown out with her free hand and allowed him to guide her. Guards stood outside the room and bowed as she passed. Hattie walked slowly down the steps, repeating her etiquette lessons in her mind.  
 
    They entered the ballroom and walked up to the dais where their thrones sat. Her face burned as everyone bowed as one. This was her life from now on. People bowing, never looking her in the eye for fear of being punished.  
 
    Father leaned close to her ear. “Smile. They’re here for you.” 
 
    She nodded slightly to acknowledge that she’d heard, then forced a smile. Father moved toward his throne, guiding her over to sit next to Mother. Hattie searched the faces of the guests to find Cedric. Had he really come to see her? Part of her hoped he’d stayed away so that he wouldn’t be in danger, but she was desperate for a friend to make this night more bearable. 
 
    An older man came to stand in front of the throne dais. He bowed deeply before gesturing to a man who had to be ten years older than Hattie. “This is my son, Augustus. He is the heir to the throne and would like to ask for your daughter’s next dance.” 
 
    Hattie’s eyes narrowed. Why couldn’t they just ask her? She caught the glances from her parents and quickly smiled instead. Maybe if she danced, she could find Cedric that way. She stood and took Augustus’ outstretched hand, wincing when she realized this was a waltz. She’d hoped to be able to switch partners so she could avoid his smile that didn’t reach his eyes. 
 
    Augustus reached his arm around her waist and while they moved to the music, Hattie tried to ignore the fact that she was with him. Not that he was awful. His movements were sure, and he glided across the floor. Even so, it was a relief when it ended. 
 
    But then another heir stood to the side ready to take his place, and Hattie was sent off to dance with him. Her feet ached after three more dances, but still the suitors came. Father hadn’t told her she would be danced to death, but it seemed that would be the case. 
 
    After a rather upbeat dance with a prince who spent more time stepping on her feet than she did, Hattie insisted on going to get some air. She watched her parents until their attention was drawn to a couple across the room and escaped through a side door that led to the veranda. 
 
    The cool night air was a refreshing change from the humid atmosphere inside. She leaned against the banister and took deep breaths, knowing she only had a few minutes before her parents would realize she was gone. 
 
    “It’s not safe to be all by yourself, Highness.” The man’s voice made Hattie jerk around. Generally, the men in this kingdom were clean shaven, but this man had a beard and mustache. His suit was fine, although it was not as fancy as those worn by the princes. Hattie gasped. The man held a rose out to her, his dark blue eyes dancing in the candlelight. 
 
    “Cedric?” Relief washed over her, and she threw her arms around him. “How? Where did you get the—all of this?” 
 
    Cedric grinned. “I had to get creative. Let’s just say a merchant owed me a huge favor so he gave me his nicest suit.” 
 
    “And the beard?” She whispered.  
 
    “Merek helped me with it. Wouldn’t tell me where it’s from or what it’s made of, and I’m not sure I want to know.” Cedric rubbed his chin, making Hattie laugh.  
 
    “It looks so real.” She reached up and touched it, then pulled her hand away when she realized what she was doing. “I want to stay out here, but I need to get back inside. Will you stay? We could dance and my parents would never suspect anything.” 
 
    Cedric stared at the ballroom through the open doors. “I don’t … I was never taught to dance.” 
 
    The music began to play the next song, and couples lined up to dance in the center of the room. 
 
    “It’s easy. Come on.” Hattie pulled him over to the line and had him stand across from her. “Just do what everyone else is doing.”  
 
    Faces blended together as they moved from one partner to the next. She glanced back toward Cedric when she could. He smiled at the other girls, but only Hattie could see the fear in his eyes. Perhaps she should have taught him the steps before pulling him onto the dance floor. 
 
    “. . . don’t you think?” A man’s voice pulled Hattie out of her thoughts. A young man with brilliant green eyes looked down at her expectantly. His arms were tight around her, almost squeezing the air from her lungs. 
 
    “Uh—” She was whisked away by the next partner in line. She could feel the man’s eyes on her, but she forced herself to avoid his gaze. They were too mesmerizing. Even as she moved to the next partner, she could feel them on her.  
 
    As the song ended, Hattie found herself near Cedric. She breathed a sigh of relief. “There you are.” 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Cedric moved closer and guided her off the dance floor, his arm around her protectively. 
 
    Hattie glanced behind her to try to find the man she’d danced with, but there were too many people out there. Still, she could almost feel him watching her. “I—I’m fine. Something just felt off.” 
 
    “Hattie? I know you too well to believe you. What happened out there?” Cedric tipped her chin so she could meet his eyes. Her breath caught at his boldness. His blue eyes searched hers and she had to look away. 
 
    “It’s just that I danced with one partner and he . . . it was like he could see inside me. My thoughts, everything. Even now, I feel him watching.” She shuddered. 
 
    Cedric pulled her toward the door of the veranda. “Let’s go. You can make your excuses to your parents later if nothing is wrong.” 
 
    Hattie allowed him to pull her along, her stomach twisting in knots. If it meant getting those eyes out of her head, she’d gladly leave. 
 
    Seconds before Hattie and Cedric reached the doors, they swung shut with a force that nearly made them splinter. The music stopped suddenly as everyone turned toward Hattie and Cedric. The window curtains flew shut next, followed by the other exits being closed off. 
 
    Hattie’s heart leapt in her chest. Magic was supposed to be banned in the kingdom, but that was the only explanation for what had just happened. Shrieks sounded throughout the ballroom as people realized they had no escape.  
 
    Swirling black smoke appeared in the center of the room, and the sound of laughter emanated from it. The crowd of dancers quickly backed away. As the smoke dissipated, a man stood there, clothed in a black robe, holding a staff. Hattie gasped. She’d know those eyes anywhere. 
 
    “Leaving so soon, young Cedric?” The man moved toward them, almost floating. 
 
    Cedric froze, his expression hardening. Hattie glanced between them, wondering if he knew who this man was. She tugged at Cedric’s sleeve, but he wouldn’t budge. 
 
    “Aren’t you enjoying the party?” The man waved his hand, gesturing toward the people behind him. “It’s only just begun.” 
 
    “Who are you?” Cedric’s voice cracked.  
 
    “Ah, I believe I forgot to formally introduce myself.” The man snapped his fingers, and a cloud of green smoke appeared around him. More shrieks shattered the silence of the ballroom as people scattered to get away. Guards ran for the smoke, but they were flung to the side. When the smoke settled, a man stood in front of them in merchant clothes, a cart standing next to him with an advertisement for meat pies. 
 
    Cedric stiffened. “You.” 
 
    “Yes, I thought you’d recognize me better this way.” The man’s laugh sent a chill through Hattie. “I have spent countless years learning everything I can about you. It’s a shame you were cast out by your village for something you cannot control.” 
 
    Hattie took his hand and held tight as he suddenly bent over in pain. “Hey, are you all right? What’s going on?” 
 
    Cedric nodded and squeezed her hand to let her know he was fine.  
 
    The man stood and watched the exchange with a smile. “Ah, and here’s the princess. A friendship that should never have happened. She’s far above your station.” 
 
    “Leave her out of this.” Cedric clenched his fist. “Look, I don’t know why you’re here—” 
 
    “Oh, I believe you do.” The man closed the distance between them, ripping the beard and mustache off of Cedric’s face. The gasp from those around them echoed through the ballroom. The smug look turned to desperation. “Now, where is it?” 
 
    Cedric took a step back. “Where is what?” 
 
    “You know what I’m talking about. Where is it?” The man growled, glancing at Cedric’s neck and then his hand.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Please leave us. These people have done no harm.”  
 
    The man’s eyes flashed with anger. “The amulet, foolish boy.” 
 
    Amulet? Cedric was poor and had nothing to his name. Hattie moved to step forward, but Cedric grabbed her hand to stop her.  
 
    “I wish I could help you. I do. I just don’t know what you’re talking about. I have never had an amulet in my possession.” 
 
    They stared each other down until the man finally stepped back. “Very well. I see that I’ll have to make my point clear. Tell me where the amulet is, or I will take this kingdom apart brick by brick.” 
 
    Cedric glared back at the man, his shoulders squared, and a glint to his eye that made Hattie take a step back. “I cannot give you what I don’t have. Spare this kingdom. Kill me if you must. Don’t touch this kingdom.”  
 
    “Spare the people who have made your life miserable since you were only a child?” The man shook his head. “Pathetic.  You care too much for them. Very well, I’ve changed my mind. After all, they wouldn’t be able to see you suffer if they’re gone.” 
 
    The man stalked toward the throne and pointed his staff at the king. With a brilliant green light, the king was transformed into a beast. The man laughed and turned to the audience. “This is what happens when people don’t do as I ask.” 
 
    Cedric pulled Hattie toward the nearest door. “We need to get you out of here.” 
 
    Hattie fought back, trying to go to her father. Panic filled her as she watched the man laugh. “No! I need to help him.” 
 
    “The only way to help him is to go. Now.” He grabbed the door knob just as the queen was turned into a beast as well. He yanked on the door, but it was still locked through magic. Hattie glanced around for another exit. 
 
    “Come on.” She ran toward one of the large windows and grabbed a chair to throw at it. Tears nearly blinded her as adrenaline kicked in.  
 
    “Where do you think you’re going? Would you abandon your family?” The man’s voice boomed across the room, and Hattie leapt out of the way as she felt a spark brush past her. 
 
    Cedric grabbed her hand and shoved her through the window. She tried to catch herself, but fell to the ground. She scrambled to her feet to go back for her parents. 
 
    “Look out!” Cedric dove at her. It was too late.  
 
    A spark ricocheted off the veranda and hit her foot. She tripped and fell to the ground, pain exploding in her head as she landed. Strong arms lifted her as darkness overtook her. 
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    Cedric carried Hattie for as long as he could until his arms screamed for mercy. As soon as they reached the safety of the forest, he set her down to see if anyone had followed them. When he was certain they were alone, he knelt next to her and checked her head where it had hit the ground. It was too dark to see anything, but his fingers found the lump.  
 
    “Hattie? Wake up.” He shook her shoulder. “Hattie.” 
 
    When she didn’t move, Cedric moved down to her foot where the spell had hit. Part of her shoe was singed from the curse, but otherwise he saw no damage. So why was she still all right when the king and queen had changed so quickly? 
 
    It was clear that she wouldn’t be awake anytime soon, so Cedric hefted her up on his back, ignoring his screaming muscles, as they went through the woods to the village. It was slow going, but it was the only way to get her to safety. Once they were in the village, Cedric had to dodge the groups of people standing in the square. Cries of sorrow and outrage at what happened to the king and queen sounded throughout the town square. He caught a few whispers about the princess, which meant that she couldn’t stay here for much longer or she’d be in danger. 
 
    The cook was the only one in the kitchen when Cedric opened the back door. He gasped when he saw Hattie over his shoulder, but kept silent. Cedric leaned her against the wall and turned toward the cook. 
 
    “I need you to watch over her. If you have a way to wake her, that would be even better. I’ll be back soon.” Cedric heard the cook calling from behind him as he continued to his small room.  
 
    Cedric shoved what little he had into a bag and checked around the room one more time to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything. He almost wished the amulet would show up under his bed so this nightmare could be over.  
 
    By the time he got back down, Hattie had awakened. She straightened and took the mug that the cook handed her. 
 
    “You’re awake.” Cedric sat next to her on the floor. 
 
    “My head is pounding. Otherwise I feel fine.” Hattie stared down at the drink in her hands. “I wish this was all a nightmare. That I could wake up in the morning to find that my parents are in the room next to mine, and that none of this had happened.” 
 
    “I wish that it were true as well. But it’s not. And you’re in danger. Maybe you can just hide out here until I find the amulet to break the curse.” 
 
    Hattie shook her head. “No. You’re not leaving me here. I want to go with you.”  
 
    Cedric sighed and went through his bag to find some clothes for her. “Here, try these on.” 
 
    The look on Hattie’s face would have been comical if not for the fact that they were in danger.  
 
    “You can’t go around dressed like that. You can change in my room.” Cedric set the clothes in her arms and nudged her toward the room. She glanced back at him, then closed the door behind her. 
 
    The cook stared at him before going back to kneading dough. “I hope you know what you’re getting yourself into.” 
 
    “I hope so, too.”    
 
    A few minutes later, Hattie came out of the room. The pants and shirt were too big, and the hat she wore covered her long curls well. They would have to do something about her shoes later, though. They were too delicate for long distances. “Do I look all right?” 
 
    Cedric circled around her. “You look good. You’re small for a boy. I think as long as you let me talk, we should be fine.” 
 
    Hattie raised an eyebrow. “You think I’ll make a fool of myself?” 
 
    “No. It’s just that your voice is too high, and your speech is too formal.” Cedric leaned forward and tucked a lock of hair up into her hat.  
 
    Merek came into the kitchen and closed the door to the main room. “Better leave now. Even though the crowd has left, I can only assume they’ll be back for you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Cedric picked up his bag and went to the back door. 
 
    Hattie hugged Merek. “Thank you. For everything.” 
 
    Merek shook his head. “I had the princess under my roof and had no idea. I apologize, Highness.” 
 
    “Hold on, boy.” Merek’s rough voice made Cedric stop and turn. “I wanted to give you this.” 
 
    Cedric took a small leather pouch from him and opened it, revealing several gold coins inside. He gasped. “I can’t take this.” 
 
    “I never had any sons to share my inheritance with. Take it. Buy provisions for both of you. And Cedric? Good luck.” Merek pulled him into a hug and patted him on the back before walking into the main room. 
 
    That was strange. Cedric shook his head and shoved the coin purse into his bag. While Merek was hard on him sometimes, he was the only father Cedric had known. But for Merek to give him this much money? It made Cedric choke up a little. 
 
    Hattie slipped out the door and Cedric shut it behind them, saying goodbye to the life he’d grown to love. 
 
    The sounds of yelling in the streets seemed to have died down, but he was still careful as he made his way through the back alley. 
 
    The alleys were empty as they made their way through the maze of streets, careful to avoid being seen. It was silent until they reached the square where several villagers stood together with pitchforks. Definitely not a place Cedric wanted to be spotted with the princess. Cedric backtracked several steps into the alley and crept toward the woods so they could go all the way around. It was a relief when they finally entered the secrecy of the forest. 
 
    Hattie readjusted her bag as they stepped over fallen logs and vines. “Do we know where we’re going?” 
 
    “To find my father.” He had never had any desire to see his father. He’d heard too many stories about the awful things his father had done, and while he figured most of it was just stories, he’d grown to dislike his father anyway. 
 
    The crunching of their boots was the only sound as they made their way through the dark forest. They’d had no time to grab torches—which would have given them away—so they had to step around branches and bushes hidden in the darkness. 
 
    “Are you sure that’s the best plan?” Hattie’s voice made Cedric jump after the long silence. 
 
    Cedric shrugged. “I don’t know. I just figured it was the best place to start. Unless you have a better idea?” 
 
    “Well . . . no. It’s just that you don’t know where he is. And are you sure he would actually help you?” 
 
    “He didn’t leave on his own. He was forced out. At this point I want to assume that he would talk to me if I show up at his door.” Cedric glanced over at Hattie. Her lips were pursed like she wanted to say something, but knew she shouldn’t. Cedric sighed. “Look, he’s the only one I know who has magic—except for the mage at the ball, and he won’t help.” 
 
    Hattie nodded, but didn’t say anything as they left the forest and walked through a farmer’s field. The wind whistling through the grain around them eased Cedric’s anxiety. He paused as he caught another sound above it. Sniffling? He looked down to see Hattie wipe her eyes. 
 
    Cedric stopped and wrapped his arms around her, holding her as she sobbed into his shoulder. Comforting her as she walked away from her parents and her home. Feeling the solitude that Cedric knew all too well. 
 
    It wasn’t until they heard the calls behind them that they finally broke apart. The villagers. Cedric took Hattie’s hand as they ran through the grain fields. He headed straight for the stream where they could hide their trail. Dogs barked behind them in the distance, and Cedric knew they were running out of time to get away. 
 
    “Follow my steps exactly.” Cedric climbed down into the stream picked his way from one stone to another, careful not to leave a footprint. The moon was both a blessing and a curse. While it allowed them to see what was in front of them, it also allowed the villagers to see them. He just hoped it would work. 
 
    Hattie said nothing as she followed behind him but stayed just one step behind until they reached the stream. When they reached the water, Cedric sat down and pulled his shoes and socks off, then tied the laces together so he could wear them around his neck. 
 
    “You’re going to want to do the same thing.” Cedric gestured to the shoes she wore. 
 
    “What? No. I’ll just wear my shoes.” Hattie’s embarrassment flowed through her voice. To show one’s feet was scandalous. Even when they were children, Hattie always kept her feet covered.  
 
    Cedric glanced up the embankment, listening to the calls. They were getting ever closer. “This is the easiest way to lose the people who are after us. If it means that much, keep your stockings on and just take off your shoes. We need to go. Now.” 
 
    Hattie swallowed hard before nodding. She sat down in the dirt and pulled off her shoes. They had no laces, so Cedric put them in his bag.  
 
    “I’m going to walk behind you in case you fall. Just keep going forward until I tell you to stop.” 
 
    “All right.” Hattie sniffled and stepped into the water. She moved to the center of the stream and walked carefully, pausing between steps to get her footing before moving on.  
 
    Cedric shook his head and followed her into the water. The cold sent a shock through him, and he was amazed that Hattie hadn’t even hesitated. “Have you done this before?” 
 
    Hattie turned and smiled slyly. “I have a favorite place to read up here. Normally I walk along the bank until I can’t go any farther, then I have to walk through the water the rest of the way.” 
 
    Cedric chuckled. Her running off to read should have surprised him, but then she also liked to work the tables at the inn as well. There was no figuring her out.  
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    Merek stood in the darkness long after Cedric and the princess had disappeared from sight. He knew the moment he allowed her to work in the inn that he was dooming Cedric to a life of misery. He’d known it was her. He’d served their family for years before retiring to this inn. And over the years, it was obvious that Cedric and Hattie cared for each other. And like a fool, Merek had done nothing to stop it. Childhood fantasies.  
 
    The sound of breaking glass and shouts pulled Merek back to the present. He reached in through the front door of his inn and grabbed his staff. There would be no riots here tonight. Fire blazed in the streets as people shouted along the streets.  
 
    “Enough!” Merek’s voice boomed out over the crowd. 
 
    Many stopped what they were doing, but a few men ignored him. Those who didn’t listen met his staff and dropped to the ground. They weren’t dead—they’d awake with a headache in the morning. 
 
    “All of you back to your beds. Make sure your families are safe. There was enough damage done at the palace tonight with the loss of our king and queen. We don’t need to destroy ourselves here in the village as well.” He knew they wouldn’t see his glare in the darkness, but no one argued.  
 
    Fathers and mothers gathered their children and guided them back to their homes. Merek shook his head as he turned back to the inn. What were they thinking? The common room was loud as stories from that night grew bigger with each telling. It would be a long night, which meant his coffers would be full in the morning from those who drank themselves to sleep. 
 
    Cook stood at the stove, adding vegetables and soup bones to the stew. “They’re gone?” 
 
    “Yes.” Merek shook his head. “I don’t like that I had to send him off with the princess. I might as well have put a target on both their backs.” 
 
    “Have you heard what actually happened tonight?” 
 
    “Nothing I’ve heard makes any sense, though if you can believe half of what was said, there was a curse put on the king and queen, and Hattie only barely escaped.” 
 
    Cook froze mid-chop. “A curse? Magic—” 
 
    “Apparently someone managed to escape the guards.” Merek rubbed his face and sighed. “Better start some bread to go with the stew. I’ll grab more ale from the cellar.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Cook sighed. “I guess it’s a good thing that neither of us went tonight.” 
 
    Merek smiled grimly. “Aye. And yet I sent the boy into the lion’s den.” 
 
    “He would have gone anyway.” Cook dropped the potatoes into the stew, then put a hand on Merek’s shoulder. “There was nothing more you could have done. You honored his mother’s wishes, and he’s a better man for it.” 
 
    Merek grunted at the compliment and took a lantern down off the wall. “Being a good man means nothing if I sent him to his death.” 
 
    Cook’s whistling followed behind him as he headed down to the cellar. He may have pushed away the compliment, but the truth was, it warmed his heart. Merek set the lantern on a shelf and grabbed a few jugs of ale to take upstairs. It took two more trips to get the desired amount, and by the time he was finished, Merek was breathing hard. No wonder he always sent the boy. 
 
    He walked out to the common room to find that the noise had died down significantly. Perhaps he would get to bed sooner than he thought. Those who were still there spoke in soft voices and looked over at Merek with frightened expressions. 
 
    “Is there something wrong?” Merek glanced over at the musician who normally played while others ate, but the man wouldn’t look at him. 
 
    A man cleared his throat. “What kind of witchcraft are you playing with?” 
 
    Merek gripped the jug in his hand tightly. “How dare you accuse me of witchcraft.” 
 
    “How else would you explain what happened?” The man slid toward the door.  
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” Merek set the drinks and checked to make sure the knife was still on his belt. 
 
    The man gestured toward an empty table. “One minute they were there, the next minute, they’re gone. Was it in the drink?” 
 
    Merek’s eyes flicked toward the table and back to the man. “They must have headed to bed for the night. It’s late. Maybe you should all head upstairs.” 
 
    A cup crashed to the floor, rolling over to rest at Merek’s foot. He picked it up and inspected it. Strange. The markings on the cup were very different from his. The style was different than what was normally found in the kingdom. 
 
    “See? He did it again.” A woman pointed at another table. “Witchcraft.” 
 
    Merek gasped to find that the table next to him had emptied. All that was left was a few dishes and—wait. Was that a candlestick? He picked it up. “How many times has this happened?” 
 
    “It was those three tables first. Then the one in the back.” A woman gestured to another table. “What did you do?” 
 
    Merek tapped the table trying to figure out what had happened. Panic settled into his stomach. He didn’t like magic, but it appeared that something magical was at play here. Several of these families had been here all night. He’d served them dinner hours ago. Others . . . 
 
    “These people. Were they dressed in fine gowns? Like they’d gone to the ball?” 
 
    The woman paused before nodding. “I suppose, yes. What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “And what about this table?” Merek’s heart raced. “Did they go?” 
 
    Murmurs broke out among them. A few cried as they realized what he was implying. The man who had argued first stepped forward. 
 
    He was dressed in rougher clothes, and his hair appeared not to have been washed for days or even weeks. “Are you saying whatever curse hit the king and queen hit here, too?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I suggest that if you have families who attended the ball tonight, you should leave now and check on them. In fact, even if you didn’t, please check on your neighbors. We need to know how bad this is.” 
 
    People scrambled for the door while Merek stood staring at one of the mugs. Cursing the king and queen he could understand. Even the princess made sense. But why turn the villagers into household items? 
 
    Merek found Cook in the kitchen. “If you have anyone you need to check on, go quickly.” 
 
    Cook shook his head. “My wife is visiting her family outside the kingdom. I can stay here. Sir, do you think Cedric got out all right?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He frowned. “Let’s hope he got out before this curse set in.”  
 
    Noise came from the common room, so Merek left, pausing at the doorway. “We must be prepared for anything.” 
 
    Several villagers stood together and stopped talking when Merek walked over to their group. “What did you find?” 
 
    Thomas, the town butcher, stepped forward. “It’s the same out in the streets. Dishes, furniture, silver, all just lying on the ground.” 
 
    “Oh, dear. I want you to gather all the items and bring them here. I have an empty room that we can store them in.” 
 
    A woman pushed her way to the front. “You can’t just store them like that. They were people.”  
 
    “Would you rather have them be run over by horses?” Merek waved his hand. “Go. I must prepare a room.” 
 
    Merek waited for all of them to leave, then dropped into a chair at one of the tables and rubbed his forehead. What was supposed to be a special time for the princess—for the kingdom—had become a nightmare. 
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    Hattie’s feet were numb, but she continued to push forward. She didn’t want to be seen as weak.  
 
    Cedric caught up and put his finger on his lips, then took her arm and helped her onto the bank. He stopped to put on his shoes and waited for her to slip hers on before heading into the forest that now separated them from the villagers. The yelling had grown distant, but it was still there, forcing them to continue on. 
 
    Hattie jogged alongside him the best she could, her feet sliding around in her shoes. Wearing her stockings hadn’t been wise. Her feet were still wet and cold, and she didn’t know how long they would be running. She dodged a branch that blocked her way and had to catch up to Cedric. Her breaths came in gasps. 
 
    “Stop,” she called, but it came out as more of a whisper. “Cedric.” 
 
    Her legs collapsed out from under her, sending her to the ground on the top of a log. She lay there trying to catch her breath. She’d thought she could run long distances. After all, she’d traveled between the palace and the inn countless times. Running through the forest had taken every ounce of her energy. 
 
    Strong arms lifted her off the log. “Hey, Hattie. Get up. We have to go a little farther. Can you walk?” Cedric’s voice was low as it washed over her. 
 
    She nodded and ignored the screaming of her feet and legs. This time Cedric didn’t let go of her hand as they moved through the woods. It was much slower than they’d gone before, but at least they were still moving.  
 
    They broke through the trees to find an old cabin with smoke trailing out of the chimney—then abruptly disappeared. Hattie jerked to a stop. Had she been dreaming of the house? No, the gasp that came from Cedric meant that he’d seen the same thing. 
 
    “So, it appears that I may not have to find my father after all. There’s obviously magic at work here. Maybe whoever lives here can help.” Cedric continued to the clearing and knocked on what seemed like thin air, but Hattie heard distinct raps on a wooden door.  
 
    “What do you mean we won’t have to find your father? Where are we?” 
 
    Cedric put his finger to his lips. “My mother told me about a woman just outside the kingdom who could help, but I never believed her. It looks as though she might have been right.”  
 
    “What do you mean? Did I really see a cottage?” 
 
    Cedric nodded. “Blink again and you’ll see it.” 
 
    Hattie glanced up at him in confusion, then did as he said. When she opened her eyes, the cottage was back. She shook her head. Magic may not have been allowed in her kingdom, but it absolutely fascinated her. An old woman opened the door, wiping her hands on an old rag that had seen better days. 
 
    “Can I help you?” She looked up and her eyes widened. “Stefan?” 
 
    “No, I’m Cedric. Stefan’s son.” Cedric tensed at the last part. “We are searching for him. Do you know where we might find him?” 
 
    The woman opened her door wider. “Come in, come in. There are angry spirits in the wind and I’d rather not allow them in my home.”  
 
    Hattie stepped into the small room. A pot sat boiling over the fire in the fireplace, and a few of the bottles around the counters emitted smoke in different colors. A large book sat open on a large oak table in the center of the room. The woman slammed the book shut and pushed it to the side, then grabbed three mugs from off the shelf. 
 
    “Stand in front of the fire, Highness. You don’t want to get sick, do you?” She poured tea into the mugs and handed one to Hattie. 
 
    “How did you—?” Cedric took the mug from her, his eyes wide. 
 
     “I have counseled with her father several times over the years.” The woman smiled. “I’m Rhoswen, and my sisters help serve those who need us.” 
 
    “It’s very nice to meet you.” Hattie slipped her shoes off and limped over to the fireplace to warm up. Her feet and legs had stiffened up from the cold, and the heat was almost too much. Cedric set a chair behind her and she smiled up at him. “Thank you.”  
 
    “My pleasure.” He brought another chair over and sat next to her.  
 
    They sipped their tea in silence, listening to Rhoswen move around the room muttering under her breath. Hattie could feel the day catching up with her. She reached up and touched the locket she’d gotten from her father. Who would have known that she’d be here now? 
 
    Rhoswen brought over two bowls of stew and set them on the table. “Eat up. You’ll want your strength before you continue on with your journey.” 
 
    “You never answered my question, Rhoswen. Do you know where my father is?” 
 
    “I have an idea. First, I must know how you found me.” She stood in front of them with her hands on her hips. 
 
    Cedric pulled out a folded-up piece of parchment. It was well worn and appeared as though it had been folded and unfolded many times. “Ma left this to me when she died. She told me that if there was ever a need to find my father, I was to come to you.” 
 
    Rhoswen took the parchment from him and read through it. When she finished, she set it on the table and studied Cedric before answering. “Very well. I will help you find him, though I don’t know what you expect from when you get there.” 
 
    “I’m hoping he’ll know what amulet the mage was talking about when he cursed the king and queen.” Cedric took the parchment back from her and put it back in his bag.  
 
    Hattie leaned forward, catching the way Rhoswen avoided their eyes. “You know of the amulet.” 
 
    “There are many amulets.” Rhoswen waved her hand in dismissal. 
 
    “Yes, but you know what this one is, don’t you?” Hattie stood and put her bowl on the table, then squared her shoulders. “Tell us what you know.” 
 
    Rhoswen snorted. “You have no power over me. We’re not in your kingdom.” 
 
    Hattie glared. “Even though we are not in my kingdom anymore, I’m still royalty. My mother and father have been cursed and I’m trying to find a way to lift it. Now, please tell me what you know about this amulet, or I’ll make sure that this is the next piece of land we purchase. Then you will be in my land and I’ll be forced to kick you out.” 
 
    Cedric stared at Hattie with his mouth open, but she forced herself to keep her eyes on Rhoswen. Otherwise, she would lose her composure.  
 
    “Very well.” Rhoswen sat at the table, so Hattie and Cedric turned their chairs around and joined her. “Many years ago, magic ran rampant in the land. Witches and mages terrorized those around them, stealing animals for sacrifice, putting curses on those who had wronged them, that sort of thing.” She met Hattie’s eyes. “It’s the reason your grandfather had to ban magic in the kingdom. Many of the mages and witches agreed that it was for the best that they give up their magic rather than leave the land of their fathers. They could still protect the kingdom with their potions, but they gave up their magic by placing it into the amulet, and only the one who held it could have access to their powers. That way, if war ever came to the land, they’d be able to use it again.” 
 
    “And my father wouldn’t put his magic into the amulet?” Cedric stared down at his hands.  
 
    “He couldn’t. Your grandfather hid the amulet where no one could find it and died before he could pass it on.” 
 
    Hattie placed her hand over Cedric’s. “That’s awful. So it’s just out there somewhere? Lost?” 
 
    “It could have been worse. Evil forces were after the amulet and it needed to be kept safe.” Rhoswen pulled the large book over to her and flipped through the pages. She stopped and pushed the book toward Hattie and Cedric. “This is what you’re looking for. I have to warn you that it will not be easy to find.” 
 
    The amulet was a large red stone with strange gold characters surrounding it. Hattie touched the picture and jerked back when an electric shock zapped her.  
 
    “What was that?” Hattie held her fingers to her mouth. 
 
    “It’s a spell to make sure no one else touches my book.” Rhoswen laughed and slammed the book shut. “I know where your father might be. No one has seen him for a few years, so he could have moved since then.” 
 
    Hattie stood and stretched, ready to sleep for a few years. “Thank you for the tea. We must be going so I can get some rest.” 
 
    “Nonsense. You will sleep here tonight.” Rhoswen stood and grabbed some blankets from a chest and laid them out in two piles on the floor near the fire.  
 
    Hattie climbed into the blankets and curled up into a ball. While Rhoswen and Cedric had lowered their voices, she could still hear them talking.  
 
    “Did you know my father?” Cedric asked quietly. 
 
    “I did. He was a good man.” Rhoswen paused. “You bear a strong resemblance to him.” 
 
    No one spoke for a moment, and Hattie began to drift off until Cedric spoke again. “Was he guilty of the crimes they accused him of committing?” 
 
    “He didn’t always get along with those around him, but he was a good man. He made the best remedies around, and it made a lot of people jealous.” There was the sound of a few jars being set down on the table. “You’ll never find a better headache medicine. Your father made this for me before you were even born, and it has maintained its potency for all these years.” 
 
    “Did you ever learn how he did it?” Cedric asked. 
 
    “I never asked. It was his livelihood. Now, you should sleep. Hattie wants to rest and she’s still listening to us talk.” 
 
    Hattie snuggled down farther into her blankets, her face burning. She wasn’t sure how Rhoswen knew she was awake, but it gave Hattie goosebumps. 
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    Hattie climbed out of the warm blankets and stumbled over to the table. She’d slept better that night than she had in months, and the soreness she’d expected from walking for so long the night before was gone.  
 
    The fire had died down to embers, and the air was filled with wonderful smells from the small kitchen. 
 
    Cedric still slept in the blankets near the door, snoring softly. Hattie filled her plate with eggs, bacon, and toast that Rhoswen had made. Cedric woke soon after and joined her at the table. His hair stuck out in places, and Hattie knew her hair couldn’t look much better after what she’d been through the day before. 
 
    “What are our plans?” she asked, licking the bacon grease off her fingers. Her parents would have been horrified at her manners. 
 
    “Rhoswen went to a nearby village early this morning to see if there’s any news and to gather supplies. Once we know what’s going on, we’ll go from there.” 
 
    Hattie stood and put her dishes in the water basin before she could eat any more food. She sat back on the blankets from Rhoswen and tried to comb her fingers through the tangles in her hair. Cedric knelt behind her and took a strand to work on. Hattie did her best not to wince as he pulled at the knots.  
 
    “What did you do to your hair to make it like this?” Cedric asked. 
 
    “The ball, being carried over your shoulder, running through the woods. Having my hair up in the hat just made it tangle more.” Hattie pulled at a knot. “Maybe I should just cut it off if we’re going to be traveling.” 
 
    Cedric froze. “Please don’t cut it. We’ll figure out a way to keep it long and out of the way.” 
 
    “What if it gives us away?” Hattie turned to face him. “I could be killed for who I am, or worse, you’d be killed if there was any suspicion that you’d kidnapped me.” 
 
    “We’ll make something work. I would hate to see your curls go.” He blushed and went back to combing through her hair. 
 
    The door flew open and Rhoswen walked in, her arms filled with bags of supplies. She dropped them on the table and went back to slam the door. “The search has been called off. Or they all disappeared by some mysterious means. Either way, you are safe.” 
 
    It should have made Hattie feel better, but something felt wrong. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The search party is completely gone. No sign of them. They set up camp last night. This morning all that was left was their supplies. The people have vanished.” 
 
    Hattie’s eyes widened. “We have to figure out what happened to them.” 
 
    “If we go back, it will mean being caught. I’m sorry. We have to keep going to find my father.” Cedric placed his hand on her shoulder, but she jerked away. 
 
    “No. These are my people. I can’t just continue on without know what happened.” She pulled her hair up and twisted it before putting her hat back on. “Good luck finding your father.” 
 
    She grabbed her shoes and put them on, pushing back the threatening tears. This was all her fault. If they hadn’t come after her, they would have been safe. She should never have left the kingdom.  
 
    Hattie stood and opened the door, but Cedric jumped in her way. She tried to get past him, fists clenched. “Move.” 
 
    “Wait. We need to talk about this. We can’t just go running back there without a plan.” His eyes were filled with concern. 
 
    “I ordered you to move.” Hattie shoved him out of the way and turned to Rhoswen. “Thank you for your hospitality.”  
 
    Before either of them could say anything else, Hattie left the cottage and walked back the way she’d come. When she glanced back, the house was gone. Something about that made her angry. Her father had been right to banish magic from the kingdom. She wiped her tears away and weaved her way through the forest. 
 
    “Hattie! Please wait.” Cedric’s voice made Hattie pause for a moment before she continued forward. She wasn’t going to let him change her mind. “Hattie, you’re going the wrong direction.” 
 
    That made her stop and turn, waiting for him to catch up. “We walked straight to her door. That means this way.” 
 
    “Yes, if you want to go back to the palace. The camp is to the west of us.” He handed her a coat. “Rhoswen got this for you along with supplies.” 
 
    Hattie took the coat, her face burning. “Thank you.” 
 
    When he just stood there, Hattie brushed past him and went west. A moment later, Cedric caught up to her. They walked in silence, listening to the forest waking up for the day. Birds and squirrels flitted among the trees, and a deer came into the clearing before darting away. 
 
    “Thank you for coming with me. If you’d like to find your father instead, I can do this alone.” Hattie looked up at him and tripped over a small rock in the path. Cedric reached out, steadying her. 
 
    “I know you can. But there is no point in finding him if you’re not with me. Besides, I have to save you from rocks.” He laughed and darted out of the way when Hattie tried to shove him. 
 
    Hattie stopped suddenly at the sound of a branch cracking. It had come from somewhere in front of them. Cedric pulled her behind a tree and kept an arm around her as they waited to see who was there. When no one appeared after several minutes, Cedric stood and helped Hattie up.  
 
    Cedric went first this time, and Hattie stayed close behind. It irked her that he felt he had to protect her, but the truth was that he was the better fighter—for now. She would have him teach her that night when they stopped to rest. 
 
    The land sloped downward, making it almost impossible to go down without slipping. Hattie held to the branches on each side of her and only let go to grab onto another one. 
 
    “They were this far from us?” she whispered. 
 
    “The stream must have done its job and kept them from following our tracks.” Cedric held out a hand so she could take it and jump down from a larger boulder. “It shouldn’t be too much farther, though. The path they took should angle this way soon.” 
 
    Hattie stopped and leaned against the boulder. Her feet ached, and she regretted not asking Rhoswen for a pair of boots. “How do you know this? I never saw you outside of the village.” 
 
    Cedric frowned. “I don’t know. It’s possible I traveled this way with my father before he was banished. I just seem to know where I’m going.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
     “It’s always been that way. I know the best routes, the best shortcuts, and if the way is suddenly blocked, I know a way around it.” 
 
    Hattie raised her eyebrows. “How come you never told me this?” 
 
    “I just figured everyone could do the same thing. Come on, it should be just up ahead.” Cedric walked past, and Hattie fell into step behind him.  
 
    “Hey, Cedric?” Hattie bit her lip. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer, but she had to ask. 
 
    “Yes?” He kept walking with his head down. 
 
    Hattie hesitated before continuing. “Do you think you have . . . you know . . . magic?” 
 
    Cedric stopped suddenly, and Hattie ran into him. His voice came out in a whisper. “Why would you ask that?” 
 
    “I—I don’t know. It’s just that your father has magic. And with being able to know exactly where to go without a map, I just wondered.” She knew she shouldn’t have brought it up. He would have shown magic long before this if it were the case. 
 
    He twisted around, hurt in his eyes. “We have been friends since we were young. After all the rumors, all the hurtful comments I had to deal with my entire life, I would have thought you would be the one person not to ask me that question.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. But—” 
 
    “No. You’re not allowed to ask me that.” He stormed off, and Hattie had to try to keep up while dodging the branches springing back from him pushing through them. 
 
    “Stop.” Hattie tripped over a root, but caught herself on a tree and ran to catch up. “Cedric, I said stop.” 
 
    He suddenly whirled on her. “That’s another thing. Stop ordering me around. I get that you’re the princess. I get that I’m only a peasant. Stop ordering me to do things.”  
 
    Hattie jerked back as if she’d been slapped. “I wasn’t ordering you. I was asking you.” 
 
    Cedric’s eyes flashed, but he drew in a deep breath. He opened his mouth to say something, then shook his head and continued down the path. Hattie had never had him snap at her before. Ever. But then she’d never asked him about his magic either.  
 
    It was all Hattie could do to keep up with him after that. Not that they would have had anything to talk about after her question. Time passed as the slope began going up again. Hattie’s breathing was ragged and her legs burned from exertion, but she refused to stop to rest. Cedric didn’t need another reason to be annoyed with her. 
 
    The sun was high in the sky as the campsite came into view. The air was still here, and there was an eerie silence. The tents were set up in rows, with a few fire pits in front of them with pots sitting in the center. Hattie bent down and took the lid off one of the pots. It was filled to the top with soup. Another pot revealed a chicken, while another had beans.  
 
    “They hadn’t even eaten.” Hattie stood and wiped her hands. “Whatever it was hit hard and fast.” 
 
    Cedric came out of one of the tents. “The beds weren’t slept in. But that’s not what’s strange.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Did your father ever take you on one of his quests?”  
 
    Hattie nodded. “A few times. Why?” 
 
    Cedric gestured toward the campsite. “Do you notice something about the things they brought with them? Couches? Chairs? Candlesticks?” 
 
    “Oh.” Hattie studied the camp. “How many would you say came after us?” 
 
    “Judging by the beds, I’d say about ten.” Cedric ran his fingers through his hair. “Where are they?” 
 
    Hattie pointed toward a glass cup sitting on the ground. “I think they’re here. Look. Why would they have brought glass with them when they were hunting? They would have grabbed their wooden or metal bowls and plates, right?” 
 
    Cedric picked up the glass and jumped, nearly dropping it. “This is … enchanted. I can feel it.”  
 
    Hattie took the glass from him and frowned. “I feel nothing.”  
 
    “It’s strange, but I just . . . know that it is. Who would do this?” Cedric picked up a few of the glasses lying on the ground and took them into the tent.  
 
    Hattie helped him pick up the rest and took them into another tent and laid them on one of the bedrolls. She leaned down toward the items. “I don’t know what happened here, but I will make sure you are avenged. Stay safe.”  
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    Cedric stood outside the tent when Hattie came out and wouldn’t look at her. How could he admit who—what—he was to this princess? The one whose grandparents had banned magic.  
 
    “We must find whoever did this and stop them.” Hattie’s eyes flashed with anger. 
 
    Cedric nodded absentmindedly. The thought that this was magic made what he had to admit even harder. “We will stop them. And I know how.” 
 
    Hattie took a step closer. “How?” 
 
    “I know where my father is. Or, at least, I can find out. I think.” All the shame he had felt since he was a child caught up to him. Maybe he didn’t need to tell her he had magic. Maybe he could act as though he found out in a different way. 
 
    “How? Did Rhoswen say she would tell you?” Hattie pulled her coat on.  
 
    “As we walked, I had a long time to think about how angry I was with you. How angry I was that the question would ever even come up.” He met her eyes, wanting her to understand how sorry he was. “I wondered if there was an inkling of truth to what you asked. Magic is passed down through blood, right? So why couldn’t I have magic? I’d spent my entire life avoiding the subject, enjoying the solitude being ostracized had given me, using it to my advantage. I never once questioned the senses I had without even trying.” 
 
    Hattie’s eyes widened with understanding, but there was no anger or hatred that he’d expected there. “You think it’s magic.” 
 
    Cedric shrugged. “I don’t know what it is. I could try, though, right? The worst that could happen is that I have no magic. Which would also be the best thing as well.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to try? You know what it would mean if you begin to use it?” Hattie bit her lip. 
 
    “Do we have a choice?”  
 
    “No. We don’t. I’ll stand back here. You do what you need to do.” Hattie found a boulder to sit on and sat silently. 
 
    Cedric cleared his throat. “I don’t know what I’m doing, so close your eyes so you don’t see me acting like a fool.” 
 
    Hattie’s laugh filled the air. “We have gotten in enough scrapes together that nothing you can do will surprise me anymore.” 
 
    “Let’s hope that’s true.” Cedric closed his eyes and concentrated on his location first. In his mind he could see where Hattie sat, and where he stood. Next, he searched for his father. He knew nothing about him except his name, but he would have to try. He allowed his mind to relax and he waited. It was several minutes before he finally opened his eyes and sagged in defeat. It was no use. He shook his head and dropped onto a stone next to Hattie, leaning his elbows on his knees. “It’s no use. I know too little about him.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Maybe it’s not true after all.” Hattie set her hand on his back, sending tingles through Cedric. 
 
    He should have been relieved to know that he’d followed his mother’s footsteps, but it was as if a piece of his heart was missing. Now that he’d opened his mind to the fact that he could indeed have it, there was a craving to feel magic in his bones that he couldn’t shake. 
 
    Cedric pushed away the despair and stood. “Let’s go find whoever it was that attacked your family. They have a lot to answer for.” 
 
    Hattie took his hand and stood, just inches from him. Her eyes met his and she reached up to cup his cheek in her hand. “You don’t have to be strong all the time. I see the disappointment in your eyes.” 
 
    He blinked and looked away. “I can worry about it later.”  
 
    They checked to make sure there was no one they missed—but how could they know when the people had been turned to objects—then followed the road out of the camp.  
 
    “Do you think the rest of my kingdom is like this?” Hattie asked quietly. 
 
    “I don’t know. I really hope not.” Cedric pictured Merek and those he worked with every day. What would they have become? He shook his head trying to get the image out. He didn’t want to think of them like that. He turned off the path and walked along the edge of a forest. It was a few seconds before he realized Hattie hadn’t followed. He turned back to find her staring at him. “Is everything all right?” 
 
    She glanced at the trail they’d been taking and back at him. “How did you know to turn there?” 
 
    “It just seemed the way to go.”  
 
    Hattie’s eyebrows rose. “So, you just happened to decide to take a different path?” 
 
    “I—” How had he known? “I guess. Father wouldn’t live on the main road, right? He’d be off somewhere secluded. Somewhere no one could find him. Like Rhoswen.” 
 
    “Don’t you see what you just did?” She grinned. “You knew right where to go. You made it work.” 
 
    “Maybe. I guess there’s only one way to find out. Come on.” Cedric wanted to believe she was right. Until they found his father, he didn’t want to get his hopes up.  
 
    The moon wasn’t as bright that night and kept going behind clouds. A cold breeze started up and they had to stop to pull on their coats and gloves. Cedric made a few more turns before going straight down a path only he seemed to see.  
 
    Hattie never complained, but Cedric could tell she was exhausted. If he hadn’t been holding the bag of supplies, he would have picked her up and carried her the rest of the way. He just wished there was a place where they could lay down to rest for just a few hours. It seemed the trail to his father’s house would continue on for longer than Hattie had the endurance for. They would need to get a horse soon. 
 
    A few yards later, he turned and walked to the north and stopped. What had just happened? He was sure he was supposed to be going east. He shook his head to clear it. Now was not the time to get lost in the middle of nowhere. With a princess, no less. 
 
    The tall grasses and brushes gave way to a wide valley. Fields spread out before them, and the lights from a small village stood out in the distance. His first thought was that he’d somehow turned around and sent them back to his village, but this was bigger than the one he grew up in. 
 
    “Can you go just a little farther?” he asked. 
 
    “For a bed and something to eat, I can.” Her laugh turned into a yawn. 
 
    Cedric put his arm around Hattie and helped her along. The road through the fields made the trip much easier than the rough terrain they’d been traveling before. Within an hour, they were near the city gates. Guards stood at the top of the gates, and Cedric hoped they knew nothing of who he was.  
 
    He stopped and made sure Hattie’s hair wasn’t showing, then spoke quietly. “Hey, I need you to wake up the best you can. I’m so sorry for dragging you through this, but we can’t let them be suspicious of who you are.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best.” She straightened and stretched. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They continued on to the village gates and knocked on the door. It was a few moments before a guard opened a small window. 
 
    “State your name and business.” 
 
    “My name is Cedric. And this is Merek.” Outside of the kingdom, it was more likely that people knew who Stefan was, so he decided to use his own name. “We are simply passing through and would like to seek shelter and purchase a few supplies.” 
 
    The man stared at Hattie. “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “He is tired. I rescued him from a monastery and he is not used to traveling.” He could feel Hattie stiffen next to him. 
 
    “You’re sure he’s not sick? We can’t allow sickness into our village.” 
 
    Cedric shook his head. “No, he’s perfectly healthy. He’s just in need of a bed and some ale to lift his spirits.” 
 
    The guard opened the gate. “You’ll want the Bearded Dragon two streets down and to the right. Best ale in the kingdom.”  
 
    “Thank you.” Cedric and Hattie walked through the gate and followed the guard’s directions to the inn.  
 
    “Monastery?” Hattie squeaked out. 
 
    Cedric laughed and put his finger to his lips. “You can talk later.”  
 
    The inn the guard had suggested was built with stone and had a large sign with a dragon on it. Music and loud laughter drifted out into the street as someone left. Cedric took a deep breath and walked inside. He used the same swagger he’d seen merchants use and walked up to the innkeeper.  
 
    “Hello, sir. I would like a room and a meal for two, please.”  
 
    The innkeeper whistled and a young woman about Cedric’s age came scurrying over. He dropped a key into her hand. “Take these two up to their room. Then come down and pick up their food.”  
 
    Cedric followed the maid, taking in the place as they walked toward the stairs. It was bigger than Merek’s inn, and the common room was packed with people. None of them looked familiar, which put him at ease. 
 
    The room was larger than he expected. There were two small beds, a table with a wash basin under the window, and another table with two chairs sat against another wall.  
 
    “Is this to your liking?” the maid asked. 
 
    “This is perfect, thank you.” Cedric moved out of the way so Hattie could come into the room. They waited for the maid to curtsy and leave before shutting the door. Hattie collapsed onto her bed and pulled her shoes off. Cedric checked each of the windows for a possible escape if needed.  
 
    This late at night, a room like this should have been taken already. Especially with how crowded the common room was. Cedric hadn’t even shown his coin to let the innkeeper know he could afford something so large. 
 
    A knock at the door pulled Cedric out of his thoughts. He opened it and let the maid in to put their food on the table. He gave her a silver piece and sat on Hattie’s bed. 
 
    “Hey, I know you’re tired, but you need to eat first. It’s lamb stew.” Cedric smiled to himself as he thought of the woman he’d bought meat pies for.  
 
    Hattie stirred and rolled over. “I don’t think I’ve ever been this exhausted in my entire life.” 
 
    “Probably not. Soft palace life and all that.” Cedric grinned and helped her up to sit at the table. 
 
    “What I wouldn’t give for a long, hot bath right now.” She yanked on her hat. “Ugh. Do you think you could fix this?” 
 
    Cedric reached up and pulled it off. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “We’ll have to remember that spell again when we’re ready to leave.” Hattie yawned and grimaced. “Look at my hands. They’re filthy.” 
 
    Cedric tapped his fingers on the table. “They may have a tub here. I could ask.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful if you could.” She beamed and took a bite of her stew.  
 
    “I’ll see what I can find.” Cedric left the room and went to find the innkeeper. He stood at a counter drying dishes. The room was still full, though the singing and laughing had subsided. A few glanced up as he walked past, then went back to their drinks. “Would you happen to have a bath for us to freshen up. It’s been a long few days of hard travel.” 
 
    The innkeeper studied him for a moment. “There’s a public bathing house a few doors down.” 
 
    Cedric shook his head. That was a bad idea for Hattie’s sake. “You have nothing available here?” 
 
    “That is what I said.”  
 
    “Can I speak to you upstairs, please? It’s an urgent matter.” Cedric pulled out a gold coin and handed it over. 
 
    The innkeeper pocketed the coin and set down the glass in his hand. He gestured for Cedric to go ahead. Cedric went back to the stairs, making sure the innkeeper was following behind. He poked his head inside the room before opening the door. Hattie still sat at the table eating her stew. She jumped up and reached for her hat, but Cedric held up a hand. 
 
    “This is Princess Henrietta—Hattie.” Cedric corrected himself at a glare from Hattie. “She is here to escape a curse in her kingdom. If I take her to the public house, we risk giving away her identity.” 
 
    “And you are her . . . protector?” The innkeeper stared at Hattie, his expression unreadable. 
 
    Protector, friend, so many other things. “Yes.” 
 
    The innkeeper nodded and went to the door. “We’ll provide a bath for her. It will take about an hour to get the water you need. I must warn you not to tell anyone else who either of you are. There have been people here searching for you.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” Cedric closed the door after he left and turned to see Hattie glaring at him. “What? I found you a bath.” 
 
    “And gave us away.” She pushed her food away.  
 
    Cedric sat across from her. “Did you not hear what I said? He was going to suggest you go to a bathing house. With other people.” 
 
    “We should have just dropped the issue. I could bathe in the next river we pass or something.” Hattie stood and limped over to her bed. 
 
    “Did you hurt yourself?” Cedric knelt down next to her foot, but she pulled away. “I’m just trying to help.” 
 
    Hattie climbed under the covers. “Something is wrong. I feel like I’m being pulled inside out. Maybe I’m just tired.” 
 
    Cedric felt her forehead, but it was cool to the touch. He went to his bed, pulling his shoes off before climbing in. If it was going to take an hour to get everything ready, he was going to get whatever sleep he could. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Cedric sat at the bar, waiting for Hattie to finish her bath. They couldn’t take it upstairs because of the weight of the barrel, so they’d had to put it in the kitchen. Cedric kept watch to make sure no one went in there.  
 
    Moments later, Hattie came out of the kitchen. She was dressed in fresh clothes, her hair was tucked under her hat, and she held her dirty clothes in her arms. They hurried upstairs and went back to the room. Cedric pulled a small comb out of his pocket that the innkeeper’s wife had given him.  
 
    “Sit at the table and I can help with your hair.” Cedric dropped the comb on the table and smiled when Hattie squealed with delight. 
 
    “I have been dying for one of these for two days now.” She sat at the table and Cedric started at the bottom of her hair and worked up. “Thank you for arranging that.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Cedric got up to answer the door.  
 
    The innkeeper’s wife stood just outside their door. “I’m here to help with her hair.” 
 
    “I have it combed.”  
 
    “Wonderful.” She pushed past him and went straight to Hattie. “I’ll pull it up into a crown around your head. I also brought you some clothes since the ones you have are much too big.” 
 
    Hattie’s eyes filled with tears. “Thank you. For everything.” 
 
    The woman smiled. “The king and queen were very good to my family growing up. Now I get to return the favor.” 
 
    “You know the king and queen?” Cedric couldn’t help the spike of jealousy. He’d never even had the chance to formally meet them. 
 
    “Aye. My mother worked as a maid in the palace for years. I only left because I was married off. I still miss the palace, though I do love being the wife of an innkeeper. We meet so many fascinating people.” Her hands flew as she quickly braided and wrapped Hattie’s hair around into a crown, then secured it.  
 
    Cedric inspected her work. “I assume you have daughters?” 
 
    “Six of them. You get used to doing this.” She laughed and stepped back. “If there is anything else you need, don’t hesitate to ask.” 
 
    “Horses. We are in search of my father. Perhaps more clothes for her.” Cedric pulled out a few coins. “That should cover it.” 
 
    She handed back two of the coins. “We’ll see what we can do.” 
 
    Once she’d left, Hattie checked her hair in a mirror. “It’s too bad she loves living here so much. I’d hire her to do my hair from now on. She’s much better than my own maids have ever been.”  
 
    Cedric chuckled. “I’ve also seen what you can do to your hair moments after you leave the palace. It was probably better they kept it loose.”  
 
    She grinned. “I wouldn’t have had to pull it out if they’d had it tighter.” 
 
    “Very true. But then I would have missed the beautiful curls.” Cedric’s face burned, as he held her gaze. He caressed her cheek, then moved away. This was not the time to admit his feelings for her. 
 
    Hattie limped over and climbed in bed. She rolled over and within minutes, her breathing deepened. Cedric picked up the clothes to put them in his bag and stopped when he got to the stockings she’d been wearing. Bits of brown fur stuck to the inside of the stocking. He frowned. Strange. 
 
    Cedric climbed into his bed and lay staring at the ceiling. He could hear the singing from downstairs, and people walking through the streets outside as the merchants started getting ready for the day. The sun would be up soon, and he’d barely slept. 
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    The sun was fully up when Cedric jerked out of his sleep. He listened for the sound that had pulled him out of his dreams. Sniffling. He stumbled out of bed and over to Hattie’s side. Tears stained her cheeks as she clung to her blankets. 
 
    “Hey, what is it?” He brushed a few stray hairs out of her face. 
 
    She hid her face and only cried harder. 
 
    “Is it your parents? We’ll find a way to help them. I promise.” He rubbed her shoulder. 
 
    Hattie shook her head. “That’s not it.” 
 
    Cedric sat next to her on the bed. “Let me help you. What’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s my feet. I don’t know if I can walk today.” 
 
    “We’re getting horses. It will be fine.” Cedric’s mind flew back to the night before. “Hattie? Is there something I need to know about?” 
 
    Slowly, Hattie sat up and pushed her blankets off her. A thick brown fur covered her feet and had traveled up her calf. “There’s the reason I wouldn’t take off my stockings. This started not long after we escaped the palace. At first, I could just pretend it was nothing, but the fur continues to creep up my legs. Cedric, I’m becoming a beast. Just like my parents did.” 
 
    Cedric pulled her into a hug, partly so he could comfort her, and partly because he had to grasp what was happening. He couldn’t lose her. She was the one constant he’d had in his life. If she became a full beast, would she forget him? He kissed the top of her head. He was surprised when she reached her arms around him. This was a first. He leaned back so he could see her face. 
 
    “We’ll fix this. I’m going to use whatever odd powers I have and find my father so we can get that amulet. I promise. I won’t lose you.”  
 
    Hattie smiled. “I don’t know what I would do without you, Cedric.” 
 
    Cedric wiped away her tears and kissed her nose. “I will stay by your side. You know that.”  
 
    She sat up so her face was level with his and brushed her lips against his. When she pulled back, Cedric leaned forward and kissed her again, hungry for the feel of her lips on his again. He had dreamed of this moment his whole life, and it was every bit as sweet as he’d hoped it would be.  
 
    There was a knock at the door and Cedric pulled away with a groan. He grabbed the stockings off the floor. “Get those on. Quickly.” 
 
    Hattie scrambled to pull them on, and once she was ready, Cedric opened the door. He hoped his face didn’t show the euphoria that he was feeling. The innkeeper stood in the hall with a small bundle of clothes. 
 
    “Your horses are downstairs. I packed you some food for the road, and I suggest you leave now. There are rumors going around that the princess is here. Apparently, I have some firing to do among my staff. I apologize profusely.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Cedric pulled out his coin purse, but the innkeeper held up his hand. 
 
    “The room is on me for your troubles. I wish you both luck.” He bowed and gave the bundle to Cedric before hurrying off. 
 
    Cedric moved to his bags and put everything inside. “I’m sorry you’re still tired. We need to get out of here.” 
 
    “I’m ready to go.” Hattie pulled on her coat. 
 
    Cedric glanced down at her feet. “Are those shoes going to work for you?” 
 
    “I’ll wear them for now, but I need bigger shoes.” 
 
    “We’ll grab some on our way out of town. Let’s go through the back way to the stables.” 
 
    Hattie nodded and checked her hat to make sure her hair was covered. Cedric checked the hallway before they went downstairs and toward the kitchen. The innkeeper’s wife held the door open for them. 
 
    “Good luck to you.” She beamed and followed after them to the back door. “I don’t know where you’re headed next, but please be careful. I want you to have the chance to take the throne.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Hattie kissed her cheek and left the inn with Cedric.  
 
    The stables were just behind the inn. Cedric looked through the stalls to find the two horses that had been purchased for them. Two large stallions were near the back, already saddled. He took their reins and walked them out and along the back alley. 
 
    “Please tell me you’ve ridden a horse before.” He looked back at her. 
 
    “All the time. I didn’t always ride in a carriage when we went places. Well, I did when Mother was with us. Father was a little more lenient with my transportation. He’s also the reason I learned to shoot a bow.”  
 
    Cedric shook his head. “Why does that not surprise me?” 
 
    They stopped at a shoe shop and bought some boots, claiming they were for Cedric. There was no way they wanted to have the shopkeeper ask to try them on Hattie. As soon as they were out of sight of the shop, Hattie pulled off her old shoes and put on the new boots, sighing in relief. 
 
    “Better?” Cedric asked, keeping an eye out for anyone suspicious.  
 
    “Yes, thank you.” She took the reins for her horse from Cedric so they could leave without drawing attention.  
 
    There was a different guard at the gate, but he didn’t stop them. It was just those coming in they worried about. As soon as they were past the city gates, they climbed on the horses.  
 
    Hattie’s horse was a little skittish at first, then calmed down once they got going. Cedric worried that the horse sensed the beast in Hattie. The beast. Anger boiled as he thought of that night at the ball. It felt like forever ago. Strange that it had only been two days. 
 
    “Do you still have the trail to your father’s house?” Hattie asked. She shifted positions.  
 
    “Yes, we’ll head toward the forest and then take a left.” He paused. “You know what was strange? Last night I knew exactly where we were supposed to go to get to my father’s house. When I saw how tired you were, I wished we had a place where you could rest and get horses. Suddenly, the trail changed.” 
 
    Hattie smiled. “I knew you would figure out your powers. And I’m glad you have them. I needed that night’s sleep and the bath.”  
 
    “I have to admit, I was relieved we didn’t have to sleep outside. It was getting cold, and with that mage out there possibly looking for us, we could have been caught, too.” And we wouldn’t have shared that kiss. Cedric watched as farmers moved to their fields, caring for their crops. Few people were out on the road, so it made the ride a peaceful one.  
 
    Hattie leaned her head back, with her eyes closed. “It’s a shame I have to wear a hat. This sun is a nice change from the cold spell we had yesterday.” 
 
    “It really is. But it also means that the horses will tire faster.” Cedric checked behind them to make sure no one followed them. No one was there except a few merchants with their large wagons filled with goods. And yet . . . the mage had been a meat pie vendor for as long as Cedric had known him.  “Let’s race.”  
 
    Hattie grinned. “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
    “Ready? Set? Go!” He laughed as Hattie took off, hunched low to the saddle. He took off after her, enjoying the wind brushing past. He just hoped she had her hat secured well enough. Losing it would be a bad thing while out in the open. 
 
    Cedric checked behind him again and was relieved to see that the merchants were now far behind them. 
 
    He waited to get past the first of the trees and into the shadows before he pushed his horse to catch up to Hattie’s so he could have her stop. They slowed to a walk and then stopped, the horses breathing heavily. 
 
    “I haven’t done that in years.” She reached up to adjust her hat, and her mouth dropped open. “It’s stuck.” 
 
    “What?” Cedric tried to pull it off, but her hat was stuck to her head. He’d hoped that it wouldn’t fall off. Did he do something? “Let’s get to my father’s house and then I can see what’s going on. At least this way it won’t fall off.” 
 
    Hattie tugged one more time before giving up. “All right. Which way do we go?” 
 
    “We’re heading east from here. We’ll stay on our horses for as long as we can, but we may have to get off and walk if the trees get too close together.” 
 
    Hattie patted her horse. “A break for them would be good. How long do you think it will take to get there?” 
 
    “It just depends on how many detours we have to make.” Cedric debated whether he should go first or put Hattie in front so he could watch her back. He checked the road again, and while the merchants were closer, they were still far enough behind that they wouldn’t be able to see which direction they went. 
 
    Hattie started into the forest, so Cedric followed behind. The woods seemed to mute sound as their animals walked through. He was grateful for the sunlight that peeked through the trees here and there so they weren’t going blindly.  
 
    They stayed on the same path for most of the morning, though they had to move around trees that blocked their way here and there. At midday, they stopped and pulled out the meal that the innkeeper had packed for them. Chicken, rolls, and a canteen of water, along with some dried meat. They ate as they rode, determined to reach his father’s home by sunset. 
 
    Cedric put the remnants of the food back in his saddlebag and glanced up to determine the time. Somewhere from behind, he heard a crashing sound, as though a tree had fallen. “Turn. Now. And go. As fast as you can. Just go.” 
 
    Hattie looked back in alarm and urged her horse into a gallop. Cedric glanced down, trying to figure out how to throw whoever it was off the scent, and the hoof prints from his horse disappeared from behind him and continued forward instead. He shook his head in awe. His father was going to have to show him how to use his powers, so he’d know what in the world he was doing. He followed Hattie, trying to catch up to tell her she needed to take a right soon. There was another crashing sound behind him, and he hoped whoever it was followed the false trail. 
 
    Up ahead, Hattie’s horse suddenly stopped and reared up, nearly bucking her off. Cedric watched in horror as the horse bucked several times trying to get her off. When he got close enough, he jumped down and ran ahead with his hands up, trying to calm the animal. The horse reared up again, and as it came down, Cedric managed to grab onto the reins. 
 
    “Whoa, there. Come on. Shh. It’s all right” He rubbed the horse’s neck. “Climb down and start walking. I’ll bring them behind with me.” 
 
    Hattie climbed down and limped away from them. Once she was several feet away, the horses calmed down. Cedric frowned. Had she become more beast-like? Possibly. The horses would have sensed it. They were running out of time. He watched as she tried to walk. Her gait had changed from the graceful walk he’d known his whole life to a hobble. If she kept limping like that, she would have to rest, and the horses most likely wouldn’t let her on again. Unless he could figure out how to calm them down . . . but he didn’t want to accidentally hurt them.  
 
    Cedric jogged toward her, pulling the horses with him. “Is it worse?” 
 
    Hattie turned, pain in her eyes. “It’s up past my knees now.” 
 
    “At this rate you only have another few hours before the curse is complete.” Cedric closed his eyes, trying to determine how much farther they had to go. He grimaced when he saw the distance. It would take another couple of hours at least. When he opened his eyes, he found Hattie sitting on the ground with her head down. He let go of the horses and ordered them to stay before going to her. 
 
    “Come on. Let’s put you on the horse. If I’m holding on, I think they’ll behave.” He pulled her up and helped her walk over to his horse, hoping he wouldn’t be as finicky. She climbed on while Cedric held on to the reins, calming him. When he was sure the horse would behave, he climbed up on the other one. “We’re going to go as quickly as the horses can manage. I don’t like that someone is following us, and our detour will only keep them away for so long.” 
 
    Hattie nodded. The fact that she had nothing to say worried him. He leaned down and whispered in the horse’s ear. “Run like you’ve never run before.” 
 
    The horse broke into a gallop, pulling Hattie’s horse along with him. They made good time, the landscape moving past them in a blur. He slowed the horses just long enough to turn and head north, then sped up again.  
 
    It was another hour before he saw a clearing, and even though there was nothing there, He knew the cottage was there. He slowed the horses down to a walk, then stopped. Hattie slid off her horse as well and limped over to him. 
 
    “We’re here?” Her shoulders sagged with exhaustion. 
 
    “Almost. I wanted to give the horses a rest.” Cedric took the reins of both horses, pulled them along with one arm, and put his other arm around Hattie.  
 
    Now that he knew his father was within walking distance, Cedric realized what this meant. He would see the man who had been banished when Cedric had been a small boy. He remembered nothing of him, only stories from his mom when she was willing to talk. What would he even say?  
 
    “We’ll have to keep quiet. Now that we’re close to Father’s house, I don’t want anyone to follow us. He’s already had enough trouble to deal with,” Cedric said in a low voice. 
 
    Hattie nodded, but said nothing. She tripped, and Cedric had to hold her up. “Maybe I should have just stayed at the palace. I’m making this harder on you.” 
 
    “If you’d stayed at the palace, you’d be the same as the rest of your kingdom. We’re going to make sure that doesn’t happen.”  
 
    “And how do you think you’re going to do that?” A familiar voice came from behind. 
 
    Cedric whipped around and cursed. It was the mage from the palace. Anger, fear, and frustration warred within him. His eyes narrowed, and he clenched his fists. “What do you want? Don’t you think you’ve done enough damage already?” 
 
    The mage laughed. “I could ask you the same thing. I told you that I would spare them as soon as you give me the amulet. Tell me, have you found it yet?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t. I don’t even know where to look. I’ve already told you that.” Cedric pushed Hattie behind him in case the mage tried to do something drastic. 
 
    “And I believe you’re lying. You can’t tell me a relic that powerful hasn’t been talked about in your family.”  
 
    Cedric narrowed his eyes. “You’ve known me since I was a child. You would know that I’ve been on my own and why I know nothing of this amulet.” 
 
    The man studied him with a frown on his face. “Surely you still would have talked about it. The strongest relic in nine kingdoms and you know nothing of it. Pathetic.” 
 
    “Who are you really?” Cedric’s heart beat hard in his chest.  
 
    “I’m just a lowly vendor of meat pies.” The man’s laugh was high-pitched, and his eyes darted everywhere but Cedric’s face. 
 
    “No, you’re not. I don’t believe that. Who are you?” Cedric’s voice got louder with every word. 
 
    The man sighed and flicked his hand in the air. The body of the vendor dropped to the ground, leaving a man wearing a black robe with a hood shielding his eyes. His hands were bony and held a staff. “Ah, much better. That body was beginning to bore me anyway.” 
 
    Cedric stared down at the body in horror. “What did you do to him? He was a good man.” 
 
    “He had no family, it’s no loss that he’s gone.” The man stepped over him and came closer. “My name is Elymas. Your father and I were . . . friends once upon a time. He took the amulet from me. I want it back.” 
 
    That wasn’t at all what Cedric had been told by Rhoswen. “If my father took it from you, there was obviously a reason for it.” 
 
    Elymas’s eyes flashed, and a ball of flame appeared in his hand. “I would watch how you speak to me.” 
 
    “For someone who is so desperate to get their hands on the amulet, you shouldn’t threaten me. I am doing the best I can.” Cedric clenched his hands into a fist, wishing he had something to use as a weapon. His knives were packed in the saddle bag, which was too far away to grab. 
 
    But he had magic. He was sure of it. But standing there with a mage who wouldn’t hesitate to kill him wasn’t the best time to learn to use it.  
 
    “Your impudence will only kill you faster.” Elymas raised his hand to throw the fireball. 
 
    Cedric acted on instinct and pushed his arms toward Elymas in a sweeping motion, but nothing happened. He had to duck as the first ball of fire went flying past him. That was too close. The horses reared back in terror, but whatever spell Cedric had used made them stay.  
 
    Elymas threw another one and then one more after that, each time getting closer to Cedric’s head. The smell of burning grass permeated the air. Again, Cedric pushed toward Elymas, and this time a roaring ball of flame flew from behind him and hit Elymas in the chest. 
 
    The mage flew backward and landed hard on the ground. It took a moment for him to pull himself back up. He glared, but his expression turned quickly to fear when he looked behind Cedric. He flicked his hand and disappeared in smoke. The body of the vendor and the wagon and horse he’d used to get here were still several feet away. 
 
    Cedric whipped around to see what Elymas had seen behind him. A man stood there that could have been Cedric’s twin if they’d been the same age. The same hair color, the same eyes, strong jawline, even the way they stood was the same. The man stood there with flames still burning in his hands, but there was no mistaking who he was. 
 
    “Father?” Cedric’s voice cracked. It was everything he could do to continue standing. The vendor, the battle with magic that he couldn’t be part of because he didn’t know how to control his own, and now his father standing in front of him. Who’d just saved his life. 
 
    The man frowned. “Cedric? What are you doing here? How’d you find me?” 
 
    Cedric took a step toward him, but his father raised his hands into a fighting position. Cedric raised his hands to show he had no weapons. “The kingdom is in trouble. That man you just attacked is looking for an amulet and you’re the only one I know who knows magic. Well, except Rhoswen, but she didn’t know where the amulet is. But I have someone you need to meet. This is Princess Hattie.” 
 
    Cedric knew he was rambling, but he had fire aimed at him by the one man who should have been protecting him. He helped Hattie stand. When Father saw her, he dropped the flames and instantly bowed. Even after all these years of being banished, he showed her respect. 
 
    “Highness.”  
 
    Hattie curtsied. “And you must be Cedric’s father.” 
 
    Father glared over at Cedric. “It was foolish to bring her here.” 
 
    “I know. But she needs your help. Can we please go inside where we can talk? Elymas could come back at any moment.” Cedric forced himself not to look behind him at the vendor. A lump formed in his throat.  
 
    Father studied him for a moment before nodding. “Fine.” 
 
    Relief washed over Cedric. “Thank you. Please take Hattie with you. I need to take care of this man’s burial.” 
 
    “You knew him?” Father asked, surprised. 
 
    “Yes. He was a vendor in my village. One of a handful who actually spoke to me.” Cedric helped Hattie over to his father, then went back to pick up the body. There was almost nothing left of him after whatever Elymas had done to him. Cedric clenched his jaw, trying to keep himself together. He followed his father to a small cottage a few hundred yards down the path. The horses followed, but Cedric knew he’d have to come back later for the cart and horse that had been left behind.  
 
    When he got to the cottage, his father stood at the door with a shovel. “There’s a plot out back where you can bury him. I don’t have a box, but at least it’s something.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Cedric laid his friend on the ground in the back of the cottage and went back to get the shovel. With each shovel full of dirt, he grew more determined to make sure Elymas was stopped before he could do any more damage. 
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    Hattie sat near the fire sipping the tea Cedric’s father had given her. She wanted to be outside helping Cedric, but she’d been ordered to sit. While being ordered to do anything usually didn’t end well, Hattie was exhausted, and she didn’t want to make the curse to spread faster by tiring herself out. 
 
    “So, tell me again what happened at your palace.” Cedric’s father sat across from her, leaning forward with his elbows resting on his knees. He looked remarkably like his son, but with the sides of his hair graying just above the ears. The small beard on his chin was well kept, a style that was different from the merchants who came to her kingdom. 
 
    Hattie went through the events again, careful not to leave anything out about what had happened. She caught his narrowed eyes when she mentioned that Elymas had come after her once he’d cursed her parents. 
 
    “Did his magic hit you at all?”  
 
    “Yes.” She pulled up her pant leg to show him the fur that grew on her leg. Her face burned with embarrassment, but he had to know if he was going to help them. “May I ask you a question, Stefan?” 
 
    Cedric’s father jerked his head up. “You know my name?” 
 
    “Yes. Cedric has mentioned it once or twice but only to me.”  
 
    Stefan studied her face for a moment before looking away. “Life has been hard on him?” 
 
    “His mother died not long after you left, so he was left an orphan. And because of your magic, he was treated as an outcast.” Hattie’s voice came out harsher than she intended it to be. “That said, he still made friends with strangers, and helped me get a job at an inn where I could be something other than a princess. So yes, life has been hard, but he has made it work for him.” 
 
    He nodded. “I didn’t want to leave him. I wanted to bring both of them with me, but the guards caught me when I was outside of the village and I had no time to go back and get him. It’s something I’ve regretted every single day of my life.” 
 
    “You could have come back.” Cedric’s voice came from the doorway. He stood there, gripping the shovel he’d been given. “For ten years I had to live on my own.” 
 
    Stefan dropped his head. “I’m sorry, son.” 
 
    “Then help us. You weren’t there for me before, but we need you now more than ever. Help us stop this curse. Help me . . .” He paused and looked down at his hands. “Help me learn my magic.” 
 
    “Magic?” Stefan crossed the room and took Cedric by the shoulders. “You have magic?” 
 
    “I . . .” 
 
    Hattie tried to stand to come between them, but her legs had stiffened from sitting in the chair. She fell back in her chair, exhausted from trying. “I think he does.” 
 
    There was silence for a moment before Stefan wrapped his arms around Cedric. “I’d say I’m sorry, but I couldn’t be more thrilled that you will carry on my legacy.” 
 
    Cedric stiffened at first, then wrapped his arms around his father. Hattie smiled. She was the only one he’d ever talked to about his father, about the anger and resentment, but also how much he missed him. She didn’t want to move for fear that she would ruin the moment.  
 
    It was a few minutes before they pulled away and Stefan grabbed another chair to set in front of the fire. Cedric sat next to Hattie, and Stefan sat on the other side. Hattie sat up, trying to get comfortable. 
 
    “As much as I would love to have you two stay here to catch up, I believe you need to continue on as quickly as possible. The amulet isn’t too far from here, but you’ll need to use a few charms to get to it. We can run through those—” 
 
    “Wait, you’re not coming?” Cedric asked. 
 
    Stefan shook his head. “It would be too dangerous for me to leave my house while you’re near. If anyone were to find out you’re my son, they’d try to use you to get to me. That can’t happen.” 
 
    Cedric jumped up, knocking his chair over. “Are you such a coward that you would stay away just to save yourself?” 
 
    Hattie reached out and took his hand to calm him. “Cedric, sit down. That’s not what he said.”  
 
    “It’s all right. He has the right to be angry after all this time. But he also needs to understand something.” Stefan rubbed his chin before continuing. “I am the steward over the magic of this kingdom. There are dozens of protective spells around my house just so I will stay hidden from those who are seeking the amulet. I had to pull some of them down so that you two could come here. The fact that Elymas has come this close tells me that I will need to add more. If I were to travel with you, I could jeopardize the lives of hundreds of mages whose magic I guard.” 
 
    Hattie pulled Cedric back down into his chair and turned to Stefan. “Rhoswen said your father hid it before you were born. How do you know where it is?” 
 
    “That’s a story we allow to be told so that it will remain hidden.” Stefan stood and went to a shelf in the corner and pulled out a scroll. He unrolled it and handed it to Cedric. “This knowledge is only passed through father to son, so normally it would go to you once I pass on.” 
 
    Cedric hesitated before taking it from him. “Thank you. I’ll take good care of this. I promise.” 
 
    “Wait.” Hattie shook her head. She could feel her chance at breaking the curse slip through her fingers, but she couldn’t put so many people at risk. “Let the amulet stay where it is. We can find another way.” 
 
    Stefan looked over at her in surprise. “We can’t just allow this curse to spread. It must be stopped. That’s why the magic was preserved. To protect the kingdom.” 
 
    “So, save it until someone attacks the kingdom. I can’t let you put all of that magic in jeopardy when there might be a different option.” Hattie took deep breaths to calm down.  
 
    “There’s not another option. I can’t leave, and I don’t know that anyone else with magic would be able to help. Magic has been looked down on for too long.”  
 
    Hattie looked between them, but neither would meet her eye. “Why can’t you just teach Cedric what to do? He has magic. Could he help break the curse without using the amulet?”  
 
    Cedric shook his head emphatically. “We’re not even sure I can actually do anything with my magic. Right now it’s just looking for directions and keeping a hat stuck on Hattie’s head. That won’t help us.” 
 
    “Don’t speak to your princess like that, son.” Stefan sighed. “If that is what you wish, we will do it your way. If Cedric does not have useful magic as he insists, we will have no other choice but to use the amulet to break the curse.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Hattie scooted forward in her chair. “Now, if you would please show me where I can rest, I need to sleep. This curse has taken its toll on me.” 
 
    Cedric jumped up to help Hattie stand while Stefan added extra furs to his bed. Together they helped her walk to the bed and then eased her down. 
 
    “I can’t take your bed. Just give me a pile of furs and I’ll be fine on the floor.” Hattie’s protest was half-hearted as her eyes threatened to close. 
 
    “No lady will sleep on the floor in my home. Regardless of their station.”  Stefan laid a blanket on top of her. “Now, get some rest. I believe it’s time that my son and I catch up on the years we’ve missed together.” 
 
    Hattie smiled and allowed her eyes to close. Cedric and his father could finally talk, and she could get the sleep she needed. The last few days had been hard, but she knew that the overwhelming exhaustion she felt came from the spell that slowly crept up past her waist.  
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    Cedric checked Hattie’s blankets before turning to his father. Father. He still couldn’t believe he was with him after all these years. It was a shame that it took a threat to the kingdom for that to happen. With one more glance down at Hattie, he left and followed his father outside.  
 
    “Are you sure it’s safe to be out here? After what you told me . . .” Cedric checked over his shoulder to make sure there was no one there. 
 
    “There are enchantments surrounding all of my property. We’re safe while I’m here.” Stefan stopped at a clearing. “Show me what you can do.” 
 
    Cedric stared at his father. “The only thing I’ve figured out so far is being able to use it almost like a map. I know where to turn, where my destination is.” 
 
    “Interesting. Usually people need some sort of talisman to do something like that. Have you learned anything else?”  
 
    “I . . . I made the horses obey me.” Cedric let out a sigh. “What good are those? A map would do just as well, and anyone can train a horse.” 
 
    Stefan brushed away his concern. “You look at those as small things, but they’re abilities that you figured out on your own with no real training. That’s impressive. Each skill will grow into something so much bigger.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure talking to horses will make me the greatest mage of all time.” Cedric smirked. 
 
    “You convinced them to do what you wanted. You don’t think any leader of any country would love to have that same power? Animals are stubborn. If you could do that to them, what do you think you could do with humans? Don’t underestimate your power.”  
 
    Cedric frowned. He hadn’t thought of it that way. “I see what you mean. But the other one?” 
 
    “Location spells are hard to come by. Usually you need something either from the person you’re trying to find, or you have to know the exact spot where you want to go. Most mages or witches don’t care to learn it. This comes to you naturally. Guard the secret well. There are many who would use you to seek riches.” 
 
    “But do you think I’ll be able to learn other magic?” Cedric met his father’s eyes. “Will I be able to do what you do?” 
 
    The ball of fire Father had shot at Elymas came to mind. It’s what Cedric had wanted to do but didn’t know how to make it work.  
 
    “That’s something we won’t know until we begin to train. Everyone has their strengths.” Father took a few steps back and held his hand out. “Do what I do.” 
 
    Cedric followed his father ’s example and watched for the next step. Nerves twisted in his stomach as he thought about what he was doing. Magic. The very thing that had kept him an outcast his entire life. 
 
    “Some people choose to speak a word or phrase to control their magic. I think it takes too much time and effort. The magic bends and shapes itself around the witch or mage, creating a bond between them. Words make it take that much longer. We’ll see where your strengths are first, and then we can add some words until you can do without them.”  
 
    “If it takes that much longer, why learn it that way?” Cedric gestured toward the house. “In case you hadn’t noticed, you have a princess inside your house who has a curse that is slowly turning her into a beast. Please, just teach me what I need to do to break it.” 
 
    Father smirked. “Are you always this hasty?” 
 
    “No. Yes. I don’t know. I just—” Cedric took a breath to calm himself. “I can’t bear to see Hattie suffer the way she has on this trip. If anything else happens to her . . .” 
 
    “It will be better if you take the time to train than if you run forward blindly.” Father assumed the same position as before. “Now, concentrate. We’ll start with simple spells.” 
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    Cedric growled in frustration as he was knocked to the ground yet again. “This isn’t working.” 
 
    “Again.” Father got into a fighting stance.  
 
    They’d been training for hours as they went from one form of magic to another. Elemental magic, levitation, summoning. Nothing seemed to work. Cedric stood with his hand out, willing the flame to appear. Urging it, demanding it, begging it. The only thing he’d gotten for his efforts was a pounding headache and a foul mood. 
 
    “This isn’t working.” Cedric dropped onto a nearby log. “Maybe I don’t have any other magic.” 
 
    Father sat next to him. “It’s possible. But it’s also possible that you’re just coming into your magic and other abilities will appear as time goes on. Either way, I think it’s time to stop focusing on what you might have and start practicing the powers you do have.” 
 
    Cedric raised his eyebrows. “How do you plan to do that?” 
 
    “Easy.” Father picked up the flask of water sitting next to him. With a flick of his hand, the flask disappeared. “Go find it.” 
 
    “What—I haven’t tried to look for things yet. I just know how to use it to get me where I want to be.” 
 
    Father grinned. “Guess it’s time you learn. Now, go.” 
 
    Cedric closed his eyes and concentrated on what the flask looked like. Leather, with a strap to carry over his shoulders. He could see it, but he couldn’t tell where it was. He opened his eyes and jogged away from the cabin, his father’s laugh echoing behind him. The way to the flask showed itself as he jogged, but there were a few times he had to double back and go around a marsh or large boulder. Finally, he found it hanging from the branch of a large tree. Cedric pulled it down and ran back to the cabin in the woods where his father sat whittling. 
 
    “It’s too bad you can’t will yourself back here. Training could go much faster.” He wiped the wood chips from his pants and stood. 
 
    “Will myself?” Cedric took a swig of water and followed Father back into the house. 
 
    “Will, jump, transport, relocate. There are many different words for it. Elymas used it to disappear earlier today.” Father washed his hands in a bowl by the window. He turned toward the fireplace. “That smells wonderful, Hattie.” 
 
    Hattie beamed. “Thank you. I slept for a bit, but kept waking from bad dreams, so I finally gave up and decided to make dinner.” 
 
    Father pulled out bowls and cups. “How do you know how to cook? I can’t imagine it being one of your lessons at the palace.” 
 
    “I learned at the inn.” Hattie smiled over at Cedric. “Your son is a good teacher.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear.” Father scooped out stew for each of them and set it on the table.  
 
    Cedric grabbed a spoon, his mouth watering. He was starving after working with his father all day. He went to take a scoop when the bowl disappeared. He cried out and looked around. 
 
    “Go find it. But you’d better hurry or you’ll have to fight a few forest creatures for it.” Father laughed, and Hattie joined in. Cedric glared and shoved his spoon into a pocket as he left the house. He wasn’t about to leave it behind only to have his father make that disappear as well. 
 
    Thankfully, his food was only a few hundred yards away, sitting on a stump. Cedric stopped in his tracks. He’d half-expected to see a fox or other animal trying to eat his food, but what he saw was a circle of small flying creatures huddled around it. Fairies? He’d never seen them inside his kingdom before because of the ban on magic. But as beautiful as they were with their delicate wings, they still had his food. 
 
    “Hey, that’s mine.” His voice made several of them jump into the air and chatter at him before flitting away.  
 
    The rest of them kept shoving their hands into the stew and eating as quickly as they could. He’d thought they only ate nectar from the flowers. He scooted closer but let them continue to eat. The fairies that had left came back and took their share as well.  
 
    Once they were all finished and had flown away, Cedric picked up his empty bowl and trudged back to the cabin. Hopefully there was more stew left. He glanced behind him and jumped when he realized that several of the small creatures had followed him. 
 
    “Go home. There’s nothing more to eat. Go on.” Cedric waited but they just blinked their large eyes and waited for him to continue on.  
 
    It wasn’t until he was on his father’s property that they stopped—as if they’d hit an invisible wall. The shields were working at least. The fairies shook their fists in anger, so Cedric waved at them before going into the house. He set the bowl on the table.  
 
    “Can I get some more, please?” He peered into the pot, relieved to see that it was still half full. 
 
    “Hungry, huh?” Father laughed. 
 
    “Yes. The fairies ate all my food before I could get it.” Cedric sat down. 
 
    Father grabbed his bowl and took it to the sink. “You don’t want to use this if the fairies used it. I should have thought of that before sending it off.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with having the fairies use it?” His thoughts drifted back to their little hands shoving food into their mouths.  
 
    “You’d be put into an endless sleep if you ate anything tainted with their magic.” Father grabbed another bowl and handed it to Hattie.  
 
    Cedric watched her dish his soup and took it from her. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Hattie smiled, but there was pain in her eyes.  
 
    “It’s worse?” Cedric asked. He’d hoped they’d have another day, but Hattie now wore his father’s cloak instead of the lighter shirt and pants she’d worn before. 
 
    Hattie nodded and pulled up her sleeve. Her slender arms were now covered with fur up to her wrists. “It seems to be moving faster now.” 
 
    Cedric cursed under his breath. “I’d better leave in the next hour then.” 
 
    “Cedric, no. I can’t let you do that.” Hattie reached out and took his hand.  
 
    “There’s no other choice, Hattie. You know that.” He caressed her cheek and stood to gather his things. “I can’t just sit back and let this curse take you away from me.” 
 
    Cedric packed what he could in his bag and stood to find his father standing in front of him holding a parcel of food. 
 
    “Travel only at night and stay off the main trails. You have the scroll. Take it now and study it, then leave it here until you get back.” He wrapped his arms around Cedric. “Come back safely, son.” 
 
    Cedric nodded. “You’ll care for her?” 
 
    “Rhoswen will take her back to her palace at first light. Once you have the amulet, head straight there. I’ll try to follow if I can.” 
 
    “I will see you there.” Cedric cleared his throat and turned to face Hattie. Already he could see the transformation had progressed to her hands, making them into the paws of a beast. Cedric bent down and kissed her lightly. When he pulled away, he wiped a tear that fell down her cheek. “I’ll return. I promise you.” 
 
    “You’d better.” She laughed, but it came out as more of a sob.  
 
    Father walked Cedric and his horse out to the edge of his property and stood there until Cedric went around a bend. The wagon still stood where they’d met Elymas the day before. Anger flared up as he thought about everything the mage had done in such a short amount of time.  
 
    Cedric climbed on his horse and closed his eyes to remember which direction he needed to go. To the west. With one more glance toward the cabin he couldn’t see due to the magic shields protecting it, Cedric headed for the mountain where the amulet was supposedly hidden. He only hoped that Hattie would be all right until he saw her again. 
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    The amulet was close. Cedric could feel it. Only a few hours had passed since he’d left Hattie behind, along with a piece of his heart. But in its place was a longing for something he’d never seen or touched before. Something he’d only known about for a few days. 
 
    At first it was easy enough to remember the map in his head. The directions came easily to him—easier than it usually was. After a few hours, he began to sense the pulsing magic of the amulet, so he followed that instead. It was surprising that no one else could feel this as they came near, but then Cedric was in the middle of a forest where very few traveled. 
 
    Sunlight peeked through the trees as clouds moved past, but still there was no sign of the amulet. According to the map, there were only a few paces left, but there was nothing here but more trees.  
 
    Words came to mind as he walked through the thick bushes. Cedric repeated them over and over as he walked, but he didn’t see how they would work when he couldn’t figure out how to use his magic to bring the spell to life. 
 
    Suddenly the wind shifted and blew around him, bringing a sweet smell of leaves and mildew with it. Cedric stopped in alarm. He whipped around to make sure that Elymas wasn’t following him, but the mage was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    A bright light appeared to his left. Cedric urged his horse in that direction and came to a large tree. The leaves were strange, with their sharp points, and they were a brighter green than the leaves of the trees around them. The bark of the tree was smooth and in the center of the trunk was an open doorway where the light came from. Cedric paused. Was this a trick? It was too easy. But then again . . . he’d spoken the words on the map that his father had assured him would work. And he was sure he’d already come this way, which meant that the tree normally blended in with the others.  
 
    Cedric climbed off his horse and allowed it to rest in the grasses surrounding the tree. He brushed past a large bush and stopped suddenly as the smell of flowers permeated the air. His breath caught when he saw the delicate petals. Blue roses? Hattie would love one of these. He picked one and tucked it inside his coat for safekeeping. 
 
    The tree called to him, reminding him why he was there. The light that emanated from it grew stronger. Cedric glanced around to make sure no one was following him, then stepped inside. 
 
    It was much more spacious than the outside appeared. Steps took him down below the ground. The walls and floor were dirt, broken up here and there by roots. A torch sat in a sconce, so he took it before moving farther down a hallway. 
 
    Another door stood at the end of the hall with ancient runes carved in intricate patterns. Cedric frowned. He didn’t remember this as being part of the instructions.  
 
    Merek had insisted on teaching Cedric to read and write, but his education hadn’t gone into reading something like this. The figures were similar to what was in Rhoswen’s book. Cedric ran his fingers over the symbols and jumped back when they glowed under his fingers. He tried again and felt a thrill of magic run from his fingers up his arm. Something tugged at the corner of his mind. It wasn’t a memory—more like an urging to understand what was inscribed.  
 
    He tried several of the other inscriptions but kept going back to the first symbols. This had to be a clue. But what was he supposed to do with it? Cedric closed his eyes and pictured the symbols in his mind, trying to make sense of them. A grating sound broke through the silence of the hall. The door had opened, revealing a small room with a stone sitting on a pedestal in the center. Cedric picked up the small amulet, amazed at the power that emanated from it. He slipped it inside his small pouch and left the room. The torchlight now seemed almost duller, and the hallway almost seemed to be closing in on itself. 
 
    No, not that they seemed to be closing, they actually were. Rumbling came from behind him, and dust fell from above his head. Cedric ran down the hall and sprinted up the stairs, holding onto the pouch. The rumbling grew louder as the dirt behind him gave way, burying the cave and barely missing Cedric’s leg as he leapt for the exit out of the tree. 
 
    The tree groaned and rocked before finally settling, its leaves now dull and lifeless. Cedric rolled over and lay there, trying to catch his breath. Father hadn’t told him that would happen. He was lucky he hadn’t lost a leg on the stairs. 
 
     When the adrenaline had finally worn off, Cedric stood and went to his horse. If he hurried, he could get back to Father’s house before morning. That way Rhoswen wouldn’t have to leave the security of her cottage and he could take the amulet back to the palace to save Hattie and her parents. 
 
    Cedric secured the pouch inside his tunic and grabbed onto the saddle to climb up. Hands grabbed him from behind and threw him to the ground.  
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    Vines shot from the stranger’s hands and bound Cedric from head to foot. 
 
    “Let me go.” Cedric’s words were muffled as a cloth was shoved in his mouth. Panic shot through him as he thought about the amulet in his pouch. His one chance to save Hattie. The fate of many mages in his hands. 
 
    The man picked him up and threw Cedric over his shoulder. “I’d keep quiet if I was you. My boss don’t take kindly to loud prisoners. They tend to end up dead.”  
 
    Cedric’s head spun. He hadn’t heard an accent like this man had, which was strange considering how much time Cedric spent in the marketplace with merchants from all over the world. He worked the cloth out of his mouth and spat to get rid of the taste. “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “Somewhere you won’t like. That’s for sure.” The man cackled and threw Cedric over his horse. “It’s good you brought transportation. I’d hate to carry you back.” 
 
    Squirming did no good as he tried to get off the horse. The man stunk, and a toddler probably knew more than he did, but he could tie knots better than Cedric had ever seen before. After a few more half-hearted kicks, Cedric rested his head against the saddle. He thought through all the lessons he’d had with Father, but unless he could get his hand free, none of them would be of any use to him. 
 
    While other powers eluded him, he still had his sense of direction so he’d know how to get back. But then what good would that do? He’d just get back to the tree that no longer contained the amulet. He needed to know how to get home. 
 
    Maybe he could get his horse to respond to him. Cedric glanced at the man who was several feet ahead of them. He seemed to be having an argument with himself. Perfect. 
 
    “Hey, horse. Hey,” Cedric felt the horse tense up. “Yes, listen. I need you to stop following the other horse. Can you do that?” 
 
    The horse continued at the same pace, though Cedric could sense that the horse was paying attention to him. 
 
    “Help me escape, and I’ll give you a name. I should have done that already, but we haven’t really had the time. Please. I need to get out of here.” 
 
    The man turned and glared at Cedric. “Hey. You. Hush, boy. I don’t want no wolves coming after us.” 
 
    Cedric cringed. He’d hoped the man wouldn’t hear him. “I’m thirsty. Can’t we just stop for a minute?” 
 
    “Not likely. The boss’d have me head. I’m to get you to him as soon as possible. And I weren’t jokin’ about them wolves, neither.” 
 
    “Can you at least let me sit up on the horse? The blood is all running to my head this way.”  
 
    “You think I was born yesterday? I ain’t letting you up until we get there. Now quiet.” The man turned back around to face the front. 
 
    Cedric waited a few minutes before whispering to the horse again, coaxing it to trust him. By the time the man finally pulled to a stop, Cedric was pretty sure the horse would obey him. He waited for the man to climb down from his own horse, before he shouted “Go!”  
 
    The horse bolted, jostling Cedric as he galloped away from the house they’d stopped in front of a few minutes before. The landscape flashed by, making Cedric dizzy enough he had to close his eyes to concentrate. He pushed his strength into the bonds holding him, willing them to loosen.  
 
    The horse suddenly jerked to a stop, rising up on its back two legs. It let out a loud whinny before dropping on the ground, nearly pinning Cedric’s legs beneath its lifeless body. 
 
    “You’ll regret that.” Elymas’s voice sent shivers through Cedric. The bonds loosened just as rough hands snatched him up. “I’ll have to take you back myself. Obviously, I can’t count on Roderick to get the job done.” 
 
    With a flick of his hand, Cedric and Elymas were standing inside a cottage. It was small, but well-kept. Elymas dropped Cedric to the ground and went to the kitchen. Where Rhoswen’s was cluttered and homey, Elymas had everything in order on his shelves.  
 
    “You killed my horse.” The venom in Cedric’s voice surprised even him, but he was angry. There had been too much death lately. 
 
    “Your horse is fine. Just sleeping.” Elymas walked back to the small sitting room and held out a goblet. When Cedric didn’t take it, Elymas sighed and rolled his eyes. “It’s tea. It’s not poison.” 
 
    Cedric stared up at him, but the mage seemed to be telling the truth. He took the goblet and stared at the contents. The liquid had an amber tint and smelled of honey and berries. He waited for Elymas to drink before taking a sip of his own. The taste was stronger than he liked, but the warmth spread through him. He hadn’t realized he was cold after being out so late. 
 
    “I want to see the amulet.” Elymas sat so he was closer to Cedric’s face. The hungry look in his eyes made Cedric shiver. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Cedric forced himself to sit up. His head swam. He must have been more tired than he’d thought. 
 
    Elymas grunted. “Don’t lie to me. What else would you be doing in the middle of a forest?” 
 
    Cedric couldn’t let him have the amulet. With a moment’s hesitation, he pulled out the blue rose that he’d been saving for Hattie. “I wanted to give the princess a special gift. That meadow was the only place to find this flower.” 
 
    “Nothing will save your princess. Not until you hand over the amulet.” 
 
    “I can’t give you what I don’t have. We’ve gone over this before.” Cedric rubbed his forehead, trying to keep himself awake. He glanced over at the tea. Elymas had to have put something into it. The day had been long, but this wasn’t a normal fatigue that had hit him. “What have you done?” 
 
    Elymas grinned. “I couldn’t have you running away while I slept, could I? Now, rest. I have much to do tomorrow and you are a key part of my plan.” 
 
    With a snap of his fingers, the candles in the cottage went out, except for the one in Elymas’s hand. Cedric watched him leave the room.  As hard as he fought against the exhaustion, it weighed too heavily on him and he slept where he sat. 
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    Nightmares plagued Cedric’s sleep. Hattie was in trouble, but he could never seem to reach her. Creatures came out of the dark to attack him, and he couldn’t keep them away. Then Hattie suddenly turned into a large beast and came after him, attacking him with her massive claws. He jerked out of sleep gasping. He felt his arms and body to make sure there were no injuries. While he was sore from sleeping wrong and his head swam from whatever Elymas had given him, he wasn’t injured. Cedric lay back against the couch and forced himself to breathe normally. The dream had been too real. 
 
    Elymas sat across the room from him, rubbing his chin. “Ah, you’re awake. Food is on the table. Then we train.” 
 
    “Train? For what?” Cedric leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. His head pounded from the movement, and as much as he wanted food, the lingering drugged feeling from the night before told him not to trust anything Elymas offered him. 
 
    “For your part in my plans, of course. You’re weak, untrained, and haven’t come into your magic. I must change that if we’re to fool our companions.” 
 
    Cedric stared at him. “You think I’m going to help you? Are you mad? I have to get back to my kingdom to clean up the mess you made.” 
 
    “If you want the curse on the kingdom lifted, you will do as I say.” Elymas smiled and gestured toward the table. “Eat. You’ll need your strength.” 
 
    The table was filled with fruits, vegetables, dried meats, and breads. Cedric’s mouth watered just looking at it. Even if it was tainted with magic, Cedric knew he needed to eat in order to escape. He sat down and filled his plate. The fruits were perfectly ripened, the flavors bursting in his mouth. Food had never tasted so heavenly, even compared to the foods Hattie could sneak away from the palace for him. When his plate was empty, he stood, but Elymas shook his head. 
 
    “More. Too many years of malnourishment have stunted your growth. I plan to change that.” He popped a grape in his mouth. “Did Merek not feed you?” 
 
    Cedric’s temper flared at the insult. “Merek kept me busy working at his inn. I was forced to find my own food, so I could only get the meatpies when I had money.” 
 
    Elymas nodded, clearly impressed. “So, you know how to scrounge for food. Maybe you’re not quite so hopeless as I thought.” 
 
    “It’s because of mages like you that I went through all of this.” Cedric pushed his plate away, no longer hungry. 
 
    “Yes, and it’s because of mages like me that you will soon have your precious kingdom back.” Elymas pushed away from the table. “Come.” 
 
    Cedric glanced at the door to freedom. He was fast, but how far would he actually get? Elymas could travel with magic. 
 
    “Don’t think I don’t know your thoughts. You try to leave me, your body will rebel. I suggest you do what I say if you want to see your family or your princess again.” 
 
    And Cedric knew he was right. As much as it killed him not to walk out that door to save Hattie, he felt the magical tingle that hadn’t been there before he ate. He followed Elymas out to the backyard and stopped in surprise. He’d expected forest like at his father’s, but they stood on the top of a mountain that overlooked miles and miles of farmland.  
 
    “How . . .?” Cedric spun. He tried to sense where his father was, but something blocked it. A wave of nausea swept over him.  
 
    “As you can see, trying to escape would have been useless. Especially since that exit leads right to a cliff. You would be dead within seconds, and then neither of us would get what we want.” Elymas picked up a sword and threw it to Cedric. “So, walk ten paces and turn to face me.” 
 
    Cedric stared down at the sword in his hand and then out at the landscape. Mountains and trees covered the last as far as he could see. None of it was familiar to him. “But how did we get up here?” 
 
    “Magic. Concentrate.” Elymas dove forward with sword outstretched and went straight for Cedric’s stomach.  
 
    With a yelp, Cedric blocked him and rolled away. He’d learned a little as a boy, but it had been years. He’d been deemed too dangerous to be near a weapon. He pushed thoughts of his childhood away so he could survive. Elymas wasn’t holding anything back as he attacked again and again, pushing Cedric ever closer to the edge. 
 
    “Fight back.” Elymas shoved him one more time, and Cedric went flying. 
 
    Cedric stared in shock at the cliff that grew smaller above him, his hair flying into his face. Elymas had actually pushed him off the cliff. He flailed, trying to right himself, even though he knew it would do no good. He was going to die that day, failing his father and Hattie. Just as he began to black out, he jerked to a stop and flew back up to the top. He landed hard on his knees and retched. Terror had every nerve on edge, and his mind kept playing those moments over and over. 
 
    “Get up.” Elymas stood just a few feet away. 
 
    “You just tried to kill me.” Cedric stared up at him, anger replacing the terror. He stood and took a step forward. 
 
    Elymas held a hand up and flicked it, making Cedric’s sword appear into Cedric’s hand. “I told you to fight back. You didn’t listen. Now, come at me.” 
 
    This time Cedric didn’t hesitate. He attacked with his sword above his head. He hacked and swung the weapon back and forth. And while Elymas had to block his blows, he did so only half-heartedly. The lack of trying only frustrated Cedric more. He lunged and Elymas swatted him away before driving forward again. 
 
    Cedric glanced around quickly to see how far they were from the edge and pushed forward. Again, Elymas swatted him away and threw him backward. This time Cedric tried to keep his balance as he went over the cliff, but it was no use. He shouted in frustration as he fell again.  
 
    If Elymas threw him over one more time … Anger burned through him, awakening a new feeling. It surged from his stomach outward and a power he’d never known seemed just within his grasp. He reached for it, ignoring the ground that came ever closer and concentrated only on what was going on inside him. 
 
    When he was pulled up the cliff top once more, Elymas glared at him. “Are you done? You’re exhausting my stores and we haven’t even gotten to our magic training yet.”  
 
    The sensation of power was gone. Whatever it was had left him, and Cedric ached to feel it again. Elymas threw him the sword again and attacked, barely allowing Cedric to get into a fighting stance. As they moved around the plateau, Cedric went between doing his best not to die by the sword and trying to figure out what had just happened. 
 
    It had to be his magic. Maybe it was his impending death he’d been about to embrace, but that didn’t seem right. This was something that had been missing from his life. There was only one way to find out. He fought hard enough to make Elymas think he was trying, but allowed him to push him off the cliff again. 
 
    Again, that feeling was there, but farther way. What had been different? He waited for Elymas to pull him back up and let it happen again. By that time, the feeling of terror was gone. He knew he’d be saved, so there was no point in worrying about dying. 
 
    Except that this time Elymas didn’t stop him. Cedric gasped in terror, falling faster until he slammed into the ground. He blacked out and remembered no more. 
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    Agony. Sheer agony met Cedric when he awoke. He was sure he’d broken every bone in his body, and it was a miracle he was alive. He stared up at the mountain he’d fallen from and waited for death to take him.  
 
    Seconds later, a funnel of wind picked him up, twisting him this way and that, battering his broken limbs. He screamed until he passed out. 
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    The sun had nearly set when Cedric opened his eyes again. He lay on the ground at Elymas’s feet.  
 
    He licked his parched lips, his voice coming out as a whisper. “Just kill me. Please.” 
 
    “No, I don’t think I will. You’re the only one who can get me what I need.” Elymas drew a symbol in the air over Cedric, then pushed it down until it settled on Cedric. “Unfortunately for you, this is going to hurt. But perhaps you’ll work a little harder when we train tomorrow.” 
 
    It started with the bones in Cedric’s legs. They fused back together, making him spasm in pain. Cedric cried out in agony but couldn’t move as each bone followed suit one at a time. He blacked out, only to be reawakened by the next bone moving back into place. It felt like an eternity as his body healed, each moment building his anger. Elymas had to have been doing this on purpose. Surely there was a quicker way to heal him. 
 
    As the anger built up, Cedric searched for something to keep his mind off what was happening. There. He could feel it again. It hadn’t been the panic from falling off the cliff. It had been anger. And that power was right there on the horizon. Cedric reached for it, thinking of all the times he’d been made fun of, the times he’d been beaten for being in the wrong place at the wrong time, for being made an orphan. He stretched just a little farther in his mind and snatched it. An electric jolt shot through him. 
 
    The healing wasn’t done—he could still feel ribs out of place—but he stood anyway. Electricity crackled around his fingers as he turned to face Elymas. He lunged for him, shooting the sparks at the man who had put him through so much pain. 
 
    Elymas went flying and crashed into the door of the cottage. Cedric stalked forward and picked him up by the throat, seething. Elymas gurgled and it took a moment before Cedric realized he was laughing. He dropped the mage and watched as Elymas pushed himself up to a sitting position. 
 
    “Finally,” the man gasped. 
 
    Cedric stared down at his hands. What had he just done? “Let me go.” 
 
    “I can’t.” Elymas coughed and pulled himself up. “You just gained your powers. If I were to send you on your way now, you would destroy everything in sight.” 
 
    “Then send me to my father’s house. He can teach me.” Cedric reached for the door latch to gather his things, but Elymas moved to stand in front of it. 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m not letting you go that easily. And you forget that your father’s house is shielded. I wouldn’t be able to get you within a hundred yards. No, it is better that I teach you. Once you’ve done what I brought you here to do, I will let you go as I promised last night.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” Cedric ached to try out his new abilities, but he knew that time was running out to save Hattie. She was already on her way back to her kingdom. 
 
    “We fight. And this time I won’t heal you after you’ve fallen to your death.” Elymas opened the door to his cottage. “It is time to eat and sleep. Tomorrow you will learn to control the magic surging through you.” 
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    Hattie 
 
      
 
    Hattie rolled over as she woke up. Something felt wrong. She felt her face and burst into tears—or would have if she had still been human. It seemed the transformation was complete. She climbed out of bed and limped over to the mirror that Stefan kept on his counter. 
 
    Fur now covered Hattie’s face, and her nose was now elongated into that of a beast. Smells that were once faint now overpowered her senses. Herbs, old stew, remnants of small animals that Stefan must have used in his spells. And what was that sound? 
 
    Immediately Hattie’s ears perked up and she got down on all fours, creeping slowly toward the sound, her mouth beginning to water. There had to be a mouse somewhere around here and she would get it. There was a flash of movement, and Hattie scrambled across the floor, diving toward a small hole under the cabinet. She couldn’t stop in time and smashed her head, knocking several glass jars to the ground. 
 
    The door flew open and Stefan stood there, glancing around wildly. “Highness? Where are you? What happened?” 
 
    “I’m here.”  Except the words didn’t come out right. They were more of a growl. Hattie shook her head to get rid of the dots floating in her vision. 
 
    Footsteps came closer before stopping. “Highness. You’re . . .” 
 
    Hattie ducked her head, wishing Stefan couldn’t see her this way. Especially after what she’d just done. She shuddered as she thought of how badly she’d wanted that mouse.  
 
    “Are you injured?” Stefan helped her stand and limp over to the table. Standing on two feet seemed awkward after she’d walked on all four paws. 
 
    Hattie rubbed her forehead, hoping he would know what she was talking about. She doubted her paws would be able to hold a quill to write a message. 
 
    Stefan hesitated before smoothing back her hair. “There’s no bump. What were you looking for? I can make you some breakfast.” 
 
    If Hattie could have blushed, she would have. She pointed to her mouth and then rubbed her belly feeling foolish.  
 
    “You go rest and I’ll get you up when breakfast is ready. Rhoswen should be here soon.” Stefan smiled over at her and cracked some eggs into a skillet.  
 
    Hattie wanted to insist that she could make her own food, but she knew that it was impossible at this point. She nodded and went back to the bed, gingerly climbing onto the blankets so she wouldn’t tear them with her claws. 
 
    Wherever Cedric was, Hattie hoped he was able to find the amulet. Right now, her country was without a leader, and until the curse was broken, there was nothing she could do to keep it from being overtaken. 
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    “Highness? Rhoswen is here.” Stefan’s voice was gentle, but it still made Hattie bristle. Couldn’t he see that she was sleeping? 
 
    She grumbled and curled into a ball. Just a few more minutes and then she would get up. Hattie’s tail swished, trying to swat a fly. Hattie suddenly bolted up. Her tail? As if her beastly face wasn’t bad enough, now she had to deal with a tail? 
 
    “It’s getting late, Highness. We need to get on the road or we’ll have to wait until morning.” 
 
    Hattie tried to roll her eyes but remembered she couldn’t. She padded over to the table, hoping for some meat.  
 
    “We have dinner packed. You have already slept the whole day. We really must be on our way.” 
 
    With a roar, Hattie rounded on Rhoswen and Stefan. How dare they interrupt when she wanted a meal? Her stomach was empty, and she wasn’t going to wait another minute. She roared again and pointed at the table. 
 
    Stefan crept forward slowly and pulled out a loaf of bread. “Here you go. It’s not much but it should be sufficient.” 
 
    Hattie snatched it from his hands and shoved it into her mouth. The flavor was all right, but she wanted meat. She growled again as he handed her some water. Most of it poured out onto her dress as she drank, but there wasn’t much she could do about that. 
 
    “Highness, I know you’re in there somewhere. You need to take control of yourself.” Rhoswen held up a hand, but it only angered Hattie. No one had the right to order the princess around. 
 
    A low rumbling growl grew as Hattie leapt forward, swiping at Rhoswen. With a flick of his hand, Stefan threw Hattie against the wall, startling her. She sat up and shook her head, trying to clear it. What should have hurt only made Hattie angrier. The mage would pay. She crouched, and jumped toward him, only to be thrown again. Glass jars showered down on her as she hit a cupboard. Dazed, she tried to stand, but two curses shot out at her. One bound her feet while the other knocked her over. She lifted her head, but exhaustion overcame her. 
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    Hattie opened her eyes to find Stefan sitting in a chair watching her. She licked her lips—or tried to—wishing she had some water. The overwhelming hunger from before was still there. She sat up and stretched, then shook out her fur.  
 
    Stefan stood up, making Hattie back up into a corner. The man had thrown her. He was not to be trusted. She eyed him warily as he moved slowly. “It’s all right, Highness. I won’t hurt you. Here you go.” 
 
    Meat. She smelled it as soon as he opened the cold box and pulled it out. She sat up straight, drooling onto the pillow.  
 
    Stefan set it on the table next to him. “Here is your dinner, but you’ll need to show me you won’t turn on me the second I hand it to you. Do you understand?” 
 
    Hattie cocked her head to the side, then nodded. She took a step forward, but Stefan pulled the meat farther away from her. 
 
    “Wait until I say it’s fine. Do you understand?” He waited for her nod before setting the tray of meat on the floor.  
 
    Finally. Hattie waited for a moment to make sure Stefan wouldn’t take it away and then leapt forward, shoving her face into the meat. She could sense Stefan leaving the house, but she didn’t care. She had to make sure he couldn’t take it away from her again. 
 
    The door opened again, and Stefan held a bucket of water that he set next to the meat. Hattie took large gulps, savoring the sweet taste of the water.  
 
    “Rhoswen will take you back to your kingdom, but first we need to teach you some manners. It won’t do anyone any good if you show up acting like a wild beast. The human part of you is in there somewhere, and we have to figure out how to get it back.” 
 
    Hattie paused her drinking to look up at him. Human. It was in there somewhere. She could feel it. She cleared her throat, but it came out as a growl. That wouldn’t work. Stefan was right. This was not who she was. 
 
    Rhoswen walked into the cottage and handed Stefan a basket of herbs. “Here you go. That should take care of you for the next few months.” 
 
    “Thank you. And you found the foxglove?” Stefan sorted through the basket. “Ah, you found the lavender. It’s just outside my shield and I was running low.” 
 
    “Yes, I have the foxglove in my wagon. Thank you for letting me have some. I haven’t been able to find any for years.” Rhoswen wiped her hands on her dress and turned to Hattie. “Are you ready to be civilized or do I have to sedate you while we travel?” 
 
    Hattie jumped back and growled, curling into a crouch. How dare this human touch her? 
 
    “Highness. I warned you.” Stefan stood with his hand up. “Do I have to remind you?” 
 
    “Now, now. There’s no need for that.” Rhoswen took a step closer, hands on her hips. “Are you going to behave?” 
 
    Hattie sniffed the air and Rhoswen’s smell calmed her mind. Friends. They were friends. Hattie dipped her head to say she understood. Something needed to be done about this. She had to learn to communicate. 
 
    “Very well. We’ll leave soon. My carriage is outside.” Rhoswen turned to Stefan, talking about herbs and other things that Hattie didn’t understand. The thought of going back to her kingdom was enough to make Hattie sit there obediently until Rhoswen finally told her it was time to go.  
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    Hattie stared out the window of Rhoswen’s carriage. She stretched, circled three times and sank back down onto the floor, wishing Rhoswen would let her out. There were creatures out there to hunt and she was hungry—Hattie shook her head as Stefan came into her mind, threatening to punish her again. She needed to stop thinking this way. She was not the beast. She was the princess. 
 
    Not that she’d acted like a princess with Stefan and Rhoswen. Flashes of attacking them kept coming to mind, and she couldn’t believe that she’d allowed the beast to take over. A sigh rumbled through her. Sleep wasn’t going to come. She’d already slept for hours. It was time to find herself. 
 
    She rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling of the carriage. “My name is Hattie.” 
 
    The sounds came out more as a bark or growl, but she wasn’t going to give up. She had to be able to talk. To communicate with her people. She’d have to take it slower. One word at a time. 
 
    “My . . . name . . . is . . .” Hattie stopped as the carriage slowed and came to rest. 
 
    A moment later, Rhoswen’s face appeared in the window. “Are you well?” 
 
    Hattie nodded. “I . . . need . . .” 
 
    “Highness, are you hurt? There’s a village nearby.” Rhoswen pointed to the north of them, but didn’t take her eyes off Hattie. 
 
    “Need . . . to . . . learn . . . to talk.” Hattie spoke each word as clearly as she could. Her snout was not the best for forming each sound, but it didn’t stop her from trying. 
 
    Understanding dawned on Rhoswen’s face. “You’re trying to speak?” 
 
    “Yes.” Hattie nodded again. “Can . . . you . . . h—help?” 
 
    Rhoswen frowned. “I’ll have to go through my spells to see what I have, but I’m not sure there’s much I can do. I’m afraid this is something you’re going to have to relearn.” 
 
    “I . . . thought . . . so.” Hattie knelt back down and waited for Rhoswen to climb up and continue the journey before working on speaking again. She’d learned to speak as a toddler, she could do it again. 
 
    It was near sunset when Hattie’s ears perked up at the sound of explosions to the west of the carriage. She stood to look out the window. On the horizon, flashes of light appeared in blue and red sparks. Strange. She’d never seen anything like it. A few moments later, Rhoswen stopped the horses and climbed down from the carriage. 
 
    “I had planned to continue through the night, but there is a strange magic in the air. We’ll need to stop at my cottage for the night, so I can figure out what’s going on. Tomorrow we will reach your kingdom. Would that be all right with you?” 
 
    Hattie watched the lights for a moment before answering. “Yes . . . let’s . . . do . . . that.” 
 
    “Let’s pretend I understood that as a yes, because I was going to do it anyway.” Rhoswen climbed back up and soon the carriage took off.  
 
    Hattie had to brace herself as they rode swiftly through the trees. It seemed like mere minutes before they pulled up to the cottage that appeared out of nowhere. Hattie stood anxiously waiting for Rhoswen to let her out. 
 
    The door flew open, but Rhoswen stood several feet away. “Can I trust you in my house?” 
 
    Hattie hesitated before continuing out of the carriage. “Yes.” 
 
    “I hope so. I would hate to bind your legs again.” Rhoswen opened the door and allowed Hattie in before going in herself. 
 
    Hattie padded over to a rug and laid down. She hated that Rhoswen even had to ask, but after the attack at Stefan’s cottage, she understood.  
 
    “Dinner will be ready soon.” Rhoswen started a fire with a swish of her wand, then pulled out a large cauldron. “In the meantime, I suggest that we find you something to wear if you want anyone to take you seriously. If you’d like to find gowns that will fit you, I have a chest of old ones in the back. Unless you want a tunic and breeches.” 
 
    Clothes. It was something Hattie hadn’t even thought of since she’d finished the transformation. Now that it had been brought to her attention, she was mortified. She’d been around Stefan and Rhoswen wearing nothing but her fur. She found the chest Rhoswen told her about and tried to open it. Her claws scratched against the wood, and she couldn’t get her snout under the lid enough to push it open.  
 
    Hattie sat down in frustration and studied the chest. Of course. She slid her claw under the latch and clicked it open. The sudden sound made her jump back, hackles rising. Hattie glanced around for danger, then caught herself. It was just the chest. No need to be so jumpy. She slid her claw under the latch again and pushed open the lid. 
 
    She went through several gowns before she found the tunics. These would be easier for her, but they weren’t fit for a princess. It was clear that Hattie would need to go back to walking on her back two legs so she could wear gowns. She needed to remember who she was. 
 
    There were a few that seemed big enough, so Hattie pulled them out and tried each one on, careful not to tear them with her claws. The fabric was rough and not as rich as she was used to having in the palace, but it would do for now. She could have her seamstresses make her something new. That is, if they were still human. Hattie straightened the gown she tried on and smoothed it out. The long maroon gown hid most of her legs, and the sleeves hid most of the fur on her arms. There wasn’t anything she could do about her face, but at least she felt somewhat human now. 
 
    “Highness? Dinner is—oh! You found something. Turn around.”  
 
    Hattie slowly turned in a circle, concentrating on where to place her feet so she wouldn’t fall over.  
 
    “Perfect. Now let’s make it fit for a princess.” Rhoswen pulled out her wand and spun it in a circle, sending out sparks.  
 
    The bodice of the gown pulled in—but not too tight—ruffles and lace appeared around the full skirts, while the fabric went from rough to fine. When the spell was done, Hattie stumbled over to a mirror in the corner. The dress itself was beautiful, and she could almost pretend that she wasn’t hideous. 
 
    “Thank you.” Her voice still came out as a rumble, but it was getting easier to form the words. 
 
    Rhoswen curtsied. “Come. You must eat so you can sleep. I’d like to leave at first light—as long as there’s no sign of the magical storm.” 
 
    Hattie took a seat at the table and went to pick up her spoon. The small utensil was hard to grab with her new paws. After several attempts, she growled and slumped back in her chair. 
 
    “Like this.” Rhoswen picked up her bowl and showed Hattie how to drink her stew instead of using the spoon. “See? Much easier.” 
 
    Hattie followed her example and took a sip but had to stop when it burned her tongue. She grabbed her goblet of water, nearly spilling all of it in the process. 
 
    Rhoswen waved her hand, and the mess disappeared. “Try it again.” 
 
    When Hattie tried this time, the soup was still hot, but not enough to burn her. Her eyebrows raised, but she was too hungry to say anything. She finished her bowl and had three more servings after that. Finally, the overwhelming hunger was satisfied. It would return, but she was satisfied for now. 
 
    Hattie glanced out the window and found the lights flashing in the distance. Something drew her to it. Rhoswen had said it was dangerous, but there was something that seemed familiar. 
 
    “You take the bed.” Rhoswen’s voice pulled Hattie out of her thoughts. 
 
    Hattie shook her head and moved over to the fireplace, curling up on the rug. The gown she wore tugged uncomfortably, but it would be fine.  
 
    Rhoswen set her hand on Hattie’s head. “You are still the princess. I will not have you sleeping on the rug. And you need to be careful with how you behave. Sleeping on the floor like a beast will make you more of a beast all the time.” 
 
    Hattie stared down at the rug. In truth, she wasn’t tired. She’d slept for the majority of the trip. Taking the bed would only mean that neither of them would get any rest. She was a princess, but she was also a guest in this house. She shook her head again and nudged Rhoswen toward the bed in the corner. 
 
    “Very well, Highness.” Rhoswen curtsied. “I will lay out a few furs so that you don’t have to sleep on the floor.”  
 
    “Thank you.” Hattie yawned. Maybe sleep was a good idea. 
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    Hattie straightened her gown for the hundredth time. She’d be arriving back in her kingdom in the next hour, and she wasn’t exactly herself anymore. Did her parents look like her? Probably. She ached to throw her arms around them, but she wasn’t sure what to expect. Cedric’s father had helped her remember who she was, and Rhoswen had been good to her as well. It was possible that her parents could have fully become beasts. 
 
    Her thoughts drifted to Cedric. It had been days since she’d seen him, and she wished he could be there when she reached the palace. Everything was always more bearable when he was around. The one person who saw her for herself and not for her crown. 
 
    The landscape slowly changed as they continued on their journey, and soon it opened up to fields. Her kingdom. Hattie closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. The smell of the wheat and the soil was strong after the rain that had fallen sometime during the night. 
 
    It was strange to have the fields so empty. Where were the people? Surely, they hadn’t all turned into teacups and candlesticks. Hattie wanted Rhoswen to stop the wagon so she could investigate, but what was there to find? It was possible that she’d arrived on a Sunday when everyone was attending church.  
 
    As they neared the palace, Hattie took a deep breath and closed her eyes. It was time to rule. She could do this. For her parents. For her people. For herself.  
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    Merek 
 
      
 
    Merek glared at the carriage that crossed through the fields toward the palace. No one had dared go near there since the curse hit. Not that there were many people around anymore. Most had been turned into useless furniture or kitchenware shortly after. His inn was now a storage room instead of a place where people came to stay while they traded their wares.  
 
    He glanced back toward the village. There was no movement, but he could never be too careful. The inn was almost silent as he walked inside. A few guests sat at tables eating their food, the slurps and their silverware the only thing that sounded through the large room. Merek continued into the kitchen where Cook stood washing dishes.  
 
    “Do we have new guests?” Merek took a bag from one of the hooks and filled it with supplies.  
 
    “Aye, they came in and requested a room. A merchant and his wife. Something about having business at the palace.” Cook snorted. “Don’t know who they think they’re fooling. There’s no business to be done anywhere near there.” 
 
    “Troublemakers who think they can take advantage of the king and queen, no doubt.” Merek smirked and grabbed a knife. He wrapped it carefully in a towel and dropped it into the bag. “We haven’t had a merchant here in weeks and we’re running low on a few supplies. Keep an eye on the front while I’m gone. Understand?” 
 
    Cook nodded, knowing better than to ask questions. Merek clapped him on the back and slung the bag over his shoulder. 
 
    “You’re a good man. If anyone asks, you’re the owner until I get back.” 
 
    Cook’s eyes widened. “But sir—” 
 
    “No buts. I wouldn’t leave you in charge if I didn’t think you could do it. Besides, I don’t plan on being gone for long.” Merek took his hat off the coatrack, checked to make sure he had everything, then headed for the stables.  
 
    His horse, Duke, whinnied as soon as he walked in. “Hello, boy. Ready to fly?” 
 
    Duke lifted his head as if to say yes. He waited patiently while Merek saddled him and led him out of the stables. He climbed up onto his horse and leaned down. “Go, Duke. Head for the palace, as fast as you can.” 
 
    Again, the horse nodded and trotted out of the village. Normally, Merek would have waited until sunset, but if this was some royal someone-or-other who wanted to take possession of the palace, he didn’t want to give them time to settle in. 
 
    The roads were empty except for the carriage barreling down the roads through the fields. Merek spurred his horse on. He was determined to get there first. Duke’s hooves clattered on the cobblestones leading to the entrance of the palace. Just days before they’d had a huge ball here, and now it appeared as if it hadn’t been occupied for years. 
 
    Merek climbed off Duke and led him over to the stables. It would be better for him to go through the old servant’s quarters than to knock on the front doors. He needed to figure out what was going on inside the palace before he could decide what to do next. 
 
    The door was unlatched, so he walked in, checking to make sure no one was guarding the entrance. Silence. Merek sighed and moved farther into the kitchen. The fireplaces were cold, and judging by the lack of burning embers, they hadn’t been lit for a while. Fear settled on him. He’d been told the king and queen were beasts, but if they were still around, what had they eaten? 
 
    The hallways were also silent except for the occasional growl in the distance. Merek stopped. He’d left his knife with Duke. He cursed under his breath and turned to head down to the armory. He couldn’t just go barging in on the king and queen if they were truly beasts. 
 
    Two stories down, he found the armory stocked with swords, bows, arrows, and crossbows. He tried several swords until he found one that was comfortable in his hands, then grabbed a bow and a quiver of arrows. Just in case. 
 
    Knowing that the carriage would arrive at any moment, Merek took the steps two at a time and moved quickly through the palace. The growls got louder as he approached the wing where the royal chambers were located. His heart beat rapidly as he got closer. 
 
    “Highness?” His voice cracked. 
 
    Silence for moment, then a door flew open and a large beast bounded into the hallway, followed by a second. Each of them still wore scraps of what used to be fine clothing. Merek gripped the sword. He couldn’t attack. They weren’t in their right minds. But what was he supposed to do? 
 
    Merek backed up slowly as they advanced on him, growling. “Whoa. It’s me, Merek. We were friends—no, you don’t care.”  
 
    He took off sprinting as fast as his portly frame would allow him. If he could just get them down to the dungeon—what was he thinking?  
 
    He stopped. Putting the king and queen in the dungeon was treason. He could be hanged. Something dripped on Merek’s shoulder. He looked up to find the king standing over him. Right. Beasts. Merek cleared his throat and screamed as he ran from the room. 
 
    Merek took the steps two at a time and ran for the nearest open cell. He dodged to the side at the last second, and because of the size of the beasts, they weren’t able to stop. They fell over each other into the cell and Merek slammed it shut. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Your Majesties, but I can’t allow you to attack your subjects.” Merek paused. “I’ll be back for you later. Please . . . don’t attack each other.” He turned to leave and yelped when one of the beasts reached through and grabbed his hand. “Maybe I should have added that you can’t eat me either.” 
 
    The beast growled and pulled on Merek to bring him closer. Merek fought to get his arm back, but it was no use. The beast was much stronger. He searched for something to fight off the beast. Another growl as the beast gestured to itself. That was odd. 
 
    Merek stopped fighting and his eyes widened. “Do you understand me?” 
 
    A nod and the beast—no, the king—gestured again. He turned and waved the queen over to where they stood. 
 
    “Are you both still in there somewhere?” Merek spoke quietly. 
 
    More nods. 
 
    “Someone is coming. I need to confront them, but I can’t let them see you like this. Do you understand that?” Merek’s hand was beginning to lose feeling from the king’s grip. 
 
    The queen growled and stared up at the windows of the cell. Hopefully she wasn’t trying to figure out a way to escape.  
 
    “Please. I need to get up there. The carriage should be here by now. And there are other merchants and royalty in the village who may be scoping out the kingdom. Let me do what I can to help.” The king finally let go and Merek wanted to cry out as the blood rushed back to his hand. “Thank you. I’ll do what I can here and then do what I can to find the princess.”  
 
    He bowed, then ran for the stairs before they changed their minds and decided to eat him. Large booms resounded through the empty palace as Merek made it up the last few steps. His breathing came in ragged gasps as he dropped to a bench to rest. The door could wait for a moment. 
 
    When the booms didn’t stop, Merek pushed himself off the bench and stumbled over to the large oak doors. He smoothed his hair out and forced his face into the glare that his employees knew all too well. He grabbed the large metal ring, and heaved one of the doors open. An older woman stood there, looking annoyed. 
 
    “Took you long enough.” She glared. “Who are you? What business do you have here?” 
 
    Merek raised his eyebrows. “I should ask you the same thing. No one has come to the palace in days and you suddenly show up here. What business do you have here?” 
 
    “I have brought Princess Hattie—” The woman whirled around. “Princess? Where did you go?” 
 
    Princess? Merek’s heart rose. “They’ve returned?” 
 
    “Not they. Just the princess.” The woman sighed and turned back to Merek. “My name is Rhoswen. I ran into Cedric and Hattie as they fled the kingdom. I brought Hattie back here to help with the kingdom. Although it might be difficult.” 
 
    Merek tried to see around Rhoswen, but the woman seemed to fill the doorway. “Where’s Cedric?” 
 
    Rhoswen frowned. “We don’t know. His father is working to find him.” 
 
    “No.” Merek had to grab onto the door to stay up straight. He’d taken care of the boy since he was small. He couldn’t be gone now. “His father left him years ago. Why would he search for him now?” 
 
    Rhoswen shot him a glare. “His father has done more for this kingdom than anyone will ever know. He will find his boy.” 
 
    “His father was banished for magic,” Merek shot back. “And instead of fighting, he left, tail between his legs.”  
 
    The woman was small, but she seemed to double in size as she straightened. “I will not have you speaking of Stefan in that way.” 
 
    Merek stumbled back. She had magic. “You’re—you’re—” 
 
    Rhoswen lifted her chin and nodded. “Yes, yes, I’m a fairy. Now where . . .?”  
 
    Merek shook his head. Imagine. One of the fabled fairies standing here in the doorway. The king and queen would have a fit knowing the visitor he’d allowed in had magic. They’d have his hide for sure.  
 
    Rhoswen sighed and stomped down the steps leading to the courtyard. She threw open the back of the carriage and argued with whoever was inside. A moment later, a beast dressed in a gown and the princess’s crown stepped out. Merek’s breath caught in his throat.  
 
    The princess may have been a beast, but the way she carried herself as she lifted her skirts and climbed the steps definitely said royalty.  
 
    He bowed. “Highness.” 
 
    “I did not . . . expect . . . to see . . . you here, Merek.” Hattie bowed back. 
 
    “What happened?” Merek glanced between Hattie and Rhoswen. “You were fine when you left.” 
 
    Rhoswen guided Hattie past Merek into the palace. “It seems the curse that got her parents ricocheted and hit her, so it took longer for it to take effect.” 
 
    Merek nodded. “I suppose that makes sense.” 
 
    “Where . . . are . . . my . . . parents?” The words were slow and garbled, but the urgency was there. 
 
    “I can take you to them, Highness.” Merek sighed. “I have to warn you, though. You can still speak, but they seemed to have lost that ability. I don’t know how much they even understand.” 
 
    Hattie’s head dropped. When she looked up again, there was a fierce determination in her eyes. “Take . . . me to . . . them.” 
 
    Merek bowed and gestured for her to follow him. “I don’t know how much you have learned, but there’s not much of a village left. Many of them were transformed into dishes and furniture.” 
 
    “We figured as much.” Rhoswen’s voice echoed through the hall as they headed for the stairs. “But how are some changed, and others are untouched?” 
 
    Merek shook his head. “The only thing I can figure is that those who stayed home from the ball remained unscathed. A few made it to my inn afterward, and now they’re in storage until I can figure out what to do with them.” 
 
    “Oh dear.” Rhoswen frowned. “I suppose we should bring them here, so they’re protected.” 
 
    “You doubt the safety of my inn?” Merek bristled. 
 
    Hattie turned and glared—which was quite a feat with her beastly face. “Enough. We will take care of it.”  
 
    Rhoswen stared at her stunned. “That’s the first sentence you’ve said without pausing since the change. Well done.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Hattie continued down the stairs and into the dungeon. As soon as she saw her parents, she dropped to all fours and raced over to them. “Mother, Father.” 
 
    Merek pulled Rhoswen away. “Come. Let’s let them have their reunion. We need to talk.” 
 
    Rhoswen paused, but finally nodded. “They should be fine. I hope.” 
 
    “I believe they have enough of themselves left to know not to injure each other.” Merek climbed the steps and found a room with tables and chairs. “We can talk here.”  
 
    Rhoswen dusted off a chair and sat. “So, Merek, what are you doing at the palace?” 
 
    “I arrived here not long before you did.” Merek ran his hand over his balding head. “I saw your carriage coming and I wanted to make sure it wasn’t someone trying to lay claim to the throne. I’m relieved to know that it was the true heir.” 
 
    “As long as the curse can be broken.” Rhoswen frowned. “How many will stay loyal to the throne?” 
 
    Merek ran through those left in the village. “There are a few who might decide to bow to whoever takes over, but I believe Princess Hattie will have the majority if we make sure she doesn’t show weakness.” 
 
    “I believe that will be done easily enough. She has forced herself to stay as human as possible. She should be more like her parents by now.” 
 
    Merek nodded. “I’m still surprised that I was able to get any response out of the king and queen. They tried to attack when I first encountered them.” 
 
    “I fear it will happen more often if they’re not watched constantly. There were no guards left at all?” 
 
    “The palace was empty except for the king and queen, so either they fled, or they’re now dishware.” Merek rubbed his beard. “I left my inn with my cook, but that can last only so long before I need to get back. If you could stay here, I can check on the inn and then find Cedric.” 
 
    Rhoswen stood. “That is not possible. We need someone to act as ruler alongside Hattie. And since you’re the only one who seems to be loyal at the moment, I need you here. We will find Cedric. As for your inn, stand.” 
 
    Merek raised his eyebrows. “What are you—?” 
 
    “Stand.” Rhoswen pulled an old, gnarled wand from thin air and flicked it at the wall. A large round mirror appeared. “There will be another one of these in your kitchen as well. This way you can see what’s going on and your cook can communicate with you. If for some reason your guests need you, simply touch it and say ‘Lacus’ and you’ll be able to walk through.” 
 
    Merek laughed. “You think I’m going to use magic in this palace? I might as well put my head on the chopping block myself.” 
 
    “Magic is here whether they want to admit it or not. Magic is what will save your king and Queen from the curse. And having magic banned is what got all of you into this mess in the first place.” Rhoswen glared until Merek finally nodded. 
 
    “Very well. But please. Go find Cedric. I’m all he’s had since his mother passed. If anything happens to him . . .” Merek swallowed hard and cleared his throat. “Do you know where to find him?” 
 
    Rhoswen didn’t answer for a moment. When she finally did, her voice was low. “Two nights ago, there was a battle between magical forces on a mountain to the south. One was the same man who placed the curse on this palace. I recognized him immediately. The other . . . seemed familiar. It is similar to Stefan’s magical imprint. Close . . . but not quite.” 
 
    What did . . .? Merek’s eyes widened as he realized what she was implying. “You can’t be serious. Cedric? You believe Cedric has magic?” Merek laughed again. “That boy rarely left my side, and never once did he show an inkling of magic.” 
 
    Rhoswen smirked. “Never left your side? Ever? He never disappeared into the village to forage for food? Never ran off with our princess?” 
 
    “Never—” Merek stopped. They both knew he’d be lying if he said Cedric never did any of those things. But the boy needed room to breathe.  
 
    “I must say I was surprised at the amount of power that I saw and felt that night. If it was indeed Cedric, he has come a long way in a short amount of time. He may be even stronger than his father.” 
 
    Merek blinked. He didn’t know Stefan personally, but he’d heard enough stories. “Please just find the boy.” 
 
    Rhoswen smoothed her dress and straightened her shawl. “I will do what I can.”  
 
    “Thank you.” Merek stared at the mirror she’d placed on the wall. Magic. Right in front of him. And Cedric might have magic as well. Merek needed to lie down. 
 
    “I must go. And Merek? I’d like to have this kingdom still in one piece when I get back.” 
 
    He simply nodded as she walked to the entrance of the palace. He blinked, and she was gone. A growl pulled him from his thoughts. Right. The princess. He left the room and shut it firmly behind him. No one could see that mirror.  
 
    Hattie met Merek on the staircase. “Please . . . release my . . . parents.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s wise?” Merek asked. 
 
    “They have . . . assured me that they . . . will not attack.” Hattie scratched behind her ear. “We need to find . . . more staff for the palace.” 
 
    Merek tipped his head to the side. “You’re talking better all the time. How do you do it?” 
 
    “Practice.” She smiled, but that only made her more terrifying with her long, sharp teeth. “I’m glad you are here.” 
 
    He bowed. “I will do what I can for my kingdom.” 
 
    “Thank you. Are there many . . . left to help?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, but I will find those who are loyal who will help.” 
 
    She placed a large paw on his arm. “Please don’t leave. I need you to stay here.” 
 
    “I won’t leave, Highness. Rhoswen gave me a way to see my inn.” Merek cringed. So much for keeping it a secret. But she was the princess after all. He studied her for a moment. “Even in your state, you still hold yourself in a way that shows your upbringing. I still can’t believe you were able to fool my guests for so long.” 
 
    Another smile.  “It is amazing what . . . a change of . . . clothes and a little dirt . . . will do to one’s appearance.”  
 
    “I suppose.” Merek glanced toward his room. He needed to talk to Cook again, but first he needed to free the king and queen. Something he wasn’t looking forward to since he wasn’t sure how they’d react.  
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    Cedric flexed his hands, feeling the power flowing through them. It was still a strange sensation. He had fought the rumors of his father and himself since he was a small child, and it turned out that the villager’s fear of him had been warranted. 
 
    Not that he would use his powers for evil. Regardless of what Elymas expected him to do. Cedric had one thing on his mind. He would learn just enough magic to escape and go back to save Hattie. Unfortunately, transportation was one thing Elymas hadn’t taught him yet. Cedric was sure it was on purpose, and honestly, he couldn’t blame Elymas for avoiding it. 
 
    He stared out at the land below him. The only way down at this point was climbing, but there were very few handholds and they weren’t close together. Elymas told him he would be ready for the assignment once he figured out how to get down.  
 
    Cedric was trapped by his own ignorance. He closed his eyes, mentally calling for any animal that might be around. But birds came nowhere near the cliff, and he was too high up for any horses or other animals to hear him. So much for that power. And the sense of direction? That didn’t help either. He could see the way back to the palace in his head, but he couldn’t exactly fly there. 
 
    Wait. Cedric froze and concentrated on a familiar being. His horse. Cedric grinned and sent images of where he was and moments later, he heard galloping down below. The horse had found him. Not that it mattered until he could get down. 
 
    He searched the cliff for what felt like the hundredth time, looking for any outcroppings, but there was nothing. 
 
    “You know staring at the ground won’t solve your problems, right?” Elymas stood next to Cedric. 
 
    “I was just admiring the sunset.” Cedric clasped his hands behind his back.  
 
    Elymas snorted. “Right. And your horse managed to find us on its own.”  
 
    Cedric forced himself to keep a straight face. “What can I say? My horse loves me.” 
 
    “You’re a street rat with nothing.” Elymas stepped closer until he was inches from Cedric’s face. “You forget I’m the one who taught you your magic. I suggest you show me a little more respect.” 
 
    Cedric laughed. “You took my princess and my kingdom from me, and I owe you respect? You have done nothing but torture me since I’ve been here. I owe you nothing. You need me. You told me so yourself.” 
 
    Elymas raised an eyebrow. “Are you quite done?” 
 
    “No.” Cedric was just getting started. “I must get back to my kingdom to save Princess Hattie, and you have me here as a prisoner.” He gasped suddenly as Elymas whipped his hand out and grabbed Cedric by the throat.  
 
    “That is enough. You will show me respect. I have given you everything by teaching you the magic that has been silenced in you for all these years. If you do what I ask, you will be richer than even your precious king and queen. Do you understand me?” 
 
    Cedric tried to breathe, but his windpipe was closed off. Spots began to form in front of his eyes. He finally nodded just so Elymas would let go. Fighting could and would happen later. He dropped to the ground, breathing in the sweet, sweet air.  
 
    Elymas crouched next to him. “I don’t understand why you would go back to that place. They treated you like you were nothing. Worse than nothing.” 
 
    “Not everyone did.” Cedric rolled over and sat up. His throat ached, but after all the broken bones he’d had at Elymas’s hands, this was nothing. 
 
    “Even your innkeeper treated you like a slave.” Elymas flicked a speck of dirt off his tunic. “Don’t you want more?” 
 
    “Not if it includes turning on those closest to me.” Cedric glanced in the direction of his kingdom. Was Hattie there yet? He hoped she was all right. The ache from being apart grew stronger every day that he was away from her.  
 
    Elymas tsked. “Come on, now. Were you really that close? Hattie never even invited you to the palace. Not once. Does that show she cares for you?” 
 
    Cedric rounded on him. “I couldn’t go there. She would never put me in—” 
 
    “And yet here you are,” Elymas interrupted. “In danger. She did exactly what she’d promised she wouldn’t. Still, you continue to trust her.” 
 
    Cedric opened his mouth to argue, then closed it again. He couldn’t argue with that. But it wasn’t Hattie’s fault. Not really. “I chose to come with her. Just like I chose to never put her in an uncomfortable situation by having to defend me.” 
 
    Elymas raised an eyebrow. “You are fighting a losing battle, son.” 
 
    “Don’t.” Cedric clenched his jaw. “Don’t call me son. I have a father.” 
 
    “I was more of a father to you than he ever was. I made sure you had food. Merek only took you in because of me.” Elymas stepped back and lifted his arms, turning in a circle. “I have given you the world. What has your father done for you?” 
 
    Cedric growled and stomped away. He would get down from here. His life and his kingdom’s safety depended on it. And what did Elymas know anyway? Cedric sat and dangled his legs over the edge of the cliff. Maybe if he slid down one of the sides, he could somehow mold the stone into steps . . . it could work. But he’d have to find just the right place.  
 
    The scent of dinner carried across the wind and pulled Cedric from his thoughts of escape. It could happen tomorrow once it was light. He stood and glanced toward the kingdom—his home—one more time, then walked into the cottage. 
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    “Wake up, boy. It’s time to go.”  
 
    Cedric jerked out of sleep and looked around, trying to remember where he was. When he saw Elymas glowering down at him, Cedric groaned and rolled over. “So much for son.” 
 
    Elymas dropped something heavy on Cedric’s back. “If you want to be my prisoner forever, fine. But right now, it is time to get up and do what I trained you for.” 
 
    “And what is that?” Cedric rolled over and sat up to find the bag of supplies Elymas had dropped. Rope, torches, knives, and rations of dried meat, bread, and hard cheese, along with a few other items. 
 
    Elymas waved his hand and the image of a cave appeared. “We are traveling to this cave to retrieve a rather . . . valuable item.” 
 
    “What’s down there?” Cedric sat mesmerized by the image.  
 
    “I will tell you when we get there.” Elymas waved his hand again and the cave disappeared. “We will meet our comrades at midday, so we must be going.” 
 
    Cedric pulled on his shoes and robes. He did his best to conceal his excitement as he gathered his things. If they could just get down from here, he could escape. Trying to find his way down from here would no longer be an issue. 
 
    Elymas shoved a bowl of mush in Cedric’s hands. “Eat on the way. You have already wasted too much time with your questions.” 
 
    “It helps to know where I’m going.” Cedric slipped his bag over his shoulders. The directions had already been settling in his mind, but he wouldn’t let Elymas know that. The less Elymas knew the better. By having those directions in his head, he could always figure out ways to escape as they traveled. 
 
    “All you need to worry about is your task once we get there. Now, come.” Elymas closed his eyes as a small ball of energy began to glow in his hand. He tossed it in front of him and the ball expanded until it was tall enough for them to walk through. 
 
    Cedric’s mouth dropped open. Where the cabin door once stood, there was the image of a desert. The wind picked up and he had to shield his eyes from the blowing sand. How had Elymas done that? 
 
    Elymas sighed. “It is just sand. I suggest you take the cloth I provided in the bag and wrap it around your face.” 
 
    Cedric coughed as he went through his bag and found the scarf. He put it on like Elymas had done for himself and then stepped through to the desert. Heat instantly beat down on him, and his mouth was instantly parched. He readjusted the bag on his shoulder and hurried forward to catch up to Elymas who was already striding away. 
 
    The wind was strong enough that there was no way they could talk to each other. Not that Cedric really wanted to talk to Elymas, but he needed something to distract him from the sand that filled his shoes.  
 
    By midday, Cedric was ready to collapse. He was used to the walking and the hard labor, but the heat was a different beast. He’d been so sure he could see trees up ahead, only to have them disappear as they drew closer. Mirages. Stories from merchants in the inn that he had taken as fairy tales were suddenly much more real.  
 
    Elymas stopped suddenly and Cedric bumped into him. He stepped back and waited for Elymas to go again, but the man simply stood there searching for something. He muttered under his breath as he riffled through his bag.  
 
    “Are we lost?” 
 
    “Quiet, boy.” Elymas finally pulled out an old, worn parchment with what looked like a map.  
 
    Cedric peered over his shoulder and could see the direction they were supposed to be going, but kept his mouth closed.  
 
    “This way.” Elymas rolled the parchment back up and shoved it in his bag. 
 
    “Are you sure we shouldn’t head north?” Cedric could feel the pull of the cave stronger now. The direction back to his kingdom was almost nonexistent, but it was still there. 
 
    Elymas glared and pulled the map out again. “We most certainly do not . . .” He turned the map a couple of times before turning to Cedric. “How did you know that?” 
 
    Cedric shrugged and pointed out a few spots on the map. “We’ve passed this landmark, and this one over here, so I just assumed that we would go north now.” 
 
    “So now you are an expert at map reading?” Elymas huffed and put the map away again.  
 
    “Not an expert, but I would stay up and listen to merchants speak of their travels. I learned things along the way.”  
 
    Elymas frowned but said nothing as he turned and headed north. Soon after, the land began to rise, and Cedric’s already sore legs screamed in pain. A caravan with several riders stood waiting for them at the top. 
 
    “We thought you had gotten lost.” One of the men laughed and clapped Elymas on the back. “Is this the boy?” 
 
    Cedric narrowed his eyes. He was eighteen. Hardly a boy. But by the look of the man speaking, it wouldn’t be wise to argue.  
 
    “Yes. You found the cave?” Elymas took a small pouch from one of the men and counted out several gold pieces before putting them back in and tucking it into his robes.  
 
    “It’s where you suspected it would be.” The man hadn’t taken his eyes off Cedric since they approached. “You’re sure he is the one?” 
 
    Elymas flashed a knife. “Do you doubt me?” 
 
    The man leaned forward until he was just inches from Cedric’s face. Cedric took a step back, making the man laugh. “He’ll do. We should keep going.” 
 
    Cedric sighed as they continued walking. Even after weeks of spending time with Elymas, he still had no idea what he was supposed to be doing for them. He held back from the group, hoping no one would try talking to him. 
 
    Night had almost fallen by the time the caravan stopped. As far as Cedric could tell, they were in the middle of nowhere. The call of the cave was much stronger now, but they still had hours until they’d get there.  
 
    “Why are we stopping?” Cedric asked Elymas as the others moved quickly to set up camp. 
 
    “They’re stopping. We’re not. Come.” Elymas moved away from the camp and jerked Cedric’s arm to keep up.  
 
    Cedric shot a confused look back at the camp, but no one paid any attention to them. “Why did we have to meet them if they’re not even coming with us?” 
 
    “We needed provisions, and they wanted to make sure I got the right boy. Now stop asking questions until we get there.” Elymas covered his face with the scarf and continued on. 
 
    Cedric sighed and followed after him. The urge to escape and go home was still there, but he had to admit he was curious to see what was in this cave. If Elymas wanted it bad enough to take the time to train Cedric so he could have it, whatever was down there had to be something big. That, or Elymas just wanted a friend, but Cedric highly doubted that was the reason. 
 
    “Do you have the amulet?” Elymas turned and asked Cedric. 
 
    “I told you I don’t—” 
 
    Elymas struck Cedric across the face. Cedric staggered back holding his hand to his face. Elymas reached down and grabbed Cedric’s robes, pulling him close. “Don’t lie to me, boy. I can sense it on you. I have since the day you were brought to me. Now, where is it?” 
 
    Cedric could feel the warmth of the amulet against his skin. He hadn’t been able to figure why Elymas couldn’t see it when they’d spent so much time together, but he wasn’t about to give it up now.  
 
    “It’s somewhere you can’t reach it.”  
 
    Elymas narrowed his eyes. “Very well. But you must call to it. Only the amulet will open the cave.” 
 
    Cedric frowned. “How is that possible? This amulet has never been anywhere near here.”  
 
    “It does not matter. It takes an immense amount of magic and a pure heart to open the cave. But first we have to find it.” Elymas wrung his hands together as he stared out at the desert landscape. “We should be in the general area.” 
 
    Cedric’s sense of direction told him differently, but he didn’t want to mention that. Instead, he closed his eyes and concentrated on the amulet around his neck. It grew warm and then hot. He yelped and tried to pull the amulet away from his skin, but it was like it had embedded itself into his chest. 
 
    “Come on, boy. We do not have all night.” Elymas grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him. “I did not spend all that time training you to have you fail me now.” 
 
    “I’m trying.” Cedric gasped for air as the amulet pressed farther into his skin. Suddenly, a light burst from the ground several hundred yards ahead of them. Cedric stood still, trying to process what was happening. 
 
    Elymas pushed him forward. “What are you waiting for? Let’s go.”  
 
    Cedric shook himself and followed behind Elymas. Elation, fear, and nausea warred with one another as he ran toward the light. What was he doing? Whatever was up ahead had to be powerful, and he was allowing Elymas to gain access to it. 
 
    He stopped suddenly, attempting to shut down the amulet. He could say he wasn’t as pure as Elymas thought. Or he could simply take him out and run the other way. 
 
    But still the light stayed, drawing him in. As they moved closer, it was apparent that the light came from a large hole in the ground. The amulet cooled against his skin as the light slowly faded. Cedric stepped to the edge of the hole and leaned over. Steps led down into the hole, but they had crumbled over the years, and were no longer safe to use. 
 
    The light died away, leaving nothing but darkness below them. Elymas opened the bag that Cedric carried and pulled out some rope.  
 
    He shoved the rope into Cedric’s hands. “Tie that around your waist. I’ll lower you down.” 
 
    “Wait—what? It’s dark down there.” 
 
    Elymas sighed. “I have taught you magic for a reason.” 
 
    Cedric blinked. “Right.”  
 
    He tied the rope around his waist, then formed a ball of fire in his hand. “Ready.” 
 
    “Step back into the hole, but you’ll have to move quickly. I’m not sure how long I’ll be able to hold you.” Elymas gripped the rope and braced himself. “Take whatever you want but bring me the lamp.”  
 
    Cedric jerked away from the mesmerizing flame in his hands. “Lamp? We came all this way for a lamp?” 
 
    “Yes. That lamp is worth more than your kingdom, boy. Now, go.” He shoved his hand toward Cedric, and the force of the magic knocked Cedric back into the hole. 
 
    Where he landed hard just a few feet down.  
 
    The broken steps were once again whole. Cedric rolled over and groaned. His flame disappeared as he tried to catch his breath. The warmth of the amulet against his chest comforted him and he pushed himself up to standing. Elymas stood at the end of the hole, holding tightly to the rope. Strange. 
 
    “I’m all right. You can let go of the rope,” Cedric called.  
 
    Elymas didn’t move, didn’t speak. It was as if—Cedric waved. Nothing. Strange.  
 
    “He can’t see you.” A woman’s voice came from behind him. A voice that brought him to tears. 
 
    “Mother?” He whipped around to see her at the bottom of the steps, dressed in a long white gown. Her dark hair fell in waves around her face, and the careworn sadness that he knew so well was gone. “Why—what is this place? How are you here?” 
 
    Mother smiled warmly. “Your mother is not here. Not really. Just call me . . . the spirit of the amulet.” 
 
    “How? This amulet contains magic. You didn’t have any.” Cedric drew in a breath. “Did you?” 
 
    “No, your mother had no magic. That’s why only your father was exiled. And why it took so long for your magic to manifest itself. Come. You’ve traveled far. You must be tired.” Mother gestured for him, but Cedric still held back. 
 
    “How do I know this isn’t a trick?” Cedric stepped back. “Elymas has tortured me for days, weeks, months. I don’t even know what day it is anymore. This could be another one of his ploys to get what he wants.” 
 
    Mother nodded toward the hole above them. “Does that look like he knows what’s going on?” 
 
    Cedric glanced up to where Elymas still stood, holding the rope. Cedric jerked on the part around his waist and Elymas crouched to pull back. He would have had to concentrate to pull off this kind of magic, but all his attention seemed to be on the rope. Cedric relaxed.  
 
    “Why can’t he see what’s really happening?” 
 
    “Let’s just say his heart is not pure.”  
 
    Cedric snorted. “That is an understatement. So, he still sees me going down into the hole?” 
 
    “He sees nothing but the darkness of the cavern. Now, come. You don’t have much longer in here before the amulet goes back to sleep. It must preserve the magic inside.”  
 
    Cedric hesitated for just a moment before pulling on the knot to loosen it. He dropped the rope and Elymas fell back and out of sight. Seconds later, the man leaned over the hole grasping at his hair as he screamed.  
 
    “As far as he knows now, you fell to your death and his one chance for the lamp is gone.”  
 
    “So, I’m free.” Cedric stared up at Elymas, trying to grasp at what had just happened. All of that time under Elysmas’s control, and he was free. The lights dimmed, and Cedric jumped to collect the few things that had fallen out of his bag when he landed. He needed to hurry if he was going to find this lamp Elymas wanted. He climbed down the staircase, taking the steps two at a time. Torches lined the walls of the chamber they stood in, but they were definitely dimmer than they had been moments before. He turned to Mother. “What is this place?” 
 
    “Some call it the Cave of Wonders, but it goes by many names, depending on the lore. Many seek it, but few find it.” Mother walked toward a door. “Come.” 
 
    Cedric pulled a torch off the wall and followed. “Elymas wanted a lamp. Do you know what he’s talking about?” 
 
    Mother didn’t speak as they entered another cavern. Cedric’s jaw dropped. Piles of gold and gems covered the ground along with other priceless items. This cavern had enough to buy his kingdom. And probably ten others. 
 
    In the center of the room, stairs rose to an outcropping. Light from the torches glinted off something. The lamp? 
 
    “Who collected all of this?” Cedric kicked at a goblet in the path.  
 
    Mother turned and pointed up at an outcropping. “He is the keeper of this cave. He knows each and every piece of gold in this cave.” 
 
    Cedric squinted as if that would help him see into the darkness. “I see no one up there.” 
 
    “Pray that it remains that way. The lamp that Elymas wants is at the top of those stairs. I suggest you do not allow him to take possession of it or he will have powers beyond anything you could imagine.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Cedric looked away from the lamp to meet Mother’s eyes and gasped. She seemed to be fading. “What’s happening to you?” 
 
    Mother smiled sadly. “I told you the amulet must sleep. It’s time for you to leave the cave or you will be imprisoned here.” 
 
    “But . . .” Cedric gestured to the lamp. “What about that?” 
 
    “It will stay here safe from the greed of man.” 
 
    Cedric knew he should leave. The amulet had grown cold against his chest, and the cave was getting darker by the minute. But he was here. There would not be another chance to get it. But no. The spirit was right. It was better for the lamp to stay here. Cedric took a step toward the doorway to leave, trying to ignore the lamp that seemed to call to him.  
 
    He stared up at where the lamp stood. It wasn’t like he had to take it. He could just see what the fuss was about. Cedric took a few steps up before stopping again. The cave was even darker, and he could see nothing but the lamp lying on the outcropping above. He needed to hurry, or he would have no way out. Cedric took two steps at a time, a hunger growing inside him as he moved closer to the lamp. It no longer mattered that the cave had grown dark. He knew what he wanted. What he needed.  
 
    The lamp now sat in front of him. Cedric wiped his brow and stared down at the lamp. It was a small thing. Insignificant really. But the power emanating from it was stronger than the amulet he wore around his neck. A low grumble sounded from somewhere to the left of him. Cedric took a step back. Had he awakened whatever guarded the gold? Maybe. He waited a moment but heard nothing else. The cave was drafty. Maybe it was the wind blowing through other caverns. 
 
    Cedric touched the lamp. It was cool to the touch, and he could feel small lines etched into the gold. The hunger he’d felt coming up the steps dissipated, replaced with a feeling that the lamp belonged in his hand.  
 
    Cedric produced a ball of flame to help him see the inscriptions better, but they were too worn to decipher anything. Maybe if he just cleaned— 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that.” A loud rumbling voice made Cedric jump and drop the lamp. It clattered to the floor and Cedric had to dive to grab it before it fell off the ledge. 
 
    He rolled over to find a large red creature staring down at him. The eyes blinked slowly. Cedric scrambled away. “Who—what are you?” 
 
    The creature rumbled, but it sounded more like laughter than anger. “Have you never seen a dragon?” 
 
    “A—” Cedric blinked. “Dragons don’t exist.” 
 
    “And yet, here I am.” The dragon dipped its head. “Altair at your service.”  
 
    Cedric stood and rubbed his elbow he’d landed on. “What do you mean at my service? I thought you were the guardian of the gold here.” 
 
    “That is correct. But I am enslaved by that lamp in your hands. I go where it goes and serve whoever is in possession of it.” 
 
    This was too much. Cedric had to be losing his mind. It was now completely dark in the cave except where they stood. Maybe he was dreaming. Cedric took a step backward and yelped as he lost his balance. He was much closer to the ledge than he’d thought. 
 
    Altair lunged forward and grabbed onto Cedric’s shirt, grazing his skin. It was as if Cedric had fallen into a fire as the heat from the claws burned into him. “Oh dear. I didn’t mean to injure you. Let me heal you.” 
 
    “No, no it’s fine. Don’t touch—” Cedric gasped as the dragon rested a claw on his shoulder. Heat flowed through him, but this time it was calming. The fatigue from his travels slipped away, and Cedric felt better than he had in days. “How’d you do that?” 
 
    Altair rubbed his claw on his chest. “Magic. That’s not all I can do. Want to see?” 
 
    “Um, no. I believe you.” Cedric held up the lamp. “I assume you know how to work this?” 
 
    “I do, but I do not suggest that you try.” 
 
    Cedric looked up at him in surprise. “I thought you served whoever has the lamp. Why wouldn’t you want me to use it?” 
 
    It was a moment before Altair spoke. “Do you know the mythology behind jinn?” 
 
    “You mean like a genie?” Cedric shivered. He’d heard of genies in legends, and the stories never had good endings. Wishes going awry, people dying horrific deaths. 
 
    Altair blinked. “I forget you humans have more than one name for us. Jinn are not—” 
 
    “Wait.” Cedric’s blood ran cold. “You’re a jinn—a genie?” 
 
    “I am. An Ifrit to be exact.” 
 
    Cedric dropped the lamp. “I don’t—I need to go now.”  
 
    He turned and used the ball of flame he’d made to guide the way down the stairs. A low rumble sounded behind him and the ground shook. He fell the last couple of steps and landed hard on the ground. A genie. He’d managed to entangle himself with a genie. No wonder Mother had been so adamant that he leave the lamp alone. And he’d just awoken it. 
 
    Altair landed hard next to him, causing cracks in the stone. The lamp clattered to the ground next to Cedric. “You cannot leave me here.” 
 
    “I can, and I will. I’m leaving . . . alone.” Cedric stood and darted around the Ifrit, but Altair held onto his cloak. 
 
    “What I meant to say is that we are now bound together. You cannot leave me.” Altair nudged the lamp closer. “You touched the lamp.” 
 
    “But I didn’t rub it. You’re supposed to rub it.” Cedric backed away and into Altair’s tail. 
 
    Another rumble that sounded like laughter. “Forget the stories you know. You touched it. I am yours to serve.” 
 
    Cedric rested his head on his knees trying to stop the room from spinning. He should never have entered the cave. Not that he had much of a choice, but if he’d known . . . He understood now why Elymas wanted this lamp so badly. 
 
    “What is your wish, master?” Altair’s voice was lower now. Almost a whisper. 
 
    “My wish?” Cedric glanced up into Altair’s eyes. “You mean I really get wishes?” 
 
    “That part of the lore is true, yes.” Altair frowned. “One moment.”  
 
    Cedric yelped as a poof of red smoke billowed around him. When the air finally cleared, a young man about Cedric’s age stood in front of him. They were about the same height, but Altair’s skin was darker in complexion. His clothing matched that of the desert area they were in, a white turban with long white robes. The boy wiped his hands. 
 
    “There. This should make it easier for us to talk. I won’t have to get a sore neck from looking down at you.” The boy waved his hand and a small feast appeared in front of him. “Eat.” 
 
    Cedric stared open-mouthed at the food in front of him. Chicken, puddings, grapes, olives, breads, and other items he’d never seen before. “How did you do that?” 
 
    “Magic.” Altair tossed him a roll. “We must leave soon if you don’t want to be trapped here forever.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that three times now. Is the cave really going to trap me?” Cedric picked up a chicken leg and bit into it. The flavor was different than he’d had before. Spicier. 
 
    Altair chuckled. “I don’t know. You’re the first person who has come here since the lamp returned to the cave.” 
 
    “Returned?” 
 
    “When the owner has made their three wishes, it returns to this cave.” Altair popped three olives into his mouth.  
 
    Cedric frowned. “I thought you collected this gold.” 
 
    “I did. Millennia ago before I was enslaved by the lamp. But then, you’re the first one in millennia to have access to the cave.” Altair grabbed a roll and bit into it.  
 
    Cedric dropped his apple onto the plate in front of him. This was all beyond anything he could imagine. He was the only one who could access this place. He was the only one who could control the Ifrit. He had magic. All he wanted was to go back to the inn and work for Merek. When life was simple. People didn’t like or trust him, and he was fine with that. 
 
    “Are you well, Master?” Altair’s voice broke through Cedric’s thoughts. 
 
    “Yes. And please call me Cedric. I’m no master.” He stood and picked up the lamp. “I’ll put this back up there. That way you’ll stay safe and no one can use you for evil purposes.” 
 
    Altair’s eyes flared with a brilliant red flame. “You will not leave me here. Millennia, Mast—Cedric. If I do not leave this place . . . neither will you.” 
 
    Fear wrapped itself around Cedric. Leaving this place meant that Elymas and his kind could do so much harm. Visions of wars and bloodshed ran through Cedric’s mind. But then a light appeared. Hattie. First as the young princess he’d grown with, then as the beast she’d transformed into. The ruins of the palace if she was not restored. This lamp could save her. 
 
    “If I make a wish, will it have a curse tied to it like in the lore?” 
 
    Altair sighed. “It depends on the motive behind the wish. If you are doing it for selfish reasons or for vengeance, then yes.” 
 
     Cedric rubbed his chin. Was wanting to save Hattie a selfish thing? Maybe. He missed her. But no. She needed to save her kingdom.  Having the chance to be with her was merely a bonus. He finally nodded. “Very well. How do we leave this place?” 
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    Hattie 
 
      
 
    Hattie slowly blinked and tried to orient herself. Her bedroom in the palace. She was home. The sheets on her bed were in a bundle, making it easier for her to sleep. Her dresses were strewn across the floor.  
 
    She pushed up onto all four legs and padded over to the breakfast that Merek had brought in. Meat, eggs, and bread. A fork was out of the question with her paws, so she picked up the sausage with her claws.  
 
    A knock came at the door before it opened. Millie came in, not meeting Hattie’s eyes. “I have come to help you dress, Highness.” 
 
    Hattie carefully wiped her paws on the napkin in front of her. She nodded and pushed herself away from the table. “Thank you.” 
 
    Millie beamed. “Well done. I can see you’ve been working on your speech.” 
 
    “Yes.” Hattie waited patiently as Millie put the gown down over her head. “I tried to dress . . . myself.”  
 
    “I see that.” Millie shook her head. “I told you to call for me if you needed help.”  
 
    Hattie shook her head. “I do not like this.”  
 
    “I know you don’t. But you saved me in the inn many times. It’s time for me to help you.” 
 
    Hattie snorted. Millie had fallen asleep while she was supposed to be cleaning the rooms too many times to count. “I am glad you are here.” 
 
    Millie finished tying the ribbons on the dress, then set a small tiara on Hattie’s head. “I still don’t understand why you would ask me to help.” 
 
    Hattie placed a paw on Millie’s hand, impressed that Millie didn’t flinch. “You are one of my . . . dearest friends. I don’t trust others.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Millie stepped back. “Merek would like to see you in the throne room. He said there will be a few delegations coming in today and wants to know what you would like him to do.” 
 
    “You would think that after showing that we are still in power three months after . . . the curse . . . people would . . . learn.” 
 
    Millie chuckled. “Yes, you would think.” 
 
    Hattie tipped her tiara to make it fit more comfortably on her head, then stood and smoothed her dress. “Please pick up my gowns. I tried to, but—” 
 
    “I will do it.” Millie smiled. “I’ve seen what happens when you try to do it yourself. If I take one more torn gown to the seamstresses, they may have both of our heads.” 
 
    Hattie’s laugh came out as more of a growl as she left the room. Walking down the long hallways was tiring on her hind legs, but she couldn’t let anyone outside of Millie, Rhoswen, Merek, and her parents see her walking on all fours. Speaking of Rhoswen, it had been weeks since Hattie had seen her. 
 
    Merek sat at a table near the king’s throne. He didn’t look up as she approached. “There you are. Do you know anything of the Kingdom of Bromingham?” 
 
    “They’re near the sea, I believe. Trade mostly consists of dried fish and pearls.” Hattie leaned forward to look at the paper Merek was reading. “Are they here?” 
 
    “They’ve requested an audience. Some claim that a long-lost uncle was from here.” Merek rubbed his face. “Life in an inn is so much simpler.” 
 
    Hattie nodded. “Now you know why I hid there.” 
 
    Merek chuckled. “And here I thought it was because of Cedric.” 
 
    Hattie’s heart dropped. She hadn’t heard from him for so long. She dropped into a chair and cringed as the seams in her gown protested. “Still no word?” 
 
    “No. The soldiers have their orders to send him straight to me if they see him. My informants at the inn say there are rumors of a magical force coming closer, but no one knows what it is.” 
 
    “And Elymas?” Hattie stumbled over the man’s name. The man who had done this. A low rumble started low in her belly. 
 
    “Highness.” Merek’s kind eyes pierced through the red-hot anger she felt. “We will find Cedric. And we will stop Elymas.” 
 
    Hattie simply nodded and turned away. The animal instincts grew stronger, but she refused to stop fighting. Merek was the only one able to calm her during one of her tantrums. Millie did her best and then cleaned up the mess once Hattie calmed down. 
 
    “What other news?” Hattie’s voice came out more as a growl. 
 
    Merek pointed down at the map. “We have other forces here, here, and here. I’ve sent out soldiers to try to appease those groups before they make it much farther into the kingdom.” 
 
    “Well done.” Hattie frowned. Some of these groups had never set foot in these lands before. “How are the king . . .and queen?” 
 
    “They’re still—We had to lock them up again, Highness. I apologize.” Merek wouldn’t meet Hattie’s eyes. 
 
    “I fear I will join them soon.” Hattie regretted the words as soon as they left her mouth. Any time she gave in even a little to the curse, a little piece of humanity fell away. 
 
    The doors to the ballroom opened and Rhoswen strode toward them. “It’s good I arrived when I did, then.” 
 
    Hattie dropped to all fours and trotted over to her, getting her legs tangled in her gown as she went. It was good there was no one else in the room to witness her rather unprincesslike stumble. She growled and rolled over, trying to get back up. Strong arms grabbed onto her shoulders. 
 
    “Stay. You’re only making it worse.” Merek chuckled. “What did we say about going down on all fours?” 
 
    “Hush.” Hattie waited for Rhoswen and Merek to untangle her legs. “Did you find something to break the curse, Rhoswen?” 
 
    Rhoswen pursed her lips and shook her head. “I have my sisters searching for cures, but so far we have found nothing. This, however, should at least slow it down.” 
 
    Hattie sniffed at the bottle in Rhoswen’s hand. “What is it?” 
 
    “It’s a tea made from herbs that were rather difficult to find. Our hope is that you’ll at least keep your ability to communicate. We need you to help run this kingdom for as long as you can.” 
 
    “And Cedric?” 
 
    Rhoswen shook her head sadly. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Merek, if there is nothing else you need, I think I’ll go back to my room.” Hattie wanted to be alone, so she could collapse in tears. Crying was bad enough as a princess, but as a beast? It was an awful sight. 
 
    “You can go, Highness. With Rhoswen here, we can go over what needs to be done next.” Merek paused. “We’ll find him, Highness.” 
 
    Hattie nodded and waited until she was in her own hallway before dropping down. Trying to stay up on two paws took too much energy. She pushed her door open with her snout and padded over to the bed. Millie had cleaned up the whole room while Hattie was gone, so Hattie climbed into bed instead of trying to change. No need to make a mess. 
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    Hattie sighed at the knock on the door. So much for wallowing in sadness. “Come in.” 
 
    Rhoswen came into the room and set a tray on the table. “You really should open some curtains in here. It’s too dark.” 
 
    All of the curtains opened with a flick of her wrist. Hattie groaned and hid her eyes from the blinding light. 
 
    “Come. Out of bed. We need to see how this works before the next party arrives.” Rhoswen scooped three spoonfuls of herbs into the mug, then stirred it three times one way and two more the other way. 
 
    Hattie tipped her head to the side. “Why did you stir it like that?” 
 
    “It must be precise.” Rhoswen poured the cup into one of Hattie’s bowls and set it on the floor. “Drink.” 
 
    Hattie lapped a small amount and immediately spit it out. The bitter herbs burned her senses. “What poison is this?” 
 
    Rhoswen sighed. “Highness, you need to drink it. All of it. For the sake of your kingdom, you must drink it.” 
 
    “I—” Hattie stopped. She knew Rhoswen was right. But trying to get the beast side of her to cooperate wasn’t easy. Another taste and she spit it out again, then clawed at her mouth.  She nudged it toward Rhoswen.  “Pour it . . . You must . . . pour it down my throat or I won’t drink it.”   
 
    Rhoswen picked up the bowl and set it next to Hattie’s mouth. “If you bite me, being a beast will be the least of your worries.” 
 
    Hattie gagged on the taste but forced herself to swallow as the hot liquid ran into her mouth. The bitterness roiled in her stomach. She clawed at her burning eyes. “I don’t think it worked.”  
 
    Rhoswen set the bowl on the table and sat. “Give it a moment to kick in.” 
 
    Agony surged through Hattie. She tried to control the shaking, but she was both freezing and burning up at the same time. Her hands flashed between her human hands and the claws of the beast. Hattie looked over at Rhoswen in shock before being hit with another wave of nausea. 
 
    “Breathe, Highness. In, out. You can make it through this.” Rhoswen’s soothing voice broke through the pain. “You are strong. Show that strength now.” 
 
    Hattie wanted to rip into Rhoswen, but the pain was too much. All she could do was pant her way through the pain. 
 
    And then it was gone. Hattie collapsed in a heap. Sweat poured down her face. Hattie brushed a paw—wait, no. A hand—Hattie yelped and sat up. “I’m human again?” 
 
    “Momentarily. It will fade, but this will allow you to show that you’re still in charge of the kingdom. They’ll be gone before you change back. I hope.” 
 
    Hattie ran her hand along her arm. Her arm. Not the arm of a beast. Hattie stood and moved to the mirror that she’d stashed in a closet. She was thinner—almost too skinny. But she was back. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me yet. We don’t know how long this will last.” Rhoswen pulled a gown off the hanger. “This should fit you and stretch if you do turn.” 
 
    Hattie took it from her and changed quickly. A tear ran down her cheek. She was able to dress herself. With her arms and her hands. 
 
    Rhoswen helped pull Hattie’s hair up into a knot to hide the tangled mess it had become, then set the tiara on her head. “You’re beautiful, Highness. Now, if you feel that you’re losing control, stand and excuse yourself. Merek and I will take care of the rest. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes.” Hattie couldn’t pull herself away from her reflection. 
 
    “All right. We must be on our way.” Rhoswen opened the bedroom door and gestured for Hattie to leave. 
 
    Hattie took a deep breath. Her legs were weak from fatigue, but it felt wonderful to walk without paws. 
 
    Loud voices echoed off the walls as Hattie and Rhoswen approached the throne room. Hattie picked up her skirts and ran the last several feet. She stopped at the throne room door to catch her breath.  
 
    Merek stood toe to toe with a man Hattie vaguely recognized. Both men shouted insults, and while Merek was shorter by several inches, he didn’t appear to be backing down. The man’s wife looked over at Hattie and gasped.  
 
    “Highness?” The woman grabbed her husband’s sleeve and pulled him down to kneel next to her. 
 
    Merek followed her gaze and his eyes widened. “Highness?” 
 
    Hattie nodded and curtsied. “Thank you, Merek. I can take over from here.” 
 
    She took the steps up to the throne and sat in her father’s chair. Merek backed away with his mouth wide open, staring up at her. He finally bowed, then pulled Rhoswen away. Hattie turned her attention back to the couple. 
 
    “Now, state your business.” Hattie rested her hands on the chair rests, forcing herself to look at the couple and not her own fingers. 
 
    The woman curtsied. “We just wanted to make sure that you are well, Highness. It is a relief to see that the stories aren’t true.” 
 
    Hattie hid a smile. If only the woman knew of the beast hiding under the surface. She could still feel it there, fighting to gain control. “We must never believe the fairy tales that we are told.” 
 
    The man stood next to his wife. “Pardon me for asking, but where are the king and queen? If the stories aren’t true, they should be here, correct?” 
 
    “They’re negotiating for more land.” Hattie’s mind wandered to the cell down in the dungeon that held her parents. They constantly begged to get out, insisting that they would be on their best behavior. Two soldiers had nearly lost their lives trying to get her parents back in their cage. 
 
    “I see.” The man frowned. “And what land are they wanting exactly?” 
 
    Hattie sat up straight in her chair and tapped her fingers on the armrest. “I do not believe that is any of your concern. Now, I’ll repeat myself. State your business. Or leave.” 
 
    The woman huffed. “We simply wanted to find a way to ally ourselves with your kingdom. But as you seem to have everything under control . . .” 
 
    “We do. Thank you for your concern.” Hattie scratched behind her ear. “Please exit through the south hall. Our next guests are here.” 
 
    She scratched again and sighed with relief. That felt good. She settled back in her chair, then jerked back up, catching the scent of—was that chicken? 
 
    Rhoswen led in the next guests into the throne room. When she turned to announce them she stopped suddenly, her eyes widening. “Highness. Are you feeling quite all right?” 
 
    “What? I feel—” Hattie pulled her hand away from her head. She’d been scratching her head again, her leg tapping on the floor. She cleared her throat. “Actually, I am lightheaded. If you’ll excuse me?” 
 
    “But we came all this way—” 
 
    “I suggest you do not speak to the princess that way, or you will be escorted out of the kingdom.” Merek’s words echoed through the throne room. 
 
    Hattie stood and smoothed her dress. She nodded slightly to the couple standing in front of her, then walked as quickly as she could out of the room. The transformation was almost instantaneous as she made her way down the hall. Fur sprouted out of her skin as her hands and feet turned back into paws. By the time she reached her room, she was fully a beast. Hattie growled and grabbed a pillow with her teeth. Feathers flew everywhere as she ripped it to shreds. It was bad enough that she had to be a beast, but those few precious moments of being back in her own body only made this worse. 
 
    When all her anger had finally been taken out on her blankets and pillows, Hattie flopped onto her bed and curled up into a ball. She couldn’t be mad at Rhoswen. The woman had done her best. They knew the ingredients that could help Hattie. Now it was just a matter of getting them strong enough to keep her human. 
 
    Then she could stop all the selfish people who wanted to take the kingdom for themselves. This was her kingdom and she was determined to keep it that way. 
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    Cedric 
 
      
 
    The cave had grown fully dark. Cedric rested his head against an old tapestry, trying to get comfortable. The Ifrit had insisted on sleeping during the day so they could leave at night. Cedric supposed that was a good idea. It was possible that Elymas was still outside the cave hoping that Cedric was alive. The longer they waited, the better. 
 
    Still, the thought of being away from Hattie one more day made Cedric restless. He was finally free from that man and yet, he was stuck here as a prisoner again. Not that Altair treated him poorly. He’d eaten more that night than he had for weeks. But still. The magic of the cave had sealed them in there. Altair insisted he knew how to get them out, but after all those warnings . . .  
 
    He gave up trying to sleep and stood. Altair snored on his pile of gold. Cedric smiled and shook his head. What he wouldn’t give to bring some of this with him. To show the village that he was good enough for the princess. But no amount of gold would make them believe that. 
 
    Cedric shivered once he stepped out of the main cavern. The heat from Altair’s fire didn’t reach this far. The steps stood in front of him, mocking him. They’d brought him down into this cave, but the entrance was now sealed. A stairway leading to nothing. 
 
    “You’re awake.” Altair’s voice came from behind him. “The sun has now set. We can leave in an hour’s time.” 
 
    Cedric gestured to the sealed entrance. “How do you know that the sun has set?” 
 
    “I just know.” Altair snapped his fingers and a table laden with fruits, cheeses, and breads appeared. “Eat what you can, and we’ll pack the rest. I want to be as far away from here as possible while we have the cover of night.” 
 
    “Can’t you just fly us away from here?” Cedric popped a grape into his mouth. 
 
    Altair shook his head. “I can get us out, but it is too dangerous to fly for long. I am the only one of my kind left and I must not be seen.” 
 
    Cedric’s head jerked toward Altair. “The last one? You have no family?” 
 
    “No. We are left on our own as soon as we’re born. After all, we’re meant to serve men. Wars were fought, my kind were killed when the master didn’t like the way a wish went, and others simply chose to walk away and remain human.” Altair piled a plate high with food and handed it to Cedric. “No more questions. Eat while I prepare for travel.” 
 
    Cedric took the plate and ate silently. Altair waved his hand and the food that had been on the table was now in a small bag on the ground. Altair went back toward the room of gold, leaving Cedric in the cold room alone once more. 
 
    The thought that Altair had been alone made Cedric’s life seem blessed. He had been looked down upon, but he had people who cared for him. Elymas had to tried to convince him that his life was one of servitude, but it really wasn’t. He knew that Hattie and Merek cared for him. Although knowing that Merek thought of him as a son had been a new revelation. 
 
    Cedric stood and picked up his bag. He was anxious to leave this place and return home. Altair had transformed back into a dragon. Several bags lay next to him, and as Altair picked one of them up, Cedric caught a glimpse of gold. 
 
    “I’m ready.”  
 
    Altair dipped his head and scooped up the other bags. “Climb on, but don’t hold too tightly. Being in the dark so long has made my scales soft.” 
 
    “You want me to ride you?” Cedric stepped back. “I can’t do that.” 
 
    “You can, and you must. It’s the only way to leave this place.” Altair crouched down low. “Right between my shoulder blades will do.” 
 
    “But you have no wings. How will you—?” 
 
    Altair’s laugh rumbled, echoing throughout the chamber. “You ask too many questions.” 
 
    Cedric sighed and climbed up onto the Ifrit’s back. The scales were indeed soft. He would have to be careful not to move around too much. 
 
    “Hold on!” Altair crouched and pushed off the ground. Wings appeared and nearly knocked Cedric off his back. They were long and webbed, and each beat of the wings sent them soaring toward the top of the cavern. 
 
    Cedric wanted to ask where they were going, but the wind from the wings was too strong. Past the outcropping, through another cavern, and then another one. Cedric lost track of the twists and turns until the air changed. The heat from Altair’s scales was replaced by crisp, cool air.  
 
    And then they were free. 
 
    Cedric turned slightly to look for the cave they’d just left, but quickly turned back. They were high up in the sky—higher than the plateau where he’d been kept as prisoner. Even with it being dark, Cedric could see the torchlights from several villages below. 
 
    He shut his eyes tightly, taking deep breaths to control the nausea. But even as he fought the terror, he couldn’t help thinking about what Hattie would do if she was here. She would have loved flying. The thought helped ease the fear, and moments later he watched as the ground disappeared below him. 
 
    As the landscape began to change, Altair dipped lower. Cedric closed his eyes, trying to sense where they were. He could feel Hattie much closer now, which meant they were near the kingdom. It would still take days to travel, even if they were able to find horses at the next village, but he was still relieved to be that close. 
 
    Altair landed moments later, and Cedric slid off. They were on a small hill surrounded by trees. He closed his eyes and turned until he found the direction to the palace. There. So close. Cedric smiled. They would be together soon enough, and Cedric could use his wishes to help break the curse that was put on her. 
 
    “We will be safe here tonight. I suggest you sleep.” Altair was back to his human shape.  
 
    Cedric set his bag next to Altair’s. “What is all of this?” 
 
    “I store my powers in the gold I gather.” 
 
    “We can’t just walk around with all of this gold. It will make us easy targets.” Cedric crouched next to one of the bags. “You let anyone see this and we’ll be dead within minutes.” 
 
    Altair smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I would love to see them try.” 
 
    Cedric dropped the coins he’d picked up and backed away. “Fair enough.” 
 
    He used his bag as a pillow and lay down to sleep. Holding on tightly to the Ifrit had taken its toll on Cedric’s arms and he felt he could sleep for a week. He opened one eye at the sound of gold clinking together to find that Altair had climbed onto the pile and curled up in a ball. Moments later Altair snored, puffs of smoke appearing with each breath.  
 
    As tired as Cedric was, he only tossed and turned. The hope and excitement of returning home had been replaced by worry. He’d been gone for months now. What would the kingdom look like by now? Would Hattie even recognize him anymore? Would they let him into the land now that he had magic? 
 
    He stared up at the stars looking for the constellations that he knew so well. The amulet grew warm against his chest, comforting him. Cedric sat up to see if the spirit from the cavern was nearby, but it was only him and Altair. 
 
    Strange. He lay back again and counted the stars, enjoying the warmth of the amulet until his eyelids finally grew heavy. 
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    The hot sun blazed down on Cedric as he pulled food out of his bag. The cold from the caverns had finally dissipated in the heat. He stared out at the valley below, watching for any signs of life. So far, he’d only seen a few deer and squirrels, which he preferred. The longer it took for people to notice him, the better.  
 
    Altair came crashing through the trees and sat next to Cedric. “We’d better get going. We need to get as far away from here as possible.” 
 
    Cedric stood and stretched. “When we get to the next village, we can get horses to help carry your . . . where are your bags?” 
 
    “You would not like the answer.” Altair picked up a branch, inspected it, threw it down, and picked up another on. “Ah, this will do.” 
 
    Cedric blinked. His new friend was a strange one for sure. He ran to catch up. The forest was rich with foliage, which made it difficult to navigate. They had to step over bushes and fallen logs while making sure they didn’t whip each other with low hanging branches. 
 
    “Do you remember your old master?” Cedric pushed a branch out of his face and jerked back. The branches hid small thorns that pierced into his skin. 
 
    “I wish I could forget him.” Altair shuddered. “The things he made me do . . .” 
 
    Cedric glanced over at him in surprise and tripped, landing hard on the ground. A stone stuck out of the ground and he hadn’t seen it. He lay there to let the pain subside, then stood to test his leg.  
 
    Altair leaned against a tree nearby laughing. When he caught Cedric’s glare, he laughed harder. “I’m sorry, but you have to admit that was funny.” 
 
    “I admit nothing.” Cedric pushed through more trees until he came to a clearing. “You have to do whatever a master says? No matter how bad it is?”  
 
    Altair stopped. “You’re not—” 
 
    “No.” Cedric shook his head. “Not me. But the man who wanted me to get the lamp? I’m not sure he would do good things with the lamp.” 
 
    “Ah. Well, please keep my lamp away from him.” Altair stayed silent for a few moments. “Genies are technically not allowed to kill anyone, but my master figured out a way around it. Plagues, wars fought over something small and meaningless, earthquakes.” Altair shook his head. “I sobbed the day I returned back to my cave underground. I still hear the voices of the victims crying out in agony.” 
 
    Cedric set a hand on Altair’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked about it.” 
 
    Altair shook his head. “It is good you did. Knowing what has happened in the past helps us know what mistakes to avoid in the future.” 
 
    “I will do my best to keep you out of Elymas’s hands, then.” 
 
    Altair froze and turned. “What was that name?” 
 
    “Elymas. I don’t know much about him except that he cursed my king, queen, and princess because I wouldn’t give him an amulet that I didn’t own. He is the one who trained me to use magic, so I could go into the cave to get your lamp.” 
 
    “Why would you allow him to teach you magic?” Altair moved away from Cedric, his face twisted in agony. “You told me I could trust you.” 
 
    Cedric held his hands up in surrender. “You can. He kidnapped me and wouldn’t let me go until he was satisfied.” 
 
    Altair backed away.  
 
    “Look, the only way into that cave is if you have a pure heart, right? I would never have been able to step foot inside if I had been tainted by Elymas.” 
 
    Fire erupted around Altair as he moved close to Cedric and stared into his eyes. Cedric gasped in pain as Altair searched through his mind. Finally, the Ifrit backed away. His fire extinguished and he stepped back. “You are clean.” 
 
    “I promise. All I want to do is get back to my kingdom, save Hattie, and pretend like none of this ever happened.” 
 
    Altair nodded. “I see that now.” 
 
    They walked in silence until they broke through the trees and onto a path. It was empty of travelers, but both boys were hesitant to step out onto it. 
 
    “We can follow along next to it for a while.” Cedric closed his eyes. They were slowly drawing closer to Hattie. Too slow. He pulled his bag off his shoulder and found some cheese and dried meat for each of them. “We’ll eat while we walk.” 
 
    “I already ate my fill this morning.” Altair stared down at the food. “But maybe I should eat just in case.” 
 
    Cedric frowned. “When did you eat?” 
 
    “I caught a few deer while you were sleeping.” Altair shaded his eyes as he watched the road. “Do you think this road will lead to a village? I haven’t slept in a real bed for a few thousand years.”  
 
    “It should. Wait a moment.” Cedric closed his eyes and felt ahead. Around several more mountains and down into a valley. A small village sat nestled among the trees. “Yes, we should arrive there by nightfall.” 
 
    Cedric kept walking, careful to step around the bushes and rocks. He had to keep his mind busy to avoid the thought of Altair catching deer. He was a dragon of sorts after all. It would make sense that he would eat fresh meat. Cedric’s stomach turned. 
 
    “You ask many questions about me. Tell me about you. Who am I serving now?” Altair slid down a small embankment. 
 
    “There’s not much to tell. I was an outcast because my father had magic. After Mother died, the innkeeper Merek took me in and I worked there.” Cedric stared down at the road. “No one has passed us. Maybe we can take the road. We can go much faster that way.” 
 
    Altair nodded and headed for the road. “I was going to suggest the same thing.” 
 
    Cedric picked up the pace. They continued down the road until the sun began to dip toward the horizon. They rounded another corner to find the village spread out in front of him. Cedric chuckled at the wide grin on Altair’s face. 
 
    “Welcome back to civilization.” Cedric clapped him on the shoulder. “We’ll find the nearest inn, and if anyone asks who we are—” 
 
    “I’m your servant. I understand.” Altair continued forward, but Cedric grabbed his arm. 
 
    “I didn’t mean that. I was going to say we’re merchants.” 
 
    Altair met Cedric’s eyes. “Look at my skin and my clothing. It makes more sense for me to be a servant than a merchant.” 
 
    Cedric frowned. Yes, Altair’s skin was darker, but that wouldn’t matter, would it? “Are you certain?” 
 
    “Yes. It will work better this way.” Altair took Cedric’s bag from him and handed him the walking stick.  
 
    By the time they reached the city gates, the sun had nearly set. Guards stood on each side of the gate, staring straight ahead. Cedric stepped forward, but the guards continued to stare ahead. He breathed a sigh of relief and continued through. The roads within the city walls were made of cobblestones, and the homes and shops sat packed in next to each other. There were few people on the street, and those who were seemed to be in a hurry to get to their destination. 
 
    Cedric searched the signs for an inn. He could find answers there. Three streets down, he found a sign with a unicorn painted on it. This would do. He walked inside to find a quiet common room. Strange. Normally at this time of night, common rooms were packed.  
 
    The innkeeper scurried forward, straightening his shirt. “Welcome, welcome. Will you be needing rooms tonight?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.  Can you tell me why it’s so quiet tonight?” Cedric asked. 
 
    “It’s not . . . It’s late. Everyone is eating dinner and heading off to bed. Everything is fine.” The innkeeper licked his lips when he saw the handful of gold coins Altair had pulled out of . . . somewhere. “Now that you mention it, there are a few rumors out there that have people afraid to go outside. It’s been bad for business.” 
 
    Cedric resisted the urge to roll his eyes. He played this game all the time at Merek’s inn—but only when Merek wasn’t around. “What are these rumors?” 
 
    “Oh, nothing to be worrying yourselves about. Come, I’ll show you our best room.” The innkeeper gestured for them to follow him, but Cedric didn’t move.  
 
    “What are the rumors?”  
 
    The man sighed. “It’s nothing really. Tales of a magical battle fought in the east. A new, powerful mage in the land.” 
 
    Chills ran through Cedric. Someone stronger than Elymas? Probably not. The only other mage that Cedric knew of was his father, and Stefan wasn’t exactly new to the area. Unless they meant . . . Cedric? “Did they say what this mage looks like?” 
 
    “No, just that he has immense powers. Nothing like they’ve ever seen before.” The innkeeper leaned in. “That’s not the worst of it. They say this mage turned a whole kingdom into dinnerware.” 
 
    Cedric swallowed hard. He wanted to believe that they were talking about Elymas, but new magic? If that was the case, people seemed to be believing that Cedric was the one to blame for Hattie’s curse. “But they’re all just rumors, right? Thomas and I here have been walking for days and have not run into anyone with powers.”  
 
    Altair nodded. He opened his mouth to speak, but Cedric shook his head. A servant wouldn’t speak unless asked.  
 
    “Aye. If only the folk in this village would believe that.” The innkeeper grabbed a set of keys and headed for the stairs. “Dinner has been over for a while now, but we still have some in the pot if you’re interested.” 
 
    “Yes, would you please have it brought to our room?” Cedric’s head pounded, and he wanted to get some sleep so they could start their travel first thing in the morning.  
 
    The innkeeper opened the door and bowed. “Of course. I’ll have it delivered soon.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Cedric eyed the two beds in the room they’d been given. They were small, but they seemed sturdy. The mattress seemed fairly soft, and the room was clearly well taken care of by the lack of dust. Either they were very good, or they had nothing better to do than clean the empty rooms. He turned to find Altair sprawled out on one of the beds. He chuckled. 
 
    “Comfortable?” 
 
    “Much better than a pile of gold or my outcropping.” Altair kicked off his shoes and folded his arms beneath his head. “Do you believe the stories he told us?” 
 
    Cedric shook his head. “Not how he told them, no. I know the curse he talked about is real. That is the reason I fled the kingdom with the princess. But the rest of it? It doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    Altair sat up, his eyes wide. “They were turned into dinnerware? I thought that was the one part that was too far-fetched.” 
 
    “That’s what Hattie and I believe. After she was hit with the curse and we fled, several villagers came after us. When we went back to spy on them, all we found was a campsite filled with plates, mugs, and furniture.” 
 
    “Maybe they just brought that stuff with them.”  
 
    Cedric raised an eyebrow. “Someone would bring a grandfather clock with them on a raid?” 
 
    Altair shrugged. “Humans have never made much sense to me.” 
 
    Cedric was saved from replying by a knock at the door. Just when he thought he was getting used to having Altair around, the Ifrit reminded him that he wasn’t human. He shook his head and turned the knob.  
 
    A small maid curtsied and held out a tray. “Your dinner, sir.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Cedric put the tray down on a table and went to pay her a tip, but Altair was already in the doorway, handing a few coins to the girl. Apparently even though humans were strange, Altair had no issue flirting with them. 
 
    Cedric sat at the table and took a bite of the stew. Lamb, bits of vegetables, and while it was a little cold, it was cooked to perfection. He finished his bowl and stared longingly at Altair’s.  
 
    “Take it. I’ll go find something else to eat.” Altair stretched and tested the windows. “These don’t open. How will I get out?” 
 
    “You’re a genie, right? Can’t you transform into something else?” 
 
    Altair blinked. “I don’t know. I’ve never tried before.” 
 
    “What about transporting yourself somewhere else? Elymas could disappear and reappear into a puff of smoke, so maybe something like that could work.” 
 
    Altair’s eyes flashed red. “You would have me do something that your dark mage has done? I thought you were good.” 
 
    “I am. But being able to do those things doesn’t mean dark magic. The myths say genies would come from inside the lamp in a puff of smoke. You’re telling me that’s not true?” 
 
    “Yes—no. Not us. It was a distant relative of the Ifrit. I’ve never known one of us to do it.” 
 
    “But you said your people are gone. How would you know what they can or can’t do?” 
 
    Altair opened his mouth to retort, then shut it again. He tipped his head to the side and tapped his chin. “I don’t know.”  
 
    Cedric searched the beams in the ceiling. “Look, there’s a small vent right there. Why don’t you try going through there?” 
 
    “All right, but if I get stuck, I’m coming after you.” Altair closed his eyes and waved his arms. He opened one eye. “Did it work?” 
 
    “No. Maybe think of how you would turn into your dragon form but think of mist instead.” 
 
    Altair nodded and tried again. At first it didn’t look like it was going to work. But then he began to grow transparent. A funnel of smoke formed around him until he was nothing but mist. “I did it. Now what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe try to fly toward the vent up there?” Cedric pointed to the hole above them even though he wasn’t sure Altair would be able to see him. 
 
    Slowly the mist rose until it was through the hole. Cedric went to the window to try to find him, but there was no sign of the mist. Hopefully the hole he’d found actually went outside. Cedric dropped onto his bed and concentrated on the route to Hattie. They’d walked all day, but it still felt like he’d never get back to her. Hopefully Altair wouldn’t take too long, and they could get some sleep. The rumors he’d heard had him unsettled, and he wanted to know more about this new threat to Hattie’s kingdom.   
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    Merek 
 
      
 
    Merek sat at the desk in his office poring over the maps of the kingdom. Most of the families coming now had nothing to do with any treaties. They simply wanted their chance to claim this land for their own. 
 
    He just hoped that none of them would wonder why he asked about a simple commoner who could have crossed their path.  
 
    Cedric had to be out there somewhere. Merek picked up his mug to take a drink, then set it back down. His drink had been emptied hours before. 
 
    “Sir?” Cook’s voice crackled from the mirror. 
 
    Merek rubbed his hand over his face and stood to face the wall. “Any news?” 
 
    Cook glanced behind him. “I believe we might have some, sir. But . . . it’s not safe here, sir.” 
 
    “Not safe in my inn?” Merek drew himself up. “Who is threatening my inn?” 
 
    “It’s not your inn I’m worried about, sir. It’s . . .” Cook glanced behind him again. “We need to meet in private.” 
 
    “Very well. Stand back.” A small glimmer of hope warmed Merek’s heart. If it had been something to do with Hattie or the kingdom, Cook would have just said it.  
 
    Merek spoke the magic word Rhoswen had taught him. The mirror enlarged until he was able to step through it. The weight of the kingdom fell off his shoulders, and he breathed in the smells of his inn. Yes, it was so much easier to be a simple innkeeper. He guided the cook into his room and made sure all the locks on the door were turned before he gestured for Cook to sit. 
 
    “Now, what is so important?” Merek sat in his chair and groaned in relief. It was so much more comfortable than the stiff chairs in the palace. 
 
    “You said that Rhoswen mentioned something about Cedric having magic, yes?” 
 
    Merek leaned forward in his chair. “That is what she said. Why?” 
 
    Cook drew closer, speaking barely above a whisper. The scent of sweat and onions drifted toward Merek. “There is talk of a young warlock heading toward the kingdom. From their description, I believe it’s Cedric.” 
 
    Merek rubbed his chin. “But it hasn’t been verified? We don’t know for sure that it’s him?” 
 
    “No, sir. He moves through the shadows. Almost like . . . magic.” 
 
    “Do you know how close he is?” 
 
    Cook shook his head. “No, sir. Only that he’s headed this way.” 
 
    If Cedric really had that much magic, would he really be so foolish as to step into a kingdom that banned magic? That had banned his father so many years ago? Maybe. He’d do anything for Hattie. 
 
    “Do we trust anyone enough to go after him?” Merek already knew the answer. There was a reason Cedric worked at the inn—no one else trusted Cedric.  
 
    Cook shook his head. “This is why I had to talk to you about it privately, sir.” 
 
    “It’s good you did. Very well. I’ll send Rhoswen to Stefan’s house. Maybe he can go after him.” 
 
    Cook’s eyes widened. “You would ask for his assistance? Sir, he has—,” 
 
    “Magic, yes. That’s exactly why we need him.” Merek stood and stretched. “All right. I’m here. Let’s go see how the inn has done while I’ve been away.” 
 
    It was late, so most of the patrons were asleep, but Merek still wanted to make the rounds. He left Cook in the kitchen and walked out to the common room. The tables had been wiped down for the night, but it didn’t stop Merek from grabbing a rag to do it again. Once they were all washed, he swept the already clean floor. Tidying up the inn was how Merek thought, and he needed to figure out what to do with Cedric. 
 
    He hadn’t heard from Stefan for years. He was surprised that Hattie and Cedric had even found him. But then Cedric would have gone straight for him as soon as he left the kingdom. Any son would have done the same thing. 
 
    Merek tiptoed up the stairs, carefully avoiding the creaks so he could check to make sure everything was secure. All was quiet, but he still walked up and down each hallway, dusting the paintings and vases.  
 
    By the time he was satisfied that everything was in order, the stress from palace life had faded away. It was no wonder Hattie came here to hide. Merek ran his fingers along the fireplace, then went back toward the kitchen. He would have to give Cook a raise and find out which of the maids had taken such good care of the inn while he was away. 
 
    Cook looked up from the dish he’d just finished washing. “Everything how you like it, sir?” 
 
    “You’ve done well. Are we full for the night?” 
 
    “Three empty rooms, I believe, but it has been steady.” Cook tipped his head. “But you already know this. Is something troubling you, sir?” 
 
    Merek tapped his fingers on the counter. “My apprentice is supposedly coming home with what Rhoswen believes is a large amount of magic to a kingdom that has banned it. So yes, I’m troubled. Let’s hope for everyone’s sake that he’s coming back to save Hattie and not for revenge on a village that treated him so poorly all his life.” 
 
    Cook swallowed hard before forcing a smile. “He’s a good man, sir. I do believe he’s coming to save the damsel in distress.” 
 
    Merek clapped him on the shoulder. “I believe you’re right, Cook. Now let’s just hope he believes the same thing. I’d better get back to the palace to speak with Rhoswen, but I’ll be back. You could use a break, and I miss my inn.” 
 
    “Goodbye, sir.” Cook turned back to the sink.  
 
    Merek turned to the mirror, then changed his mind. “I believe I’ll sleep here tonight. No one will be awake at this time of night anyway.” 
 
    Cook smiled as Merek walked past him and went back to his room. His bed called to him. Too many long nights in the palace. Tonight, he wanted nothing more than to lie in bed and sleep. For the first time in months, he would finally relax. The boy he’d raised—the boy he considered a son—was coming home.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Hattie 
 
      
 
    Hattie flopped onto her bed, exhausted from transforming back to a beast yet again. Rhoswen still hadn’t perfected the potion yet, and while Hattie was able to stay human for longer each time, it wasn’t long enough to hold more than two or three consults a day.  
 
    They’d tried the potion on her parents, but they were still as feral as before. Hattie sighed. She missed them terribly.  
 
    Millie came into the room to clean up the mess of gowns on the floor. “You did well tonight, Highness.” 
 
    “Thank you. I just hope the duke feels the same way.” Hattie rolled over. “I don’t know what he thinks I can do about his family who were turned into teacups.” 
 
    “Is it so widespread?” Millie asked, surprised. “I didn’t think many people got past the edge of the village before they were cursed.” 
 
    “I believe his family is in the village somewhere. We just don’t know where. The dishes all look the same.” 
 
    Millie picked at the gown she held in her arms. “Have you thought of trying the potion on the dishes?” 
 
    Hattie sighed. “Yes. Rhoswen has her sisters gathering all of the cursed objects—er, people— into one place so it would be easier to make it work. The problem is, no one knows if they’re actual dishes or if they’re people.” 
 
    “Where are they gathering the items?” Millie looked up at Hattie, her eyes sad. 
 
    Hattie sat up. “Were your parents . . .?” 
 
    “Yes. And my two older brothers and their wives. The only reason I wasn’t cursed that night was because I had to work at the inn. When I returned home, my family was gone, but there were items sitting in their favorite spots that I didn’t recognize. At first, I thought I was imagining things, but now I’m not so sure.” 
 
    Hattie shook her head. “I don’t believe you were. I am sorry your family is gone. I will have Rhoswen try the potion on the dishes.” 
 
    Millie curtsied. “Thank you, Highness.” 
 
    “Hattie. You knew me as Hattie at the inn. That is what I would like you to call me when no one is around.” 
 
    “Oh, no, Highness. I couldn’t do that. My mother would have my head.” Millie curtsied again, then left the room. 
 
    Hattie sighed. This was exactly what she wanted to avoid. A title that would keep her from her closest friends. She climbed out of bed and padded over to the window. But she had to admit this view was the best in the kingdom. She could see the horizon during the day. And at night, she could see a sky full of stars. 
 
    Where are you, Cedric? Hattie knew she had to believe he was all right. She would have felt it in her soul if something had happened to him. But then . . . where was he? Merek had come with news that there was a mage moving through the land and he thought that it was possibly Cedric. That had to be impossible. Cedric hadn’t quite accepted the possibility that he had powers when she last saw him. It would take years to learn what people were saying the mage could do. Something about flying, conjuring fire from the air, and reading people’s minds. Those didn’t sound like Cedric at all. 
 
    There was a knock at the door just before it opened. “Highness?” 
 
    Hattie turned and smiled at Rhoswen as she entered. “That was a little longer that time.” 
 
    “It was, but I don’t believe it’s wise to do it again. Even though it lasted longer, you barely made it out of the throne room before you changed.” Rhoswen held up a hand when Hattie tried to protest. “As much as I hate to say this, I fear that it is time to no longer accept visitors. Between my sisters and Cedric’s father, we believe we can put a shield around the palace that will keep people out.” 
 
    “No. Introducing magic into the kingdom on this scale goes against what my parents would want. I won’t allow it.” 
 
    Rhoswen raised her eyebrows. “Elymas has cursed your family and most of the village. I’d say your parents would want to defend the palace from him. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    Hattie stared down at her paws. Elymas had done exactly what her parents had wanted to avoid. She could either stick with what they said, or she could defy them and allow more magic into this palace. 
 
    She finally nodded. “Bring anyone who was cursed to the palace, so they’re protected, and then we will seal it off.” 
 
    “Yes, Highness.” Rhoswen curtsied and turned to leave. “You are doing the right thing.” 
 
    “I know.” Hattie smoothed her gown. “Now to tell my parents that I am.” 
 
    Rhoswen chuckled. “I do not envy your position.” 
 
    Hattie sighed and waited for Rhoswen to leave before going back to the view outside. Would it change with the shield around it? Possibly. Things had changed already since she’d turned into a beast. Smells were stronger, colors dimmer. Hattie moved to turn away but jerked back. A flash of light flashed through the sky. Chills ran through and her hackles raised on her neck. An attack! 
 
    She dropped to all fours and sprinted out of the room, sliding on the slick tile. The halls were empty. Hopefully that meant the guards were doing their jobs. She stopped at the throne room and fumbled with the door. It shouldn’t have been closed. She finally yanked it open to find it dark. No. Where was Merek? 
 
    She panted heavily as she ran for his room. He was always up late. Anger pulled a growl from her. How dare he leave at a time like this!  
 
    “Rhoswen!” The name was more of a bark. 
 
    The fairy appeared in front of her. “Princess! I thought you’d gone to bed.” 
 
    “Intruders! To the west.” Hattie nodded toward the window. “Flash of light.” 
 
    “Oh dear. I’ll gather my sisters. You go get Merek.” 
 
    Hattie nodded. “I don’t know that we’ll have time to grab all of the cursed townspeople.” 
 
    Rhoswen waved her away. “Merek will know what to do.” 
 
    And just like that, the fairy was gone. Hattie continued down the hallway to Merek’s room and pounded on the door. When no one answered, Hattie slowly pulled down on the latch. The door creaked open revealing an empty room. Merek wasn’t in his bed or at his table. Hattie frowned. Strange. Surely, he would have told Rhoswen that he was leaving.  
 
    Movement caught Hattie’s attention. What she supposed to be a mirror . . . moved. Hattie jumped back and hit the door, slamming it behind her. The sound dropped her to the floor, cowering in fear. Too much noise. 
 
    Hattie forced herself to breathe in and out to calm down. The more her heart rate raised, the more beast-like she became, and that’s not what she needed right now. Slowly, she pushed herself up to standing and she forced herself to look into the mirror again. This was Merek. He had no magic. There had to be an explanation. 
 
    At first it appeared to be a simple mirror, but there again. Movement. Like a wave in the glass. And then . . . Hattie gasped. The inn. She could see the inn somehow. Hattie stepped closer. Another wave in the glass and there was the kitchen. Cook was there. If Hattie could cry she would have. How she missed this place! 
 
    “Cook?” Her voice cracked. “Cook?” 
 
    There, that was better. The picture slowly changed until she could see the inn clearly. Cook hummed to himself, a sound she knew all too well. 
 
    “Hello!” Hattie placed a paw on both sides of the frame, her snout inches from the glass.  
 
    Cook jerked his head up and dropped the porcelain vase he’d been washing. He let out a high-pitched scream—a sound Hattie wouldn’t have thought he could make. He grabbed the nearest weapon he could find—a broom—and waved it at the mirror. “Shoo!” 
 
    Hattie blinked. And then laughed. She was twice the size she used to be, with fangs that would have put any wolf to shame. And he tried to shoo her away? She dropped to the floor and continued to laugh. Any time she got control of herself, the sound of his scream came to mind, and she would start all over again. 
 
    “Highness.” The words came out loud and angry. “What are you doing in my room?” 
 
    Merek. Hattie rolled over and pushed herself to standing. She smoothed her dress and finally turned to face the mirror. Merek and Cook stood there staring at her. Merek’s expression was one of anger while Cook’s was more shock and confusion. The giggles threatened to erupt again. She would have to only pay attention to Merek. 
 
    “Sorry, Merek. There seems to be an army ready to attack from the west. Rhoswen sent me for you while she goes to find her sisters and Stefan so they can put up a shield.” 
 
    Merek cursed. “I leave for five minutes . . . Very well. Gather Millie and anyone else you can find. We need to get these people safe. Leave the door open. And I suggest you go and stay with the king and queen.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Princess Hattie. You will scare your people if they see you like this. It is better if you remain hidden. IF we need you, we will come and find you.”  
 
    Cook looked between them, then backed away. “I will be in—” 
 
    “You will help me.” Merek met Hattie’s eyes. “Go. I have this in hand.” 
 
    Hattie clenched her fists and whipped around. With Merek being a commoner, Hattie could have demanded his head for speaking to her that way. But he had also been her boss for many years and shown that he was the leader this kingdom needed right now. That didn’t make things any better though. Hattie stopped just outside of the room and leaned against the wall.  
 
    Merek belted out orders and Hattie gasped when the mirror suddenly enlarged so one of the inn workers could step through. The young lady glanced in awe as she took in the palace. Hattie recognized her as a villager. One who fancied Cedric if Hattie remembered right. In her arms she carried a stack of plates and mugs. 
 
    Merek’s voice boomed through the mirror. “Continue through that door and take a right. The room we’ll keep them in is third on the left.” 
 
    “Yes sir.” 
 
    Hattie waited for the girl to turn down the hallway, then dropped onto all fours and ran the other way. Millie’s room was next to Hattie’s, which meant Hattie was going the long way, but she had to avoid the people helping Merek. 
 
    Light still came from Millie’s room when Hattie knocked on the door. Moments later, Millie peeked through the door, then opened it wider. 
 
    “Highness.” She curtsied. “Are you well?” 
 
    “Merek needs your assistance immediately.” 
 
    Millie reached for her gown and threw it on. “What is happening?” 
 
    Hattie shook her head. “There’s no time. He will explain things. Go.” 
 
    When Millie passed by her to run down the hallway, Hattie made her way to the prison. Staying out of trouble wasn’t something that Hattie enjoyed doing, and it was even worse now. 
 
    She sighed and pushed her way into the prison. Mother and Father lay curled up in one of the cells. Mother raised her head and tipped it to the side. Hattie took the keys off the wall with her teeth and unlocked the door to the cell next to her parents. When she had it open, she tossed the keys away from the cells to make sure the king and queen couldn’t get to them.  
 
    Mother stood and padded over to the bars. “Report.” 
 
    Hattie wondered how much she should tell them. But then they had a right to know. “I saw a flash of light to the west. We don’t know if it is an attack or something else.” 
 
    “Prisoner?” 
 
    Hattie shook her head. “Merek is bringing villagers here to protect them. I am down here so they aren’t frightened.” 
 
    Mother nodded, then narrowed her eyes. “You . . . have . . . secrets. Tell.” 
 
    “Not secrets.” None that her mother needed to know—right now at least. “Rhoswen—” 
 
    “Fairy?” 
 
    “Yes. I am sorry, Mother, but we needed help. Rhoswen and her sisters are going to put up a shield around the palace.” She cringed at the low growls directed at her. “And Stefan is helping.” 
 
    The low growls turned to snarls as the king stalked toward the bars separating him from Hattie. The king and queen knew nothing of Cedric, but Stefan was a different story. After all, they were the ones who had banished him.  
 
    “You know it is right.” Hattie drew herself up. “Magic was banned from this kingdom and look at what happened to us. We’re beasts. And there is no one here to break that curse. I did what I felt was best because you are not able to at this moment.”  
 
    Her parents jerked back as if she’d slapped them. She had never spoken to them in that way. She had never had need to before. Even when she sneaked out of the palace, it wasn’t because they’d angered or upset her. If anything, it was because they smothered her with kindness. 
 
    Father blinked. “The boy?” 
 
    Hattie sighed. Of course, Father would have noticed her with Cedric. She relaxed and moved closer. “Cedric is Stefan’s son.” 
 
    “You . . . knew that?” Father’s eyes showed the betrayal he felt. 
 
    “I did. But he didn’t have magic. He was treated poorly by those in the village. Merek was the only one willing to care for him.” Hattie paced her cell. “Banishing magic ripped families apart. I want that to stop.” 
 
    Mother lowered her head and growled. “Your cousin.” 
 
    “You would have an entire kingdom cursed because of one man?” Hattie shook her head. “Phineas gambled with the wrong people in a pub he should not have been in. He paid for it.” 
 
    “Plague.” 
 
    Hattie tried to shrug but her shoulders didn’t work that way. “It may have happened anyway. There was no proof it was from magic.” 
 
    Mother growled. “Spread by well water.” 
 
    “Ah.” Hattie jumped at the sound of the prison door rattling.  
 
    Rhoswen swung the door open and strode in. “We need you immediately.” 
 
    “But Merek—” 
 
    “Merek is a fool.” Rhoswen scooped up the keys off the floor and unlocked her cell. “I’m sorry Your Majesties, but you’ll need to remain here just a little longer. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    Hattie took her father by the paw. “We will continue this talk later.” 
 
    He nodded, his eyes sad. Hattie followed Rhoswen out of the prison. “What is this about?” 
 
    “My sisters are here, and we are ready to put up the shield, but it seems that something is preventing us from doing it.” Rhoswen stopped and turned. “I thought that your kingdom had banned magic.” 
 
    “It has. Nothing is allowed in.” 
 
    Rhoswen frowned. “Strange.” 
 
    “Is Stefan here as well?” Hattie tripped on one of the steps as she said his name and had to grab onto the railing.  
 
    “He will be here shortly.” Rhoswen gestured for Hattie to enter the throne room. Four women stood talking in the center of the room. “I have her.” 
 
    The women turned toward them and curtsied as one. These had to be Rhoswen’s sisters. They were almost identical in appearance, though each of them dressed differently. Each of them wore their hair tied back, and their clothing ranged from bright colors and ruffles to light tans and grays on plain gowns.  
 
    “Rhoswen tells me that there’s a problem.” Hattie cringed. She knew she should have allowed the introductions to happen, but enough time had passed that she worried it was too late. 
 
    “There is. But you will see that for yourself.” One of the fairies stepped forward and circled Hattie. “Remarkable. Rhoswen had told me about your curse, but to see it for myself. It was very strong magic indeed to have caused the curse to be this permanent.” 
 
    “Strong or not, I’m hoping we can break it.” Hattie looked around. “Where is Stefan?” 
 
    Merek cleared his throat. “He can’t seem to get past the guards, Highness. They need a little . . . persuasion to let him through.” 
 
    Hattie sighed and followed him to the front door. A guard of twenty or so men stood just outside the door, facing Stefan. She pushed her way through them and growled. While it wasn’t how she planned to get their attention, it did the trick. 
 
    “Let this man inside. Now.” Hattie stamped her foot for emphasis. 
 
    One guard finally spoke. “We’re sorry, Highness, but we had clear orders to protect the palace.”  
 
    “Am I the princess?” 
 
    The man swallowed hard before nodding. “Yes, Highness.” 
 
    “Then do as I say. I may not look like the princess, but I am still your ruler.” 
 
    He stiffened. “If I may, Highness. You know I cannot allow a known mage into the palace. The king and queen would have my head.” 
 
    Hattie put her paws on her hips before she finally nodded. “Very well. Rhoswen, we’ll have to do the shield out here.” 
 
    “Highness? Do you really think that’s wise?” Rhoswen glanced between the guards.  
 
    “If these guards want to risk the side effects of magic because they won’t let Stefan into the palace, then I guess we’ll just have to do it this way.” Hattie stared at Rhoswen, praying she’d catch on. It took a moment before Rhoswen nodded. 
 
    “I suppose you’re right. Perhaps they enjoy having a few extra toes on each foot.” Rhoswen whipped a wand from out of thin air and pushed up her sleeves. “All right, sisters, let’s—” 
 
    The soldier held out an arm. “Wait. Extra toes?” 
 
    “Yes. Or sometimes even a second head. But that won’t be an issue. Stefan, are you ready?” The fairies raised their hands with identical wands.  
 
    Stefan nodded and joined their circle.  
 
    The guard’s hand relaxed on his spear. “He can enter. We wouldn’t want to disobey the princess.” 
 
    Hattie patted him on the shoulder, smiling as he winced at the paw on his shoulder. “Thank you. Tell Merek I said you deserve a raise.” 
 
    The fairies and Stefan gathered around her as they walked to the throne room. As soon as the door shut, Rhoswen’s laughed filled the air, followed by the others.  
 
    “Side effects? Where did you come up with that?” Rhoswen leaned against the door and held her sides. 
 
    “I was desperate.” Hattie wiped her eyes. “Now, about this shield. We have a battle at our doorstep and everyone seems to be doing everything they can to delay it.” 
 
    Stefan raised an eyebrow. “Battle? This is news to me.” 
 
    “There was a flash of light. I assumed it was someone attacking our borders.” Hattie knew her face would be bright red if she could blush.  
 
    “Ah. The flash. I apologize for that. I had to use a little force to get through your borders. It seems the way to my cottage was more well-known than I’d thought.” He held up his hands when Merek took a step forward. “No one was hurt. They just might have a headache when they awaken.” 
 
    Rhoswen cleared her throat. “Regardless of what the flash was from, it reminds us just how vulnerable this kingdom is.” 
 
    Hattie nodded. “I agree. Now, you said there was a problem with raising the shield. Show me.”  
 
    The fairies gathered into a circle and clasped hands. Each of them closed their eyes and they began to glow with a soft pink light. As they chanted, the light grew and expanded. But then it stopped as abruptly as it began.  
 
    Stefan tapped his finger to his chin. “And this happens every time?”  
 
    Rhoswen wiped her brow. “Yes. We’ve tried a few variations on the chant, but it is always the same.” 
 
    “If the king and queen didn’t want magic in the kingdom, they may have used a charm to make it so this wouldn’t work.” 
 
    “But the curse worked in the ballroom. That makes no sense.”  
 
    Stefan smiled grimly. “Dark magic doesn’t always follow the same rules that your magic does.” 
 
    “So, by putting this charm up, they essentially doomed my kingdom to dark magic?” Hattie’s head spun. This was getting worse by the minute. 
 
    “Essentially, yes. If we knew where my son was, we could use the amulet to counteract it, but no one has heard from him.” A muscle twitched in Stefan’s jaw. “However, I have another idea that might work. Highness, you are an heir to the throne, which means you should have a way to help break whatever charm they put on the palace. Join the circle.” 
 
    Hattie’s mouth dropped open. “You forget I don’t have magic.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. It is your birthright we need.” Stefan held out a hand for her to take. “Close your eyes like everyone else, but just concentrate on the palace. Search for the charm in your mind. Got it?” 
 
    “No.” Hattie saw nothing but darkness when she closed her eyes. She could smell the nervousness and determination from the others, and she could hear the servants in other parts of the palace. But she was pretty sure that’s not what she was supposed to be concentrating on. 
 
    The chanting began. Hattie peeked through one eye to see the light surrounding them. Hattie closed her eye again, searching for whatever it was Stefan wanted her to find. 
 
    Power pulsed through her. Waves of energy that made her feel more alive than she had ever felt before. She searched the magic and was surprised to find a barrier where the magic bounced off. Strange. They had been right. Why use magic to keep magic out? Hattie would have to ask her parents why. Later. Right now, she had to concentrate. 
 
    She pushed with her mind, trying to find anything that could lift the spell. There. She found the charm, hidden away on one of the pillars in the throne room. Strange. Hattie opened her eyes and let go of Stefan and Rhoswen’s hands. The others jerked back when the spell fizzled. 
 
    “It’s up there.” She pointed to the top of the pillar where she’d sensed it.  
 
    Stefan frowned and held a hand up toward the pillar. When he twisted his hand just slightly, a small object flew off the pillar and went straight to his hand. It was a small leather bag tied with a ribbon. Symbols were engraved into the soft white leather. 
 
    “I know of only one person whose magic works this way.” Stefan held it out and touched it with his finger. Flames erupted, burning it until there was nothing left. “Let’s try this again.” 
 
    “Wait. Who was it? Who made the charm?” If there was someone else in the kingdom with magic, Hattie needed to know. Maybe they could break the curse. 
 
    Stefan shook his head. “We can’t discuss that here in the open, and it is not for me to tell you anyway. You will have to ask your parents. Let’s try this again.” 
 
    The fairies glanced at him curiously but did as he asked. Hattie stayed within the circle just in case there were more spells, but this time she felt the shield go up and out of the palace. She kept her hands clasped with the others but sneaked a peek. Everything looked the same but felt different. Quiet and secluded.  
 
    “It’s done.” Rhoswen’s voice echoed throughout the throne room. “As soon as Merek’s employees are gone, your parents can be freed from the prison.” 
 
    “Thank you. I will go down with them until that is done.” Hattie turned to walk away, but Stefan took her arm. 
 
    “I would be careful how you approach your parents about that charm, Highness. Some things are better left in the past.” 
 
    She glanced up into his eyes that were so much like his son’s and had to look away. They brought too much pain. “Thank you. Please go find your son.” 
 
    “I will do what I can.” Stefan stalked toward the doors to leave and Rhoswen’s sisters left as well.  
 
    Rhoswen stared at the ash on the floor from the small pouch. “He’s right. Perhaps you shouldn’t say anything until this curse is broken. Who knows what they could do in their state right now?” 
 
    “You are probably right.” Hattie trudged toward the stairs down to the prison. Fatigue weighed her down along with the words from Stefan.  
 
    She curled up into a ball on the floor of the cell, not meeting her parents’ gazes. They’d lied to her. All her life she was told magic was bad and that it was for the good of the kingdom that it was banned. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Father asked. 
 
    Hattie ground her teeth but said nothing. 
 
    “Hattie. I know you’re upset.” Her mother’s voice was supposed to be soothing, but it only made Hattie angrier. “Speak.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Hattie pushed up and stalked over to the cell wall where her parents stood. She stretched up to her full height and growled. “We found a charm. In the throne room.” 
 
    The king and queen exchanged glances. The king reached through the bar, but Hattie jerked away. “You don’t understand.” 
 
    “No, Father, I don’t. I don’t understand how you can preach to me about the evils of magic when it’s all over the palace.” 
 
    “Not all—” 
 
    “Tell me the truth,” Hattie snapped. “Stefan told me the magic came from someone in our family. Whose was it?” 
 
    Father’s shoulders drooped. “Your great-great-grandfather’s. Years ago.” 
 
    Hattie leaned in closer. “Then why not tell me? Don’t you think I should have known this when I take over the throne?” 
 
    “We would . . . have told you . . . when it was time.” Mother clasped Hattie’s paw. “We are . . . sorry you found out . . . this way.” 
 
    “I am, too.” Hattie padded over to the corner and curled back up into a ball. There were more questions than answers, but at least they’d told her the truth. She’d demand more later. For now, she wanted to forget that her world had just turned upside down. 
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    Cedric 
 
      
 
    Cedric stared out toward his home—or at least where he thought it was. It had disappeared a few days ago and he hoped that getting closer would help him find it again. The palace was simply gone. He hadn’t slept for days and he strained to sense it. 
 
     Something was wrong. Very wrong. He hated that he could no longer feel where Hattie was. He knew she wasn’t . . . dead . . . but it was as if everything had been muted. Cedric closed his eyes tight and pushed as hard as he could to find anything he recognized. There was the village he’d passed the first day. The creek he stood near as he fought Elymas the first time. The kingdom’s boundary . . . then he bumped up against something. Magic. His eyes flew open and he scrambled out of his blankets to shove his clothes into his bag. 
 
    “Wake up, Altair. We need to move.” Cedric tossed a shoe at him.  
 
    Altair rolled over and groaned. “It is still dark outside.” 
 
    “I know. It’s Hattie. She’s gone.” Cedric grabbed Altair’s things and shoved them into his bag. “I think she’s in trouble.” 
 
    “What do you mean gone? Someone took her?” Altair slipped his shoes on. 
 
    Cedric shook his head. “No. I would still be able to feel her.” 
 
    Altair frowned, but after traveled together for the last week, he knew better than to question Cedric. “You know there’s a way to learn what happened, right?” 
 
    Cedric paused in his packing. They had talked about this more than once. The wishes. The sooner he used them, the sooner Altair could return home. He shook his head. 
 
    “I can’t use a wish to find her. What if I end up cursing both of us?” 
 
    Altair grumbled. “You’re the first person I’ve ever known who hasn’t looked forward to using all their wishes.” 
 
    “Exactly how many people have you known?” Cedric slipped his shoes on and checked to make sure they hadn’t forgotten anything. The bags of gold and rubies sat at the end of Altair’s bed. “Get those packed up.” 
 
    “I’ve known enough.” Altair picked up two of the bags. “You need to leave the room. I don’t have enough space to transform otherwise.” 
 
    Cedric picked up his bag. “Hurry. I’d like to leave before the start of the next watch.” 
 
    He opened the door and stepped out, careful to stay as quiet as possible. They’d only been asleep for a few hours, and the rest of the inn was silent. The innkeeper was already suspicious enough when they arrived after the gates had closed the night before and Cedric didn’t need him asking questions. 
 
    A loud crash came from the room. Great. That wasn’t suspicious at all. Moments later, Altair opened the door. “I’m done.” 
 
    “Did you break the bed again?” Cedric followed him back into the room. 
 
    “They make them so flimsy.” Altair ran his hand over the bed and made it right itself. When everything was back to normal, he turned to Cedric. “I want to see what you see. Or in this case, what you don’t see.” 
 
    “How do you do that?”  
 
    Altair placed his fingers on Cedric’s forehead. “Now. Find the kingdom again.” 
 
    Cedric wanted to pull away from the heat of Altair’s fingers that seemed to burn into his skin, but he couldn’t move. The Ifrit’s magic was still stronger than his. He closed his eyes and searched again for his village. He could find the inn, but there was an emptiness when he searched for the palace. 
 
    “I thought you said magic was banned in your kingdom.” Altair’s words pulled Cedric from his thoughts. 
 
    “It is. Why?” 
 
    “The palace has a shield around it. Your princess is fine. For now.” Altair dropped his hand. “Your kingdom is run by beasts?” 
 
    Cedric chuckled. “I told you they were cursed. They are human like me. I have only seen the king and queen once, but Hattie has long beautiful curls and eyes that seem to see into your soul. And her laugh makes your day better just by hearing it.” 
 
    Altair studied him. “I knew you cared for the royal family, but I didn’t realize how much you truly loved her.” 
 
    “More than anything.” Cedric glanced out the window as if he could find her that way. “Can I wish myself into the palace if it’s shielded?” 
 
    “No. I couldn’t do it anyway. For a kingdom that has banned magic, there are more charms and spells set to protect it than I have ever seen.” Altair met Cedric’s eyes. “I can get you close, though.” 
 
    “How do I know if I’m doing it for selfish reasons? Hattie already has enough going on. She doesn’t need another curse coming after her.” 
 
    Altair laughed. “That is what has kept you from making wishes? Nothing you have done in the last several days has shown any selfishness. Well, except you took the best pillow last night.” 
 
    “You don’t sleep with pillows anyway.” Cedric rolled his eyes. “Very well. Altair, I wish to travel to the village just outside Hattie’s kingdom.” 
 
    Red smoke appeared around them and the room disappeared. Cedric’s stomach turned as they traveled. This was worse than riding on Altair’s back. They landed hard and Cedric fell to the ground. The smoke cleared, and Cedric had to blink several times to help his eyes adjust to the darkness. They seemed to be in the middle of a wheat field.  
 
    “I couldn’t get any closer. There are wards everywhere.” Altair sat next to Cedric. “It has been centuries since I did magic that powerful. I must sleep.” 
 
    “Let’s leave the field and we can find a place in the forest to sleep.” Cedric helped him up and they staggered toward the trees in the distance. He could feel his village just to the northwest and the homesickness he’d been able to keep at a distance came crashing back. The absence of the palace only made it worse. 
 
    Altair dropped to the ground in the forest and gathered up leaves for a pillow. He was asleep before Cedric had even set his bag down. The wish must have taken a lot of him. They’d have to came there for the night. Cedric sighed and pulled a blanket from his bag. It would do no good to put one over Altair. The Ifrit always left a smoldering pile of blankets and bedding when he awoke. They had to repair the bed before they left each morning. 
 
    Cedric made a pile of leaves several feet away from Altair and lay down. As he lying there staring up at the stars, Altair’s words came back to him. Cedric closed his eyes and instead of searching for Hattie or the palace, he searched for the wards. There they were. Cedric had been too far away to sense them with his magic, and now they stuck out to him. Except . . . many of them seemed to be broken now. Maybe the shield had done that.  
 
    Anger flared up as he stared at the wards. Stefan had been banished when Cedric was small enough that he couldn’t remember him at all. His mother had died before she got to see him again. Everything had been taken away from Cedric. Everything. And for what? All of these spells and charms were a testament to just how much magic had been used within the kingdom. Magic that had been banned.  
 
    Had Hattie known? Maybe. She’d always been so kind to him . . . what if it had been guilt? No. She’d always expressed her frustration that she’d never got to meet a fairy godmother or a unicorn because her mom and father had banned magic. And her excitement at seeing what Stefan and Cedric could do with theirs had been genuine.  
 
    Cedric sat up, knowing he wouldn’t be able to sleep until he found what was going on. Altair stirred in his sleep, the leaves around him smoldering with his heat. They’d have to make sure they didn’t leave any sparks when they left in the morning. No need to start the whole hillside on fire. 
 
    He stood and left the forest. The starry night welcomed him as he stepped back into the field. “Father? Can you hear me?” 
 
    Silence. It was too much to ask anyway. His father was probably safely tucked away in his cottage. 
 
    The snapping of a branch made Cedric whip around. Stefan stood there, his hands clasped behind his back. 
 
    “Where have you been, son?” 
 
    Cedric wanted to run to him, but he held back. “I’m sorry. Elymas held me as prisoner.” 
 
    “I see your powers have grown.” Stefan’s smile held a pride in them that Cedric hadn’t seen before. “Where did you learn to use them?” 
 
    “Elymas.” He held his hands up. “I haven’t used them how he wanted me to, though.” 
 
    Stefan stepped closer. “And the amulet?” 
 
    “It’s safe.” Cedric hesitated. Elymas had transformed himself into the meat pie vendor before. Could this be him again? Better to be careful with what he said to this man. “What has been happening here?” 
 
    “Things are not good, son. Hattie . . . she is well, but the curse is something I’ve never seen before. And the king and queen are worse off. Hattie has kept her mind. The king and queen have had to be locked up for the safety of everyone.” 
 
    Cedric relaxed a little. He closed his eyes to sense the man in front of him. It was only a split second, but he could feel it. His father’s spirit. “And the palace? Where did it go?” 
 
    “That is something we can’t speak of here. My cottage isn’t far. We can speak there.” 
 
    “I need to grab my things.” Cedric turned to the forest. “I’ll be back in a moment.” 
 
    “Hurry. The sun is beginning to rise.” Stefan stepped back into the woods, and Cedric turned to run back to Altair. 
 
    The Ifrit grumbled when Cedric tried to wake him. “What does a genie have to do to get some sleep around here?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. My father is here. We need to go with him. He should be able to help us travel, though. Can you walk just a little farther?” 
 
    Altair pushed himself up and brushed the ash from the leaves below him off his tunic. “Very well.” 
 
    Cedric pulled dew from the leaves around the bed so he could put out any residual flames, then grabbed his bedding. There was no hiding the charred area, but they could at least get far away from it. 
 
    Stefan’s eyes raised when Altair and Cedric met him at the edge of the forest. “I see you found the other use for the amulet.” 
 
    “He’s the reason Elymas taught me to use my powers. He had to get me ready to go into the cave.” Cedric gestured to the Ifrit. “This is my friend, Altair. And Altair, this is my father, Stefan.” 
 
    Altair bowed. “It is a pleasure to meet you, sir. I would have recognized you without your son saying you are related. Your magic feels very much the same.” 
 
    “Your kind is one of legends, Altair. I am honored to be in your presence.” Stefan bowed. “Now, we must go quickly. We’ll walk since your magic can’t get us any closer to my cottage. I apologize.” 
 
    Altair nodded. “I will keep up with you.” 
 
    Their path led them through the forest and into a small village. The same village Cedric had pictured in his mind when he’d made his wish. One wish down. And from what he could tell, there had been no adverse effects. 
 
    The sun rose as they walked, and Cedric recognized the landscape. The place where their horses had bolted, where Elymas had appeared. It felt like it had been years since that had happened, not just a few weeks. 
 
    Stefan stopped to remove the wards around his cottage before they followed him through. Cedric stopped at the sight of the vendor cart in the yard.  
 
    “You still have it.” 
 
    “Yes. I haven’t decided what I should do with it yet.” Stefan turned and folded Cedric in a hug. “We have searched everywhere for you, son. I was afraid I’d lost you. When I suddenly felt you appear last night . . . at first I thought it was a dream. It had been so long. We’d heard the rumors of a mage coming closer, but you were still far enough away that we didn’t know who it was.” 
 
    Altair frowned. “People spoke of mages?” 
 
    “Yes. Fires started, animals going missing, forests going quiet. At first I thought it was Elymas because we haven’t heard anything from him since you disappeared.” 
 
    Cedric exchanged glances with Altair. “Apparently we didn’t hide your magic nearly as well as we’d thought.” 
 
    Altair shrugged. “If I had wanted to make myself known, it would have been more than just random fires here and there.” 
 
    He’d never been more specific about what his previous master had made him do, and Cedric didn’t want to ask. Cedric shuddered and turned back to his father. 
 
    “Elymas has a home on a plateau to the southwest of us. That’s where he kept me prisoner. After he lost me in the cave, I’m guessing he probably went back there to sulk.” 
 
    “So, it was you causing the lights in the sky not long after you left my cottage.” Stefan dropped into a chair. “I had wanted to find out for myself, but I couldn’t afford to leave my home until Rhoswen and Hattie were safe in the palace. It would have left the kingdom and everything around us vulnerable. By doing so, I left you to be trapped by Elymas. I have failed you.” 
 
    “You didn’t fail me. You stayed where you needed to be. If the kingdom had fallen, we would have been worse off than we are now.” Cedric took the chair next to his father. “Now, tell me about this shield.” 
 
    Stefan rubbed his eyes and leaned forward in his chair. “Rhoswen and her sisters found a way to transform Hattie back to a human, but it only lasted for about an hour at a time. When leaders from the neighboring kingdoms found out that there had been a curse placed, they sent parties to either take over the land or try to negotiate with a king and queen that they believed to be weak. Hattie played her part well, but it came at a cost. Each time she used it, the potion fatigued her more. We decided that rather than put her through more torture, it was better for people to forget that it was there.” 
 
    Cedric blinked. “So, the shield makes people forget they exist? How do you and I remember they’re there?” 
 
    “I helped make the shield, so I’m tied to it. You had a strong tie to Hattie, so I assume that has something to do with it.” 
 
    “What about all of those other spells on the kingdom?” 
 
    Stefan cleared his throat. “Many of those were from me. I couldn’t work my magic inside the land, so I made them from here. Several were severed as soon as the shield went up. Those that didn’t aren’t mine. Most likely they’ve been there for as long as the kingdom has existed.” 
 
    Altair snorted near the door. He must have fallen asleep as soon as they got to the house. Cedric smiled and turned back to his father. 
 
    “What do we do next?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Merek is doing what he can—” 
 
    “Merek?” Cedric interrupted. “What does Merek have to do with this?” 
 
    Stefan rubbed his chin. “The innkeeper is more than what he seems. He staffed the palace and runs both the palace and his inn, and he does a fine job if you ask me.” 
 
    “It seems as though everything I’ve known my whole life has changed.” Cedric stared down at his hands.  
 
    “Cedric, it gets worse.” Stefan picked up the mug next to him. “Those who attended the ball that night were transformed. They’re now all in the palace, though Merek kept many of them at his inn. They were moved last night.” 
 
    Cedric nodded. “I feared as much when we found that camp after I came here the first time. So, what do we do?” 
 
    “We find a way to destroy Elymas.” He glanced over at Altair. “What do you know of that creature?” 
 
    “Not much. He keeps past masters and deeds to himself. He’s kind unless provoked. And he loves his food.” Cedric gestured to the bags next to Altair. “And his gold.” 
 
    Stefan raised his eyebrows. “Where’d he keep—?” 
 
    “I don’t ask. I think he ingests them.” 
 
    Stefan made a face. “Remind me not to touch it.” 
 
    Cedric laughed. “I don’t touch it either if I can help it. It’s been handy to have. We were able to sleep at inns on the way back here.” 
 
    “You let him pay with it?”  
 
    “It’s gold. What else were we going to do with it?” 
 
    Stefan laughed and stood. “Good point. I’ll make us some breakfast and then we can discuss what to do next.” 
 
    “All right. I think I might try to sleep.” 
 
    “You can use my bed. Oh, and if you’d like some pillows for your friend, I have some extras in my room.” 
 
    Cedric glanced over at Altair. “He’ll just turn them to ash. He’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Is he going to burn a hole in my door?” Stefan asked. 
 
    “Maybe. He’ll fix it later.” Cedric dropped into his father’s bed and sighed. For the first time in months, he finally felt like he could relax. 
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    Cedric pushed his plate away and leaned back in his chair. “That is the best food I’ve had in a while. Not since that first inn.” 
 
    “I’ve had a lot of time to practice my cooking.” Stefan took their plates and set them in the sink. “Does Altair always leave for meals?” 
 
    “He assures me that it’s better that way.” Cedric stood to help clean. “Does Rhoswen know I’m here?” 
 
    Stefan was silent for a moment. “No. Call me selfish, but I wanted a little time with my son before I send you back out again.” 
 
    Cedric grinned. He’d craved this his entire life. Time with his father. There had never been enough reason for him to travel outside of the kingdom. Magic was what had separated them, so it must have been a dangerous thing. 
 
    “It’s not selfish.” Cedric handed him the dish he’d just washed. “We were ripped from each other. Now is our chance to finally make up for lost time.” 
 
    Stefan leaned against the counter while he dried the dish. “This Merek who raised you. Was he good to you?” 
 
    Cedric shrugged. “He let me work for him, which is more than anyone else could say. He let me get away with more than the other servers, but then I took more liberties than anyone else.” 
 
    “That’s my son.” Stefan laughed. “He seems like a good man. He’s taken good care of the palace. I fully expected chaos when I arrived, but everything was in order.” 
 
    “He always liked to have order in his inn.” Cedric handed Stefan a fork. “Do you know how he took over there?” 
 
    Stefan shook his head. “I heard something about him being a general a long time ago. I never checked up on it, though. With how things were being run, I assumed it was true.” 
 
    “That’s another thing. If you were banished, why did you go help with the shield?” 
 
    “Rhoswen asked, so I went.” Stefan took the other fork and dried it, then put it away. “Now, I’m dying to know what Elymas taught you. Shall we go practice?” 
 
    Cedric dropped the rag in the sink and dried his hands. “I’m a bit out of practice. I’ve used some magic since I left him, but we haven’t needed it much.” 
 
    “Once you learn it, you don’t forget it.” Stefan took his cloak and tossed Cedric’s to him. 
 
    They went to the backyard where there was more room and faced each other. Stefan threw a curse at Cedric that he easily deflected. Cedric threw one back and stepped back when Stefan threw up a shield. He needed to learn that trick. 
 
    Back and forth they went, battling. By the time Altair returned, Cedric dripped with sweat. Stefan opened the shield to allow him in, and they went back into the house. Cedric took a cup of water from Stefan and sat down at the table. 
 
    “He taught you well. What doesn’t make sense is why.” Stefan stared at him over his cup. 
 
    “I asked the same thing. All I ever got was that he wanted me to be ready for anything so I could go get what he wanted from the cave. Maybe he just wanted a worthy opponent. No offense.” 
 
    Stefan grinned. “I’m shielded enough he wouldn’t know where to find me. So, no offense taken. Besides, you’re stronger than I’ve ever been.” 
 
    “I don’t know. I thought you were going to take my head off a few times.” 
 
    “But I didn’t. You were too fast.” Stefan stood and pulled a scroll off the shelf. He rolled it out on the table and set a mug on each end. “So, this is the kingdom. We’re here. The shield only covers the palace grounds, so we have a lot of unprotected land. Your village is here. Right now, there’s only one way in and out of the palace and that’s through the inn.” 
 
    Cedric’s eyebrows shot up. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It’s some mirror magic that Rhoswen created. That’s how they got all the cursed villagers into the palace, so we decided to just keep that opening for future use.” 
 
    “Makes it easier to guard, that’s for sure.” Cedric studied the area. “And we’re here?” 
 
    “Yes, and again, all of that land is unprotected. The charms that were in place won’t do any good against Elymas or anyone else. They were simply there to help bring peace, and Elymas went right through them.” 
 
    “Or he was already there.” Cedric tapped the market in the village. “I’ve gone to that vendor for meat pies for as long as I can remember. Elymas killed the man who once worked there, but we don’t know when that was.” That pain was still fresh for Cedric. And Elymas would pay for it someday. 
 
    Stefan tapped the table. “You could be right. I’ve been trying to figure out how he could have gotten past the wards. However, if he was already there, that wouldn’t have been a problem. Still, the ward inside the palace should have been impossible to get through. It took Hattie helping us find it to even put up the shield.” 
 
    “How did she do that? She doesn’t have magic.” Cedric leaned forward. “She doesn’t, right?” 
 
    “No. But she’s the kingdom’s heir. I’d hoped that would be enough.” Stefan grabbed some dried beans and set them out in places on the map. “These represent the different kingdoms who have sent people to visit with Hattie.” 
 
    Cedric pointed to the few beans near the coast. “They’re not even close. Why would they want this land?” 
 
    Stefan smiled grimly. “This land has access to all the other lands. Anyone who holds it can trade with any other kingdom without having to deal with taxes and transportation.” 
 
    “Oh.” Cedric thought of all the people who came through the inn. “That makes sense, I guess. So, what do we do?” 
 
    “We do nothing about that part. Our job is to protect the king, queen, Hattie, and the magic.” Stefan set a few beans on the kingdom. “We leave the rest to Merek until we can get the curse broken.” 
 
    Altair tapped his fingers against the table, leaving scorch marks in the table. When he caught Cedric’s gaze, he shook his head. “No. I will not move armies or change rulers. I won’t.” 
 
    Cedric glanced at his father before going back to Altair. “I don’t want you to move the armies. I just want to wish for the curse to be broken.” 
 
    Altair shook his head even more emphatically. “You don’t want that. My magic does not mix well with dark magic. I told you, it can make the wish backfire and cause catastrophic events.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t have you go against Elymas either. I want to do that myself. I can use my wishes to help Hattie, right?” 
 
    Altair curled up into a fetal position. “No. Don’t make me do that. Please.” 
 
    “Cedric. Leave him alone. We will find another way.” Stefan’s eyes didn’t leave Altair as he spoke. “Altair, who was your last master?” 
 
    The Ifrit’s shoulders shook with sobs. “Don’t make me answer that.” 
 
    Stefan placed a hand on his shoulder, then jerked back. His hand was covered in blisters. He gestured for Cedric to follow him outside. When he turned, his face was troubled. 
 
    “Have you used any of your wishes?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s how I got here. Why?” Cedric couldn’t shake the uneasiness that had settled in when he first questioned Altair. 
 
    Stefan rubbed his face. “I believe whoever he served before you damaged him in a way that can never be fixed. And I think we both know who did it.” 
 
    It was exactly what Cedric didn’t want to hear. He ducked his head. “When we first met, I mentioned Elymas’s name and he seemed tense, but I thought nothing of it. Father, what if I doomed him by making him leave the cave?” 
 
    “You may have. But you wouldn’t have known that. This could go two ways. You could quickly make your last two wishes so Altair can go back to the cave where he’s safe. Or you can help him get back at the man who tortured him.” 
 
    Cedric bit his lip. “If I send him back, he’ll continue to be a prisoner.” 
 
    “But he will be safe.” Stefan put his hand on the doorknob. “It is your choice. I suggest you think hard before you choose what you want to do.” 
 
    Altair’s sobs still shook the house when Stefan walked inside. Cedric couldn’t bring himself to go in just yet. He needed to think. Either choice he made seemed like it would be wrong. He needed Hattie to help him decide.  
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    Hattie 
 
      
 
    Hattie was bored out of her mind. It was bad enough that everything outside was muted in color and sound. It also meant her daily meetings were gone. The servants wouldn’t look at her except for Millie, and even she seemed busier than normal going between the inn and the palace. 
 
    Mother and Father were now out of the prison cell and had started working on their speech. It was a long excruciating process, but at least they weren’t trying to eat anyone who came to help them. 
 
    Maybe she would try to visit the inn. Merek wouldn’t be too thrilled if she scared the guests, but she didn’t have to go into the common room. She could just stay in the kitchen and talk to Cook. She settled her crown on her head and brushed her fur, then headed for Merek’s room. 
 
    “Ah, I was just coming to find you, Highness.” Rhoswen beamed. “We have news for you.” 
 
    So much for sneaking away. Except that she had someone to talk to now. She pushed away her annoyance. “Yes?” 
 
    “Last night we caught a magical disturbance to the south. We’re still trying to learn more about it. We did find the same burnt areas in a forest and today there were reports of missing animals.” 
 
    Hattie’s eyes widened. “Do we know who it is yet?” 
 
    “No, but Highness . . . It’s very similar to Stefan’s magical imprint.” Rhoswen beamed. “We think—” 
 
    “You think Cedric is causing the burning and missing animals?” Hattie had to grab onto the column next to her as Rhoswen’s words sunk in. 
 
    Rhoswen hesitated. “It’s possible. I don’t believe so. There are indications that he’s not alone. Two beds made in each place. When my sisters inquired at inns along their path, they learned that two young men are traveling together, and one matches Cedric’s appearance.” 
 
    Hattie forced herself to breathe. Her Cedric was coming home. “And where are they now?” 
 
    “That’s the strange thing. Before they seemed to travel by foot, but last night they disappeared and then reappeared not too far from here. I felt them when they arrived—then they were just gone.” Rhoswen leaned forward to speak in a whisper. “There’s only one place besides here at the palace that can shield magic like this.” 
 
    Hattie’s breath caught. “They’re with Stefan?” 
 
    “That’s the only thing that makes sense.” Rhoswen leaned back again. “I must go consult with my sisters. Millie is to change you into your royal gowns. While others can’t find us, the villagers who are still around would like to speak with all of you.” 
 
    Hattie smiled. “I will go back to my rooms then. Thank you, Rhoswen.” 
 
    Rhoswen curtsied and left. Hattie practically skipped back to her rooms. Cedric was near. He had to be. Perhaps that why she was so bored. She could feel the need for adventure with him just being close. 
 
    Millie came to her room minutes later. “I’m here to dress you, Highness. I thought you might like the purple gown today.” 
 
    Cedric loved her in purple. Hattie nodded. “That is a good choice. While you get me ready, please tell me what’s happening in the village. Staying here is killing me.” 
 
    “There’s not much to tell right now. It’s quiet with half of the village gone.” Millie frowned. “I don’t suppose Rhoswen is closer to a cure?” 
 
    “Not yet. They’re still working on it.” Hattie glanced at herself in the mirror. The dress was beautiful, but she was a still a beast under the lace and satin. If Cedric was around, he would come back to quite a surprise. She hadn’t changed completely until after he disappeared. 
 
    Millie smoothed out the dress and placed the crown on Hattie’s head. “You look wonderful, Highness. If you act like nothing has happened, the villagers will as well. I hope.” 
 
    Hattie laughed. “Thank you for trying to cheer me up, Millie. Why don’t you go to my closet and find one of the dresses I can no longer wear? I think the blue one would work perfectly. Tonight, you can act as my lady-in-waiting.” 
 
    “Are you sure, Highness? I have had no training. I trip over things all the time, and I don’t know how to speak correctly.” 
 
    “Yes, Millie. I’m sure. Go change.” Hattie glanced at her paws. The claws were sharp and unbecoming. She picked up an old file and did her best to file them down while she waited for Millie. 
 
    Millie walked out of the closet wearing a light blue gown. It looked as though it had been made for her. Her cheeks were flushed with excitement. “It fits.” 
 
    “It is beautiful on you. I’ll be surprised if you don’t have a line of suitors by the time the night ends.” Hattie stood and moved around the chair. “Let’s pull your hair up and you can wear one of my smaller tiaras.” 
 
    “I can’t wear—”  
 
    “Yes. You must. Every girl needs a tiara. Royalty or not.” Hattie went to her closet and picked out a small tiara encrusted with diamonds and sapphires. She’d insisted on this tiara the last time a merchant came through selling wares in the square. Cedric had laughed, but his expression had changed when she put it on. She left the closet and placed it on Millie’s head. “See? It’s perfect. It brings out the blue in your eyes.” 
 
    Millie gasped. “I can’t wear this one. It costs more than my entire house and everything in it.” 
 
    Hattie laughed. “I insist. Besides, it’s not quite fit for a princess. Mother was horrified when I wore it to one of the dinners.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful.” Millie stood and curtsied. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re very welcome.” Hattie beamed. She waited for Millie to open the door, then walked to the throne room.  
 
    Mother and Father already sat in their thrones speaking to each other in what Hattie figured was supposed to be hushed tones even though they could be heard from several meters away. 
 
    “Your Majesties. You look well today.” Hattie sat next to her mother. “Have you met Millie? I just promoted her to my lady-in-waiting.” 
 
    Mother frowned. “That’s not how it—” 
 
    “It is a pleasure to meet you, Millie.” Father nodded to Millie who curtsied in return. His speech was still rough, but Hattie was pleased with how far he’d come. 
 
    Rhoswen bustled in and bowed low. “If I may suggest, it will be better for Hattie to do most of the talking.” 
 
    Mother finally nodded. “Very well.” 
 
    “Send them in.” Father settled back in his chair. 
 
    Hattie squirmed in her chair. Maybe it was because she knew Cedric was close, or maybe she was just tired of the palace, but having the villagers walk into the room and whisper between them was enough to make Hattie want to run. Their stares ranged from revulsion to humor and Hattie wasn’t sure which was worse. 
 
    “Welcome to the palace. Please let us know your grievances so that we can find a way to help.” Hattie’s voice shook and sounded more beastlike than it had for a while. She cleared her throat. “First person.” 
 
    A man in fine clothes stepped forward and bowed deeply. “It is a relief to see you in your . . . current state. We had worried something had happened. Not that . . . it hasn’t, because, well, look at you. Anyway, um. Trade has slowed down. We need to make it through your kingdom to get to other countries and your shield blocks two of the main roads in and out.” 
 
    “There is nothing we can do about that right now. Take the road to the south and you will still be able to make it through.” Hattie wanted so much to roll her eyes. Merchants. They thought they were more important than everyone else. 
 
    “The shield—” 
 
    “Is there for everyone’s protection. Next.” Mother waved her hand, dismissing him. 
 
    The next man was clearly a farmer. He had combed his hair and dressed in his best clothes, but Hattie could see the dirt in his nails and his tanned skin. She immediately liked him. He bowed low before speaking. “With the new shield up, it has been difficult to grow my crops. It seems to block the sun from hitting them.” 
 
    Hattie glanced over at her parents to see if they would say anything. “Are all of your crops suffering?” 
 
    “No, Highness. Just the crops closer to the shield.” He twisted his hat in his hands. 
 
    “I will send Rhoswen out to see if there is something that can be done. For now, concentrate on the fields that are farther away. I would hate to see you lose any of your produce.” 
 
    The farmer bowed again. “Thank you, Highness.” 
 
    A young woman was next. She wouldn’t look up from the floor as she moved forward. “I lost most of my family to the curse. I want to know what is being done about them. I need my children back.” 
 
    Hattie’s heart broke for this woman. “We are trying to find a cure. We will get your children back to you.” 
 
    The woman curtsied, but still wouldn’t look up as she walked away. Hattie took deep breaths to try to control her emotions. Several people after the young woman said the same thing. Although their stories changed, each sister, grandparent, or parents had the same heartbreak and look of defeat. 
 
    By the fifth family, Hattie couldn’t look up for fear that she would lose it. After several more, it seemed that they were finally almost done. Hattie looked up to see how many more she would have to endure, and her breath caught when she saw the man in the back. 
 
    Holding a rose. And that smile . . .  
 
    It took every ounce of control she had to stay in her seat while the last few families spoke their grievances. Hattie barely heard what they said, grateful that her parents were able to step in and take over.  
 
    When the last family had gone and only Cedric and his companion were left, Hattie leapt out of her seat. Her parents gasped, but she was too fast for them to stop her. His friend backed away, his eyes round with shock. Hattie wrapped her arms around Cedric and they both fell to the ground. 
 
    “You’re back,” she whispered. 
 
    He gasped. “I am.” 
 
    “I thought you were gone for good.” She was just inches from his face and she was amazed at how much he’d changed in those few months. His face had thinned out and his scrawny arms were replaced by muscle. 
 
    “Um, Highness, can you get off me?” He gasped out. 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” She scrambled off him and stood, straightening out her dress.  
 
    A growl sounded behind her and Hattie suddenly realized what had just happened. She closed her eyes and slowly turned to face her parents. Mother and Father glared while the others’ faces were filled with shock. 
 
    “I apologize, Your Majesties. This is Cedric, a dear friend of mine—” 
 
    “Indeed.” Father frowned, but his eyes danced. “And his companion?” 
 
    Her face still burned as she quickly returned to her throne. “Cedric, would you like to introduce your companion?”  
 
    Millie leaned forward, and Hattie noticed that the man was staring back at her. She just hoped the king and queen hadn’t noticed. 
 
    “This is Altair. He has traveled with me over the last few weeks. We are here to ask how we can be of service to the kingdom.” He bowed again and nudged Altair to do the same. 
 
    Mother looked over at Hattie. “How do you know him?” 
 
    “The inn. We . . . worked together. He has been a dear friend for years.” Hattie’s face burned. 
 
    “You worked at an inn?” She glanced over at the king. “Did you know this?” 
 
    Father didn’t meet her eyes and leaned forward instead. “What are your qualifications?” 
 
    “I am skilled with the sword, Majesty. I am good with my hands. I could work here in the palace as well.” 
 
    “Find Merek. He will find you a place. And your companion?” 
 
    Cedric shifted uncomfortably. “He can do the same things I can, Majesty.” 
 
    “Very well. Find Merek. Court is adjourned for the day.” Father took Mother’s arm and they left. 
 
    Hattie knew she would hear about it later, but she didn’t care. As soon as they were out of sight, Hattie grabbed Cedric’s arm and dragged him toward her room. No. Wait. They would find them there.  
 
    “Come, Millie and . . . Altair? You come as well.” She let go of Cedric and strode toward Merek’s room. 
 
    Merek sat at his desk. He jumped up when they came into his room. “Ah, Highness. You’re finished. I have a few ideas on how we can protect the . . .” He trailed off when he looked past Hattie. “Cedric?” 
 
    “Merek.” He bowed. “I’m sorry I didn’t say hello before. I had to stay with the rest—” His words were cut off by the bone-crushing hug from Merek. 
 
    “My boy.” He pulled away and held Cedric at arm’s length. “You are not the same boy I raised. Look at you.”  
 
    Cedric laughed. “It’s good to see you too, sir. The king told me you were the one to see about a job here. When did that happen?” 
 
    Merek wiped his eyes. “Not long after you left. There was nothing protecting the palace and I couldn’t let anything happen to it. Rhoswen put me in charge and gave me the mirror you walked through so that I could keep track of the inn.” 
 
    Hattie cleared her throat. “Merek, do you have somewhere we can go to talk?” 
 
    “Of course. You know where my room is. I’ll be there as soon as I’m done with this ledger.” Merek expanded the mirror so they could walk through and Hattie went into the inn. The weight of being in the palace immediately melted away. She breathed a sigh of relief and went into Merek’s room. Cedric and Altair set more chairs by Merek’s table so they could all sit and talk. 
 
    Now that Cedric was finally back, Hattie wasn’t sure if she was more nervous or excited to have him by her side. So much had changed. He was this confident man and she was, well, a beast. 
 
    Merek burst through the door, breaking through the awkwardness in the room. “All right, young man. You have some explaining to do.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Cedric stared down at his hands before he began.  
 
    Hattie sat there listening to everything he’d been through since he’d been taken from the forest. While she’d been stuck in the palace, he got to go on adventures. True, he was a prisoner for much of it, but he was learning magic. Ever since she’d felt the power while they put the shield up, she’d hungered for more. 
 
    Altair filled in some of the story once Cedric got to where they met. An Ifrit. Sitting at the same table with her. And Hattie wasn’t the only one staring at him. Millie hung on his every word. 
 
    When they finally finished, the room was silent. Hattie reached over to take his hand, then stopped. Her paw would have covered both of his hands. She shoved both of them under the table.  
 
    “So, you have how many wishes now?” Merek asked. 
 
    “Two.” Altair frowned. “I’d hoped he would use the others by now, but he’d rather do everything the hard way.” 
 
    Millie leaned forward. “What happens when they’re all used up?” 
 
    Altair cleared his throat. “I will go back to my cave, I suppose.” 
 
    “Do you have to?” Millie asked, her eyes hopeful. 
 
    “I . . . suppose I don’t. But if Cedric doesn’t use them and I remain here, there is a possibility that someone else will get ahold of my lamp. And that is the last thing I want.” Altair shuddered.  
 
    “And there’s no way to keep that from happening?” 
 
    Altair frowned. “I don’t think so. Unless I were freed from my lamp somehow, which I’ve never heard of it happening.” 
 
    Merek rolled a map out that Hattie had seen him poring over many times. “We will deal with that when the time comes. Right now we need to figure out how to stop Elymas. The longer we wait, the more powerful he will become.” 
 
    Cedric nodded. “Now that he doesn’t have access to the lamp, I’m sure he’ll find another way to get stronger.” 
 
    “Cedric, where is his home?” Merek tapped the map. 
 
    Cedric closed his eyes and stayed silent for a moment before he finally opened them and pointed to it. “There. It’s impossible to get to without magic. Even with my magic, I hadn’t figured out how to get down off the cliff. It’s better to have him come to us.” 
 
    Altair paled. “Are we sure we want to do that?” 
 
    “Yes, we do. I’m sorry, Altair. We have a better chance here.” Cedric looked up at Merek. “I hope you know how to do it because I’m not trained at all for something like this.” 
 
    Merek smiled. “Lucky for us, I am. You’re right about bringing him here. We can lure him out with that amulet around your neck. It’s what he wanted in the first place.” 
 
    Cedric looked at him in surprise. “How’d you know I had the amulet?” 
 
    “You’re practically glowing with power, boy. You’re just lucky the king and queen didn’t notice, or you would be in prison right now.” Merek laughed. “We have armies at points across the border of the kingdom. We are severely lacking because of the curse. I did what I could with what we had. I’ll start moving them together, but it will take a few days.” 
 
    “We can send messages out to neighboring kingdoms. I’m not sure they’ll help since I turned them away.” Hattie made note of those kingdoms that had come. “These three might be willing, though. They didn’t try to steal our land.” 
 
    Merek nodded. “They’re good allies. I’ll send out messages as soon as possible. Cedric, do you think you can get your father to come? We’ll need the amulet and any of the mages we can get.” 
 
    “Do you really think we’ll need that many mages?” Hattie asked in surprise. 
 
    “Yes.” Cedric ran his fingers through his hair. “The moment the amulet is revealed, he’ll know I survived the cave. He’ll come for me, and he won’t be alone because he knows I can beat him.”  
 
    Merek frowned. “Who would fight by his side?” 
 
    “When we traveled to the cave, we met up with a group of men I assumed were thieves. I don’t think he trusted them—they were just the means to get what he wanted. That night I didn’t just cross him. They were all expecting riches and they got nothing. I can imagine they’d all like to get their hands on me.”  
 
    The room was silent. Battles were something they could do. They had soldiers who were trained to protect their kingdom no matter what. But magic?  
 
    “Do you think the mages would be willing to fight for us? We’ve had their powers stored for decades now. Some may not even be alive by now.” Hattie pushed down the anger that flared up. Right now was not a time to allow her emotions to take over. She would deal with the ban on magic and the damage it had done later. 
 
    “They’re alive, and they’re willing to fight for their kingdom.” Stefan’s voice made them all jump. “Sorry, your cook let me in.” 
 
    Merek sighed. “Sounds like I’ll have to explain ‘do not disturb’ to him, again. Come in.” 
 
    Stefan sat next to Cedric and leaned forward in his chair. “Do the king and queen know what you have planned?” 
 
    “No. That’s not going to stop me.” Hattie growled. “They set this in motion long ago and now we’re paying for it. And I won’t allow them to step in now.” 
 
    “Highness—” 
 
    “No.” Hattie bristled.  
 
    Merek studied her. “I wish you would reconsider, but I can understand where you’re coming from. We will continue with our plans. Once things are set in motion, they will move quickly and there will be no room for mistakes.” 
 
    Hattie held in a sigh. If it were up to her, she would have started yesterday. She wanted this curse to be broken. Everyone stood and spoke. Hattie held back, hoping she could get Cedric alone to speak to him. When he continued talking to his father, she gave up. Of course they would be happy to see each other. 
 
    She slipped out of the room and back into the palace. Her skirt swished as she walked, a constant reminder that she’d dressed up for no reason. Not that she’d known that Cedric would show up. There’d been that slight hope . . . She yanked the tiara off her head, dropped it on her dresser, then flopped on her bed. 
 
    There was no reason to be upset. Not really. Cedric seemed happy to have seen her and he was here to help break the curse.  
 
    “You’re going to wrinkle your new dress, Highness.” Millie stood in the doorway. Her cheeks were still flushed, and she held a smile that lit up her eyes.  
 
    Hattie climbed off her bed. “I thought you would be longer or I would have waited.” 
 
    “You are the one I serve.” Millie helped loosen the ties on Hattie’s gown.  
 
    “Even if you would rather stay with the mysterious man who appeared in court today?” Hattie smiled at Millie’s blush.  
 
    Millie ducked her head. “Was it that obvious?” 
 
    “To me it was. If it helps, Altair seemed taken with you as well.” Hattie set her brush down. “Am I making the right decision to give the mages their powers back?” 
 
    “All you do is for the good of the kingdom.” Millie paused. “While I think it is extreme, I have seen what Elymas can do and I want him to be stopped. I miss my family.” 
 
    Hattie thought of the storage rooms filled with dishes and furniture. These were her people and she had a responsibility for them. “We’ll fix this.” 
 
    Millie smiled. “I know you will.” 
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    Cedric 
 
      
 
    Cedric stretched and turned to find Hattie. He couldn’t wait to catch up with her after being gone for so long. His smile dropped when he realized that she had left. 
 
    “Don’t worry, she’s still very much in love with you.” Merek clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Did you see her leave?” 
 
    Merek shook his head. “I just noticed she was gone as well. My guess is she was too tired to stay once we were done. It’s been a long day for all of us.” 
 
    “I suppose so.” Cedric yawned. “Do you have a couple of rooms available? It’s a little late to travel back to my father’s tonight.” 
 
    “Things have been slow lately. I’ll get you the keys.” Merek left the room. 
 
    Cedric picked up his bag. “He’s getting you a room too, Father.” 
 
    “Thank you, but I need to get back. I don’t like leaving for long periods of time. You’re sure you don’t want to come?” 
 
    “No, I miss my old room.” Cedric tapped Altair on the shoulder to wake him. “I may see you tomorrow, depending on how plans go.” 
 
    Stefan nodded and vanished in a flash of smoke. Cedric sighed. He really needed to learn how to do that.  
 
    “The meeting is done already?” Altair stood and scratched his stomach. “Where to now, master?” 
 
    “Bed. We’ll sleep here tonight.” Cedric left the room to track down Merek.  
 
    Merek met them at the door to his room with a troubled look. “Word seems to have gotten out that the two mages who have been causing problems are here at the inn. We must move you to the palace instead.” 
 
    Cedric stiffened. “How did they hear that? We were careful.” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m going to find out. Quickly now. Go through that mirror and take a left. You’ll find the servants’ quarters. They’re smaller than your room here, which I hope won’t be a problem for the Ifrit. Go. Now.” 
 
    Cedric grabbed Altair’s shirt and pulled him through the mirror. “Were you spotted when you went hunting last night?” 
 
    “I was careful and stayed over the forests.” Altair leaned in. “I have an uneasy feeling, Cedric. We aren’t safe, even in the palace.”  
 
    “The shield should keep him out.” But Cedric worried that Altair was right. No one should have known they were there unless the palace had a spy somewhere. He looked back at the mirror and froze, sure he’d seen someone standing there. 
 
    “Sorry, Merek.” Cedric pulled the mirror off the wall and smashed it on the floor. Pieces flew in every direction. He held out a hand and squeezed, turning the glass to sand.  
 
    Altair stood there in shock. “What’d you do that for?” 
 
    “Open that window.” Cedric waited for him, then conjured wind to blow the piles of sand out the window. He didn’t stop the wind until he was sure that every speck of sand was gone from the room. “Shut and latch it.”  
 
    Altair nodded and slammed the window shut. “Can you tell me why you just shattered the one escape route we had?” 
 
    “Not yet.” Cedric checked the hallway before turning right and heading up the hallway. 
 
    “Merek said to take a left.” 
 
    “I know. That’s why we’re going the other way.” Cedric took several more turns, switching directions at random times to make sure he lost whoever might be following them. He opened a door slowly and closed it. That room was occupied. And the one after that as well. 
 
    When he finally found an empty one, he gestured for Altair to go in first. He shut the door quietly then sealed it shut with every spell he could think of—which wasn’t many. 
 
    “Whoever let slip that we are here was there in the inn.” Cedric set his bag on the floor. The image of Cook standing there was burned into his mind. He needed to find a way to warn Merek that his friend and employee had turned on him.  
 
    Altair dropped to the bed. “So, I wasn’t just imagining things?” 
 
    “I wish you were. The man was my friend.” Cedric curled up on the other bed and stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    “It’s possible he had a spell on him.” Altair rolled over and propped his head on his hand. “Elymas needs a way to get information and he would know who to go after.” 
 
    Cedric knew he had a point, but that didn’t make things better. Either way, Cook had compromised their plans and everything needed to be moved up. “Could a wish break the spell on the palace?” 
 
    Altair climbed off his bed and knelt in front of Cedric’s bed. He placed a hand on Cedric’s forehead and closed his eyes. Cedric gasped in pain as his memories were sorted through. By the time Altair finished, Cedric’s head felt like mush. 
 
    “I believe that you could do it without any repercussions. While you do have a selfish reason for it, there is enough good to outweigh it. Would you like to do it now?” 
 
    Cedric could imagine Hattie’s surprise to wake up in the morning as a human. “If we did it now, we could avoid the battle. I wouldn’t have to touch the magic in this amulet.” 
 
    “Very well. Make sure you word it just right. And when this is done, please allow me to sleep. It’s going to take a lot out of me.” 
 
    Cedric thought over the words he would use. He needed to make sure that the wish was said just right so that it would affect everyone who had been cursed. Maybe he should word it for just Hattie and her parents for now. Then if it worked, he could use the last wish for everyone else. 
 
    When he had the words just right, he sat up and faced Altair. “And you think this will work?” 
 
    “Yes, as long as you remember why you’re doing it.”  
 
    “All right.” Cedric closed his eyes. “I wish that the curse placed on the people of this kingdom will be broken and that all will return as it was before.” 
 
    Altair’s eyes flashed, and red smoke filled the room. When the smoke finally dissipated, Cedric found Altair passed out on the bed. He shook the Ifrit’s shoulder, but he didn’t move. Altair’s pulse was weak and where he was normally hot to the touch, he was cool. 
 
    Cedric pushed heat into Altair, but he would need a lot more magic than what he had himself. Stefan would know what to do. He hoped. He unsealed the door and opened it. The hallways were still. Cedric frowned. They should have been filled with people. What had happened with the wish? He opened one door after the next. Everything was the same as before.  
 
    The floor suddenly jerked beneath him, knocking him to the ground. No. This wasn’t supposed to happen. He’d been so careful with the wording. Cedric ran for the front entrance to the palace. The amulet suddenly burned against his skin. He tried to pull it away, but it didn’t matter. The heat seared and blistered. And then it was gone as a burst of light exploded from the stone. Tendrils of smoke flowed in several directions. With one last burst, the amulet shattered, and Cedric flew back, his head hitting the floor. Darkness enveloped him and the last thought he had was that he had failed Hattie. 
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    “Cedric, wake up.” Hattie’s voice was hollow and distant. 
 
    Pain welcomed Cedric as he opened his eyes. Several people stood around him, their expressions filled with fear. His head lay in Hattie’s lap and the fur of her paw was soft against his cheek. No. 
 
    He sat up and immediately regretted it. “What happened?” 
 
    “We were hoping you would know.” Rhoswen leaned in close and checked each of Cedric’s eyes. “What happened?” 
 
    Cedric held his head. “I tried to wish the curse away, but it . . . backfired or something.” 
 
    “Oh dear.” Rhoswen clicked her tongue. “Wishes aren’t something to mess with.” 
 
    “I noticed.” Cedric leaned back and set his hand on the ground, then gasped in pain. A shard from the amulet had pierced his hand. “We need to warn my father that the amulet broke.” 
 
    “He knows.” Rhoswen helped him stand. “The magic has been restored to the mages. Merek has them at the inn now.” 
 
    “No!” Cedric darted for the door, but Rhoswen slammed it shut. “I have to go. They’re not safe at the inn.” 
 
    Rhoswen frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “There’s a spy there. The cook. Or at least I think so.” Cedric held his head. It really needed to stop pounding so he could think. 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    “He watched our every move when we got back to the palace last night, his expression . . . I shattered the mirror. Sorry.” 
 
    Rhoswen sighed. “I wondered what happened. I’ll go get them. Hattie, prepare your parents to fight. Cedric, find any soldier you can and let them know that they should be ready for anything. With the shockwave you set off from that wish, we can expect Elymas at any moment.” 
 
    Cedric would do as he was asked in a moment. Right now, he needed to check on Altair first. He tried to retrace his footsteps, but he was soon lost. “Altair!”  
 
    Another turn and the hallway seemed familiar to him. He ran down to the third door and opened it. Altair still lay on his bed, his coloring better than before. Cedric checked his pulse and jerked his hand back. His heat was back, too. Cedric leaned down close to Altair’s ear. 
 
    “I know that you’re still healing from the last wish, and I apologize. I need you to wake up, so I can use my last one. Are you awake enough to hear me?” 
 
    The nod was small, but it was there. 
 
    “You have been a dear friend to me over the last several weeks and I can’t bear to send you back to the cave where you’ve been stuck for so long.” He felt Altair stiffen under his hand. “Altair, I wish for your freedom. Be your own person, Ifrit, whatever it is that you are now.”  
 
    This time instead of red smoke, it was blue. Altair rose off the bed and a burst of light blew Cedric backward. When he opened his eyes, Altair stood in front of him, his eyes red.  
 
    “Why did you do that?” 
 
    Cedric pushed himself up to standing. “I need your help, and I couldn’t let Elymas get you. He’s already taken away too much. Rest if you need to, and then I need you upstairs.” 
 
    Altair stared down at his hands and then at the lamp that lay on the floor. “You freed me.” 
 
    “I did. And now I have to go. When you follow, bring the lamp. We’re not quite done with it.” Cedric ran down the hall and it took a moment to realize that another set of footsteps followed him.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Altair panted as he ran. 
 
    Cedric slowed to a stop. Being thrown so many times in the last hour had taken a toll on him. “The amulet is gone. You’re free. We’re about as vulnerable as we can get, which means that Elymas should be here any moment.” 
 
    The entrance to the palace was empty, so Cedric continued out the door. Groups of soldiers stood in ranks while villagers stood in groups, talking nervously. Cedric hoped this would work. He took the lamp from Altair and walked past everyone until he stood next to the shield. Hattie and her parents stood off to the side. She broke away and padded over to him.  
 
    “This is our last defense. Are you sure it will work?” 
 
    Cedric sighed. He couldn’t lie to her. “I don’t know. I have to try. Just make sure everyone is ready.”  
 
    Hattie nodded and stepped back. “Be careful.” 
 
    Cedric nodded and continued to the shield where Rhoswen and her sisters stood. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Rhoswen asked. 
 
    “Yes.” No. But Cedric knew he had no choice. He had to do whatever it took to break the curse on this kingdom. “Don’t pull it down completely until I give the sign.” 
 
    Rhoswen nodded and touched the shield. The area around her hand weakened until a hole formed. Cedric stepped through and his breath caught when the shield went back up. There was no going back now. 
 
    “Elymas. I have what you want.” Cedric grimaced. “The amulet is yours.”  
 
    The mage appeared in front of Cedric. “You’ve put on quite a show since you returned back to your kingdom.” 
 
    “I just wanted to make sure you knew I was back.” Cedric fingered the lamp in his cloak.  
 
    “Where’s the amulet?” The hunger in the man’s eyes made Cedric take a step backward.  
 
    Cedric knew he was in trouble, but he had to follow through. “Shattered. If you want it, you’ll have to collect the dust on the steps of the palace.” 
 
    Elymas struck Cedric before he had time to react. Pain exploded in his cheek and ear as he spun and landed on the ground. “Don’t disappoint me again. I asked you where the amulet was.” 
 
    “And I told you.” This time Cedric met Elymas’s blow with one of his own.  
 
    The man staggered back, fire in his eyes. He wiped his bloody nose and went for Cedric again. “Lies.”  
 
    Cedric pulled open his cloak and tunic, exposing his bare chest. “The amulet is gone.” 
 
    Elymas shrieked with anger and dove at Cedric, pinning him in a headlock. “You will regret that, boy.” 
 
    “I don’t think I will.” Cedric gasped for air. “I am here to offer what you really wanted.” 
 
    The grip loosened slightly and Elymas laughed. “And what’s that?” 
 
    Cedric fumbled for the lamp in his cloak and lifted it. “This.” 
 
    Elymas let go and reached for the lamp. “You have it.” 
 
    Cedric raised an arm, hoping those on the other side of the shield were paying attention. “I don’t understand why you’d want it. I see nothing of importance in there.” 
 
    “Because you’re a fool.” Elymas spat out the last word. He rubbed the side of the lamp, hunger making him salivate. The proud man who had trained Cedric was gone. When Altair didn’t appear, Elymas shrieked and threw the lamp to the ground, shattering it into hundreds of pieces. “Where is my genie?” 
 
    “I couldn’t let him back into your possession, so I had to use my last wish to free him.” Cedric pulled a sword from his belt. “Now, you have two choices. Lift the curse and leave this place, or deal with me.” Terror kept Cedric rooted in place. He was playing with fire and he knew it.  
 
    Cold fury emanated from Elymas as he advanced on Cedric. “You will live to regret this, boy. I gave you everything. Magic, power, everything. Your betrayal will cost you and your kingdom dearly.”  
 
    Cedric’s heart skipped a beat as an army appeared out of nowhere behind Elymas. He gave the signal and darted away from Elymas’s sword. With a battle cry of his own, Cedric darted forward, ready to finish this once and for all.  
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    Hattie 
 
      
 
    Fear gripped Hattie’s heart as she stood waiting for her turn to fight. Cedric’s words were muffled by the shield, but she could see them arguing. She found herself ducking out of the way with every movement from Elymas. How Cedric could handle training under this man was beyond what she could comprehend. 
 
    When Cedric pulled out the lamp, Hattie turned to her parents. “Do what you can to fight these people, just don’t lose your humanity. I don’t want to lose you again before we can break the curse.” 
 
    Father nodded and pulled out a sword. “You won’t.” 
 
    The signal. Hattie’s legs shook as the shield fell. And suddenly they were faced with hundreds of people coming at them with weapons she had never seen before.  
 
    “Attack!” she called, then dove forward. 
 
    Her parents darted past her, tearing through the enemy like they were nothing. Hattie looked down at the sword in her paw and then back at her parents. This man had done this. And he would pay. For Millie. For her family. For the kingdom. 
 
    Hattie leapt into the middle of the battle and closed herself off, allowing the beast’s instincts to fight.  
 
    Flashes of light flew past her face as the mages joined the fight. The land that had once been the pride of her kingdom was now a horrific scene of bodies everywhere. She had to stop this. 
 
    Hattie searched for Cedric and found him at the center of the battle, locked in combat with Elymas. She fought her way toward them, ducking and swerving around the fighting.  
 
    Cedric managed to free himself from Elymas’s grasp and lurched forward, his sword piercing through the mage’s abdomen. A shockwave flowed out from him, throwing everyone to the ground. Hattie flew back and hit a statue, knocking the air out of her. She rolled over and gasped for air. She looked up just as Elymas stood back up, gasping, his sword raised to kill Cedric. 
 
    “No!” Hattie leapt forward, her powerful hindlegs propelling her toward Elymas. The sword meant for Cedric slid into her shoulder. Pain exploded through her. Laughter. Even as Elymas stood there mortally wounded, he laughed. 
 
    Hattie pulled the small knife from her belt and tossed it. She smiled as it hit Elymas, finally stopping the laughter. Blackness welcomed her, dulling the pain in her shoulder. 
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    Cedric 
 
      
 
    Time slowed as Cedric felt Hattie knock him out of the way. He turned to find the sword that was meant for him in her shoulder. 
 
    Cedric sat up just as Hattie’s small knife dealt the final blow to Elymas. As he fell, the rest of his army collapsed. Cedric crawled over bodies to reach Hattie. He pulled the sword out of her shoulder and cradled her in his lap. He put his hand on the wound to heal her, willing it to work. He could feel her life force weakening past what he could cure. 
 
    He rocked her, tears pouring down his cheeks. His Hattie. The one and only person who really knew him. The one he had shared his secrets with. He couldn’t lose her now. 
 
    “Please, no.” He searched for Stefan, but he was too far away. “Hattie, come back. Hattie, I need you.” He pulled her closer. “I love you.” He bent down and kissed her cheeks and then her forehead. “Don’t leave me. I love you.”  
 
    “Cedric, come with me.” Father stood above him. He reached down and put his arms around Cedric. “Son, she’s gone. Come. I need help healing those who can be helped.” 
 
    “No, I need to stay with her.” 
 
    “Cedric. Let her go.”  
 
    Cedric loosened his grip. He moved to lay her down and stopped. Was that . . .? He looked down at her hand clasped around his, no longer limp. “Hattie?” 
 
    Hattie gasped for air as light encircled her. Stefan pulled Cedric away from her and held him tightly. 
 
    The fur that had covered her disappeared, and her features changed back to the face he knew so well. She stirred and opened her eyes, blinking several times. Her hands flew up to her face. 
 
    “Am I . . .?” 
 
    Cedric pulled away from his father and scooped Hattie up in his arms. “You’re back.” 
 
    She threw her arms around his neck and laughed. “You did it.” 
 
    “I suppose I did.” He set her down. “Hattie, I don’t know what I would have done without you.”  
 
    She caressed his cheek. “Let’s hope you never have to find out.”  
 
    Cedric leaned down and brushed her lips with his. She pulled him closer and kissed him, wiping everything else from his mind. When they finally broke apart, Cedric kissed her nose and held her close. 
 
    A light rain mixed with magic fell on the ground around them, and the damage from the battle repaired itself. People poured from the palace to find their loved ones. Cedric let go of Hattie so she could run to her parents. They had transformed as well and hugged their daughter tightly to them.  
 
    Movement from the opposite direction caught Cedric’s attention. A man on a horse galloped toward them at full speed. As they drew closer, Cedric recognized Cook. The man climbed off the horse and searched frantically until he found Merek. He dropped to his knees, tears streaking down his face.  
 
    Cedric pushed his way through the crowd. He reached Merek’s side. “Don’t be too angry with him. I don’t believe it was his fault.” 
 
    “I know it wasn’t.” Merek took the man by the elbow and pulled him up. “I noticed something was wrong after you left last night and figured I’d use it to our advantage. A few clues about a large army and where we’d be, and he took off shortly after.” 
 
    Hattie slid an arm around Cedric’s waist. “Thank you for everything, Merek. If you will excuse us, the king and queen would like to have words with Cedric.” 
 
    Merek winked at Cedric. “Good luck.”  
 
    Cedric looked down at the woman next to him. “You know, I’d take fighting Elymas over meeting your parents any day.” 
 
    Hattie laughed and leaned closer. “I would, too.”  
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    Hattie smoothed her dress out for the hundredth time. She could do this. As Millie put the locket from her father around her neck, Hattie stared down at her hands. The simple ring from Cedric fit snugly on her delicate finger. 
 
    Memories of being a beast still came back from time to time. She would brush it aside as a dream, but she knew it wasn’t.  
 
    “Are you ready for your veil, Highness?” Millie’s voice made Hattie jump. 
 
    Hattie checked her hair one more time, then nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    Millie smiled and set the veil on Hattie’s head. “You look beautiful, Highness.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Hattie looked at her hand again. “I still can’t believe this is finally happening.” 
 
    “Neither can the rest of the kingdom.” Millie laughed. “The princess is marrying a street rat. You’ll be the talk of every court from now on.” 
 
    Hattie grinned. “Works for me. As long as they get the story right.” 
 
    “It’s too fantastic to make up anything else.” Millie straightened the veil. “There. I think we’re ready. And just in time, too.” 
 
    The doors opened, and the king and queen walked inside. Mother pulled her into a hug first. 
 
    “You look beautiful, sweetie.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Hattie turned to her father and had to look away. The tears in his eyes made her tear up as well. “Daddy, you’ll make my face all red and puffy if you make me cry.” 
 
    Her father kissed her cheek. “We wouldn’t want that. Now, let’s go before Rhoswen sends her sisters in here after us.” 
 
    Hattie slipped her arm through her father’s and they walked to the door. Mother and Millie had already left to take their places. 
 
    It seemed the whole kingdom had shown up for the wedding. No doubt to see if what they’d heard was really true. Hattie smiled and waved as she walked down the aisle. Her mom pursed her lips at the front of the crowd. They’d gone over this more than once. No waving. It was customary to stare straight ahead. 
 
    Cedric stood on the dais, looking uncomfortable in his suit. His hair was combed to the side instead of the usual mussed style Hattie was used to seeing. He beamed as they drew closer. Father handed her off to Cedric before going to his seat. 
 
    Cedric leaned down. “You look beautiful, my princess.” 
 
    “You don’t look so bad yourself.” She winked at Millie who stood to the side, but her lady-in-waiting only had eyes for the man standing between Cedric and Stefan. Altair had chosen to stay in the kingdom and if rumor was correct, the two of them were planning their own wedding. 
 
    The priest cleared his throat. “It is indeed a joyous day as we celebrate the union of this young couple. They have asked me to skip ahead to the vows.”  
 
    Cedric squeezed Hattie’s arm and smiled. 
 
    The priest opened his book, then looked down at Cedric. 
 
    “Cedric, do you take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife as long as you both shall live?” 
 
    “I do.” Cedric smiled, though Hattie could feel how nervous he was. 
 
    “Princess Henrietta, do you take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband as long as you both shall live?” 
 
    “I do.” Hattie’s heart felt as though it would burst. Cedric had been her best friend since they were young, and today she could finally call him her husband. 
 
    “By the power vested in me, I now pronounce you, Hattie and Cedric, husband and wife, lawfully wedded before God. You may kiss the bride to seal your union.” 
 
    Cedric leaned down and kissed Hattie. The crowd burst into cheers, but Hattie ignored them and allowed the world to slip away. Cedric took Hattie’s hand and they ran down the aisle toward the entrance. Rhoswen and her sisters stood on each side of the steps shooting off fireworks from their wands.  
 
    A carriage waited for them at the bottom of the steps, covered in wreaths of roses. Cedric helped Hattie into the carriage before climbing in next to her. 
 
    “Now, where should we go on our honeymoon?” He put his arm around her and Hattie snuggled up close to him. 
 
    “I don’t care where we go, as long as it’s together.”  
 
      
 
    The End 
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