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 Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jerking upright, Trystan let out a gasping breath as he struggled to move.    “Where am I?” he asked the empty room as he fought with the blankets and sheets that covered him.   
 
    Once free of the surprisingly clean bedding, he stumbled to his feet and studied the nearly curved walls; it appeared to be more of a dodecagon with its twelve evenly spaced walls than an actual circle.  Near one of the walls was a trap door that led to a staircase that went down towards the ground, but without opening it he could only guess.  Above him was a wooden ceiling with rafters supporting the floorboards.  A ladder in another corner led up into what he assumed was attic space based on the design of the ceiling alone.   
 
    There was, thankfully, an average everyday mirror.  Staggering over to the reflective surface, he used the edge of his sleeve to wipe away the dust and grime that had collected on the surface.  The floors might have been clean, but there was still a thick layer of dust covering most of the higher surfaces around him.   
 
    Sneezing, Trystan closed his eyes for a moment.  After a string of sneezes that left him light-headed, he found himself staring at somebody thirteen years older than the eleven-year-old who had fallen asleep in his own bed nowhere near this tower.   
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    He couldn’t know that in a castle that was nearly a day’s journey away - by foot - that a Wonderland Princess had entered a cursed garden and had signaled the beginning of the end of his brother’s and his curse.   
 
    He couldn't know that he had been asleep for over three hundred years and in that time his family and his kingdom had been forcefully forgotten by the Enchanted Forest and the Tradition.   
 
    If that mirror had been a magic mirror, it probably could have told him. 
 
    Grabbing a cloth napkin off of the nearby table, he started cleaning off the eating area.  “I might as well get some cleaning done,” he grumbled, hearing his stomach rumble out its own suggestion.  “It’s the only way I can find any food in this place.”   
 
    Within moments of his comment, a plate of hot sliced ham, creamy mashed potatoes with butter, and some sort of long green vegetable were in the middle of the table he had been haphazardly cleaning off.   
 
    “Thank you,” he said to the magic that he could feel around him.  He told himself that he would start cleaning up this room after he had finished eating.   
 
    Unfortunately, his curse had other plans.  As soon as the sun began creeping over the horizon, Trystan fell back asleep while leaning against a wall, only propped up by the broom he had been using and a support beam behind him.   
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Listening to her mother, the Queen of Wonderland, talking to her trackers and guards, Grace started planning.   
 
    When Grace’s baby sister, Nadine, had been sent away for some stupid Traditional reason, Grace had been old enough to understand that her mother had changed.  But today was different.  Today was the day after Nadine’s twenty-first birthday. 
 
    “What about the maps?” her mother’s voice carried into the hidden passage where Grace was shamelessly eavesdropping.   
 
    “We can’t find any maps for the entirety of the Enchanted Forest.  Individual kingdoms, certainly, but not the whole map.”  Grace thought it might be one of the advisors; likely the one who never took anything she had to say seriously.   
 
    “Can’t you piece together the countries that you do have?” Grace heard her father’s voice.   
 
    Sniffing, the advisor said, “Every time we have attempted it, one of the countries goes missing.  We can’t explain it.”  Yes, that was definitely the advisor who refused to listen to anything the princesses and prince had to say, even Alice who was the Crown Princess.   
 
    Releasing a sigh that could be felt from her bones, Queen Gabrielle finally stated, “The Tradition won’t tell us.”   
 
    Nodding her head, Grace decided then and there to go find Nadine herself.  They all knew that she was somewhere in the Enchanted Forest.  How hard could it be to find the kingdom that everybody seems to have forgotten about?   
 
    Hesitating, she paused in getting up off of the floor.  Soon she would have to close the door hidden behind the tapestry before anybody noticed the slight breeze drifting through the passage and causing the material to flutter.   
 
    Forgotten… Of course.  The Forgotten Story!  The Forgotten Kingdom!   
 
    Right then and there she began carefully planning her escape.   
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lost in thought and pacing back and forth, Grace caused her siblings’ anxiety to climb.  Alice was simply annoyed, but Charlie was beginning to suspect that Grace was up to something and that was never a good thing.  
 
    “Calm down,” Alice grumbled from her place at the window, a book sitting discarded in her lap.  “Sawyer has everything under control.  He’ll find Nadine.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Grace snapped, “If everything was under control, we would know where Nadine is without having to rely on Sawyer.”  Not even the Honorary Jack could find the Forgotten Kingdom despite having Tracker Magic to help guide him.   
 
    Charlie, knowing better than to get in the middle of an argument between his older sisters, said nothing.  It wasn’t like they were going to listen to a single word he said.  At least not Alice; Grace might. 
 
    In that annoyingly placating voice Alice had constantly practiced once she realized she was the heir to the throne, she dismissed her sister’s concerns.  “The Cards know what they are doing.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Grace pointed out, “You rely too much on your Card.” 
 
    “He is our cousin and has a name!”  
 
    “David!” Grace snapped.  “Yes, he has a name!  It’s David.  Not that you ever call him that.  You only call him ‘Diamond’ whenever you want him to do something for you.”   
 
    From the doorway, David leaned into the room and asked, “Yes, Princess?” even though it was Grace and not Alice who had called his name.   
 
    Twirling around to look at him in the doorway, Grace placed a hand on her hip and asked, “How much do you do for the Crown Princess?” 
 
    Everybody’s eyes widened as Grace threw out Alice’s title.  She never threw around titles unless it was absolutely necessary or she was annoyed.   
 
    “I…” David the Diamond stumbled.  “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “Has Princess Alice,” Grace sneered at the title, “ever gone down to the kitchens herself to get a snack, or does she send you?” 
 
    “Grace,” Charlie whispered, trying to calm down his sister.  There might be four years between them, but they still got along better with each other than they did with Alice.   
 
    Sometimes their older sister unknowingly held herself above her siblings.  While Grace and Charlie frequently snuck into the kitchens and charmed the staff, Alice would send David to get her something.   
 
    While Grace and Charlie had learned to cook thanks to their budding ‘friendships’ with the kitchen staff, Alice never gained that additional appreciation for food thanks to first-hand knowledge and experience of where it came from and how it was made.   
 
    “You are acting like it matters how I spend my time.  So what if I can’t cook or bake a cake or start a fire?  I’m going to be the Queen of Wonderland.  I’m not a Spare.” 
 
    Grace started fuming.  How dare she throw that in her face!  It wasn’t like Grace had a hand in their birth order!  “At least,” Grace coldly stated, “I will be prepared for my Quest.” 
 
    All of the siblings at the castle knew that Grace had attended defense lessons when Charlie was old enough to start learning how to handle a sword.  She moved on to hand-to-hand combat after a few years.  Knife throwing, archery, and trapping were also among her fighting and hunting skills.   
 
    That was in addition to the traditional Princess skills - sewing, music, and art mostly - along with cooking, baking, and other necessary survival skills.  Once she had even trailed some of the maids to learn how to light fires and clean up behind herself.   
 
    “And you won’t be going on any quests until you step foot outside this castle,” Alice smugly retorted.   
 
    “Then maybe I will leave.” 
 
    Charlie was the one to react with, “You can’t leave yet!”  
 
    “And why not?” 
 
    He didn’t want to say that Grace leaving would mean he would be stuck relatively alone with their overbearing and know-it-all sister.  Instead, he grasped for, “Because Nadine isn’t back and Mother won’t be able to handle it if another one of her children went missing.”   
 
    Grace studied her little brother for a moment.  She suspected his unspoken reason, and she respected his verbal reason, but… “Mother is the Queen of Wonderland and hasn’t even broken down once because of Nadine being missing.  Mother may have gone a tad overboard with finding her, even though we all know the Forest has her and she’s tackling her Quests as we speak.  Mother can handle it if I leave.  She knows I’m prepared for the Forest; she doesn’t have a clue if Nadine is.”   
 
    “Besides,” Alice dismissed with a flick of her wrist, “Jonathan will be going with her.  She’ll be safe with her Card.”   
 
    Grace froze in place.  Maybe escaping the castle would not be as easy as she had assumed.  Jonathan would know the moment she left the grounds.  He always knew.   
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that night, Grace slipped out of her rooms through the hidden servant’s entrance in her dressing room.  Very few people were aware she had discovered the hidden passageways and servants’ tunnels throughout the castle.  
 
    Closing her eyes, she very carefully closed the door behind her, hoping that if she was careful enough the mechanism would click softly into place.  It was silly, she knew, but it had become a habit and some habits were harder to break than others.   
 
    One year, when they had been about twelve and eight, Grace and Charlie had been playing hide in seek with Jonathan and Cooper – Charlie’s Club and one of their cousins – when Grace had seen one of the maids entering the servant’s portion of the hidden passageways.   
 
    It had been the click of the mechanism that had caught her attention.   
 
    Slipping in behind one of the tapestries, Grace quietly followed the maid – at least as quietly as a child known to trip over her own feet could manage – and discovered one of the back ways into the kitchens.   
 
    It wasn’t until she tried to find her way back to the third floor where they had been playing in the guest wing that things went amiss and Grace pressed on the wrong door button – she had gotten her left and her right mixed up in the dark and unfamiliar passageway – and found herself in another tunnel.  This one led her down towards the library and throne rooms.  She could barely hear her mother and father listening to grievances before she continued down the passageway some more.   
 
    Finally, after what felt like an eternity, she ran into a stone door with a lever that was used to open it from the inside.  Pulling down with all of her strength, Grace nearly tumbled out of the secret passageway and into a rose bush of white and red blooms, its sister bushes flanking each side.   
 
    Until that moment she’d had no clue that the decorative pattern of the roses marked other secret passages; she still didn’t fully understand that concept until a few weeks later when she had gone to check out the passage again and stumbled on a different secret entrance hidden behind another trio of white and red rose bushes.   
 
    Until that moment she, along with her siblings, had believed that the white and red rose bush clusters were symbolic of the first Queen of Hearts who demanded that all of the white roses be painted red.   
 
    Looking in one direction, Grace saw that the pattern of three red, three red and white, three white, and finally another set of three white and red rose bushes repeating itself as the roses curved around the castle.   
 
    The twelve-year-old had counted how many clusters of white and red roses there were, determining that there were at least six secret entrances into the castle.  Further exploration reduced that number to three: the one closest to the throne room and library, one near the kitchen garden, and one near the family wing of the castle.   
 
    It was the third secret tunnel that the twenty-three-year-old found herself slipping into that night.  It had taken her four years before she had discovered the servant’s entrance into her room and the right depression that would open the stone panel that was fifteen feet away from her wardrobe.   
 
    Using the servants’ entrance to her room had been easy.  Finding the depressions that opened the panel on both sides of the secret tunnel was another story.   
 
    Grace had carefully slipped into the kitchens to stock up on some jerky and dried fruit for her trip; she’d get some of the more perishable foods later, but she knew that the kitchen would be less likely to notice a few small disappearances over a couple of days than a bigger disappearance before she left the castle.   
 
    She had snuck into the Knight’s Hall – where the Cards and Knights stayed when not on duty or practicing – for the things she would need for sleeping overnight in the Enchanted Forest.  They had stocked up on plenty of waterproof matches and some of the flashlights that operated on the limited supply of batteries that the last round of scouts had brought back.  Grace also hoped to snag a small sleeping bag and a lightweight travel pack to carry her loot in.     
 
    That was the moment she had spotted another cousin – there were so many of them on her father’s side – slide one of the hooks holding a horse’s bridle to the left and yet another secret passage was revealed.   
 
    Dropping her pilfered pack behind a barrel, Grace darted behind her cousin before the paneling closed and quietly followed him.   
 
    At least she thought she had been quiet.  
 
    “I know you are there, Princess Grace,” the Card whispered, his voice traveling even then.   
 
    She knew he was a Card because only their Card cousins called them by their titles.  Not including Jonathan and Sawyer; they were exceptions to most of the rules since they were Jacks holding Traditionally hereditary Jack positions without being born Jacks themselves.  They were both required to call their royal cousins Princess and Prince thanks to their positions. 
 
    “I didn’t know the castle had secret passages,” she lied.  “I got curious.”   
 
    “What were you doing in the Knight’s Hall to begin with?” 
 
    “I was looking for Jonathan.  I wanted to see if he’d go horseback riding with me.”  Shrugging, Grace added, “You know how my mother is.” 
 
    “He was sent to visit his own mother,” the Card answered her.  His refusal to turn around meant she had no clue which cousin he was; all she could deduce was that he was one of Uncle Henry’s children because he had used her title.   
 
    “Why does the castle have secret passages?” she asked, aware that her cousin was trying to redirect her attention.   
 
    “In case there is another rebellion like the one before your mother became Queen.  They are useful for sneaking your family out of the castle in case something happens.”   
 
    “Where does this one go?” 
 
    “It lets out behind The Mad Hatter Tea Shoppe,” he answered her before pausing.  “Although, I probably should not have told you that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Knowing that his curious cousin wasn’t going to stop asking questions, he sighed before shaking his head.  “The passages and tunnels are supposed to be a Card secret.  Not even the Knights or the servants know about the secret passages.” 
 
    “But the servants have their own passages,” Grace pointed out.     
 
    “And those passages are heavily guarded.  Nobody can sneak in and out of them unless they disarm the kitchen or housekeeping staff.”   
 
    “That is very good to know,” Grace said.  “Not that I ever want to have to use them within my lifetime.”   
 
    “Me neither,” the Card replied.  “The last time was bad enough.”   
 
    “Father told me about Uncle Charlie,” Grace whispered, looking down at where her feet would be if she could see them in the dark.     
 
    “My father, the Heart, told us about him as well,” the cousin finally said, dropping enough of a clue to confirm that she was talking to either Holden, Samuel, or Cooper.  David, the eldest of the boys – they had an older sister - was most likely guarding Alice.  Some of her cousins would throw out title usage to tease their Royal and Card cousins.  
 
    Uncle Stephan, her mother’s Card, also named his children Traditionally: Drake, Hunter, Sawyer, and Charles.  Only the oldest and the youngest of Uncle Henry’s children were guarding their royal cousins.  Sawyer had only gotten the job, replacing Nadine’s original Card, because he was old enough – but not too old – to track Nadine when she turned twenty-one.   
 
    “So, are you Holden or Samuel?” she finally asked.   
 
    “Why can’t I be Cooper or David?” 
 
    “Because Cooper is taller than you are and we both know that Alice isn’t going anywhere without David nearby.  You are obviously one of the twins.”   
 
    “I’m Holden,” he nodded his head without turning around.  “I’m still surprised that Jonathan didn’t stick one of his brothers on you.”   
 
    “He did.  Donovan started flirting with one of the ladies visiting the castle.  I think it was one of the White Duke’s daughters.  Or was it the Duke of Clubs daughter?”   
 
    “Aren’t they cousins?”   
 
    “Yes.  Adriana and Lillian did grow up together.  I think the Duke of Club’s sister married the White Duke.”  Grace knew to keep Holden chatting about nothing of any importance.  The longer she kept him distracted, the less likely it would be that he would realize that he should have made her go back through the tunnel and return to the Knight’s Hall as soon as he realized she was following him.   
 
    Instead, Grace would now know where the mechanism to open this tunnel would be and possibly the one to reenter the tunnel as well.  Things were going better than planned.   
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    A few days later, enough so that Holden wouldn’t be suspicious, Grace started getting fidgety.  The longer she waited the more nervous she got.  Was it even possible for her to find Nadine?  Was she only using this as an excuse to leave the castle and get started on her Quests?  
 
    The only reason she still hadn’t gone was because of Alice stubbornly refusing to start her own Quest.  She wanted to argue that Nadine was the daughter who had been fostered and therefore Nadine was the only daughter who needed to do any of that annoying and dirty Questing.   
 
    However, Wonderland was once again beginning to flounder and everybody knew that the land was impatiently waiting for the Crown Princess to start out on her adventure.  Grace only hoped that Wonderland would be content with another Princess starting out instead.  Maybe it would buy the Kingdom a little time until Alice wised up and started doing her duty and not just whatever she wanted.   
 
    But first Grace had to figure out how to escape her Card.  Holden had blabbed to Jonathan that she had been sneaking around the Knight’s Hall and now knew the location of the hidden passage that let out near the Mad Hatter’s Tea Shoppe.   
 
    She couldn’t wait for the next time Jonathan had to visit with his mother; when he returned from his last visit he had found Donovan flirting with Adriana White.  Holden, not formally attached to any member of the Royal family even though he was expected to become the Queen’s new Card when Stephan the Spade decided to retire, became Jonathan’s back-up of choice from that moment on.   
 
    Grace wouldn’t doubt that Jonathan had tried to pass on his guarding duties fully to Holden after her latest escapade, but Holden would have wisely declined the promotion. She wouldn’t have blamed him; who would settle for a non-Crown Princess princess, limiting how often you would be assigned guarding duties within the Wonderland boundaries?  She’d wait for Uncle Stephan and Uncle Henry to retire if she was her cousins.  The identical twins would form a powerful duo by guarding the Monarchs.  Nobody could get past them when they worked together.  Nobody could get past them when they weren’t working together, for that matter.   
 
    All they needed was for Nadine to return before Uncle Henry and Uncle Stephan could retire. 
 
    Donovan still turned red from embarrassment whenever he ran into his older brother; Grace would have loved watching whatever scene happened when Jonathan realized that his younger brother was shirking on his guard duties.   
 
    “Is something wrong, Donovan?” Grace grinned.  “You look like you are having an allergic reaction to something.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Donovan mumbled, “Nothing’s wrong,” before shooting his brother a worried look. 
 
    Jonathan only stoically watched his brother for a long moment, secretly enjoying the way Donovan started to squirm, before asking, “Don’t you have some Knight duties to perform?” 
 
    The cousins watched Donovan dart away towards the Knights’ Hall before Gabby started giggling.  “What did you do to him?” 
 
    “I reported him to Edmund,” he confessed.  “He takes his duties seriously.  I don’t doubt he is making Donovan polish the armor.”  (Edmund is Uncle Charlie’s eldest son and was in charge of some of the younger knights.  There were only three years between Edmund and Donovan, but their life experiences made a huge difference in their personalities.) 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder how you are the serious one when Christian is older than you,” she commented.   
 
    “Christian doesn’t take anything seriously,” Jonathan mumbled.  “Maybe if I wasn’t in charge of your welfare, I wouldn’t be as…” he trailed off, thinking. 
 
    “Christian calls you stuffy,” Grace pointed out.   
 
    “Everybody is stuffy according to my brother,” he grumbled.  “It makes more work for me and Donovan.”   
 
    Whispering, Grace knew she was about to suggest something a bit controversial, “Aileen wants to join the Knights.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Jonathan was well aware of his younger sister’s ambitions.  “Mama won’t let her.”   
 
    “Really?  That’s the last thing I ever expected Aunt Rosemary to do.  I figured it was Uncle Derek who wouldn’t let her join.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Jonathan said nothing.  He recognized Grace’s distraction tactics for what they were; she was busy watching the various guards on patrol while trying to act as if everything was normal.     
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    Slipping out of her room later was the easy part.  Waiting until the Cards and Knights settled down for the night, except for the few Knights who were patrolling the castle grounds, was a tad more difficult.   
 
    Grace knew that the Knights were one of her mother’s innovations after the devastation the Former Black Duchess had created.  Even, over twenty years later, her eldest son, Franklin, still had trouble dealing with the repercussions from his mother’s schemes.   
 
    Hiding behind one of the red rose bushes that was closest to the Knight’s Hall, Grace held her breath in hopes that she didn’t draw the attention of the nearby Singing Flowers that had tucked themselves into their beds of leaves and fern branches.  One misstep and she could wake one of them up, causing the rest to start singing their alarm.   
 
    For the sixth time that night, she grumbled about the changes her mother had made thanks to the Former Black Duchess.  Singing Flower alarms, Growth Mushroom colonies where Caterpillars rested, and Black and White Knights – sometimes called Chess Pieces by the skeptical – littered the castle grounds and the nearby town.   
 
    More Knights were sent out among the Dukes and Duchesses to monitor their own towns and villages, to do welfare checks on the farms and valleys, and overall patrol the Wonderland Kingdom.   
 
    Everything that would make escaping Wonderland nearly impossible for a princess.   
 
    “What I wouldn’t do for some of the Mad Hatter’s Insomnia Tea,” Grace whispered to herself.  “I could easily triple the recommended serving size and all of those Knights and Cards would be fast asleep.”   
 
    But Madeline Hatter would only give out her Insomnia Tea for necessary emergencies such as illness and insomnia, and never in the quantities Grace would need.  Her twins, Maddox and Madge, might have been convinced to give one of the princesses the necessary tea, but Grace’s idea was wishful thinking.  Not that she would ever follow through on drugging her cousins and guards; that could put the rest of her family in danger.   
 
    Finally, after what felt like forever but was only an hour, all of the lights went out in the Knight’s Hall and the last Knight, the one standing guard, had disappeared around the side of the building to begin his patrols.   
 
    Seizing her chance, Grace darted into the barely open door and slid into a darkened corner.  She would need to give her eyes a moment to adjust to the even darker room than she anticipated.  At least outside the moon had provided her with some light, but inside without a single candle or even a window at just the right spot to allow the moon to shed some light on her surroundings, Grace would need to rely on her senses and memory.   
 
    Finally, after five minutes and another pass from the patrolling Knight, Grace’s eyes had fully adjusted to the darkness.  And this time she found herself waiting until the Knight had begun his third pass before darting towards the hidden panel.   
 
    She recalled enough to know that he wouldn’t hear the panel moving and suspected that, as soon as the door closed, she would be in pitch-black darkness once again.  Traipsing through this tunnel would mean pulling out the flashlight and using some of its limited battery power.  She had no clue how long she would be gone looking for Nadine, but extra batteries were an expense she could not afford to carry with her.  Batteries would only add additional weight that would end up tiring her out sooner than the ten packs of matches she was carrying instead.   
 
    Once she left Wonderland lighting small camping fires would be her best bet over using a flashlight.  Maybe, if she was lucky, she could find a travel lantern. 
 
    Hearing the very soft click of the panel behind her – almost silent but not quite – Grace carefully placed her bag on the ground, ran her fingers over the pockets and seams, and found the flashlight in the outer pocket where she had stashed it.   
 
    All she had to do now was walk.  And put her pack back on. 
 
    Everything went smoothly until three minutes into her journey when the flashlight started flickering before it went out completely.   
 
    “I knew I should have changed the batteries,” she groaned.   
 
    Waiting a few minutes for her eyes to adjust to the complete darkness for the third time that night, Grace hoped that nothing else would go wrong before she had even left Wonderland. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Jonathan followed Grace quietly as she skirted the edges of the castle.  He wasn’t an idiot.  He knew exactly what she had been planning for several days now.   
 
    Watching the Knight making his patrols, he raised one hand slightly, watching for the minute signal that the Knight had caught his gesture telling him to make his next round just a little slower.  Grace would never have made it across the courtyard if she thought that the Knight would catch her.   
 
    Two passes later, Grace finally darted into the Knight’s Hall and towards the secret passage that Holden had knowingly shown her.   
 
    They all hoped that if at least one of the Royal Princesses, not counting Nadine, started her Quests – Charlie technically needed to wait until his twenty-first birthday before he could leave on his Quests – that Wonderland would be pacified until they could get Alice to stop being so stubborn about staying home.   
 
    Looking up at the window where Holden was watching, Jonathan held up a finger to signal that Grace was in the building.  Once Holden nodded his reply, Jonathan started walking towards the village.   
 
    The passage might be safer for Princess Grace, but it wasn’t as quick as simply walking down the road.  There were well-packed dirt stairs to go up and down, tree roots to go around, and various other obstacles that were mere hazards and not dangerous threats.   
 
    As long as nobody stopped to talk to him, Jonathan should beat Grace to the end of the tunnel.   
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    Hiding in the shadows next to the Mad Hatter Tea Shoppe, Jonathan hoped that Madeline Hatter – formerly known as Liny before she had gotten married and had her twins – had gotten his note about the princess’ escape and that he’d be standing guard next to her building.  The last thing either of them needed was for the Tea Shoppe’s security system alarms to start going off.   
 
    Eying the camera trained right at him, Jonathan wondered if she could see him despite the shadows.  He gave the camera a wave anyway.   
 
    Five minutes later, Grace stumbled out of the tunnel, shaking her head and rubbing her eyes as they started to adjust to the considerably not-as-dark-as-the-tunnel night sky.   
 
    Didn’t she have a flashlight?   
 
    “Stupid flashlight,” she mumbled to herself for probably the hundredth time since it had gone out.   
 
    Head jerking up when she realized that her voice carried more than it did during the day, she looked around to make certain nobody was nearby.   
 
    Softer, “They’ll know I came this way anyway.  Jonathan always figures it out,” she sighed.  Placing the flashlight on the ground away from the tunnel door, she adjusted her travel pack and started marching towards the bridge.   
 
    Shaking his head at her faith in his abilities, he waited a minute before trailing off after her.  He was surprised that she hadn’t figured out they had a tracker bond because of his position as her Card.  
 
    Jonathan wasn’t worried about Grace in the Enchanted Forest.  He was worried about her in Wonderland.  There was no clue if any of the Former Black Duchess’s followers were waiting in the background, in the dark.  Franklin the Black Duke might have all of his father and mother's plans taken care of, but that didn’t mean that the young Duke had everything under control.  As distracted as Franklin was at the disappearance of his younger son, small details might slip through the cracks.   
 
    If Jonathan was honest with himself, he was concerned that his cousin might run into the missing Alexander Black while in the Enchanted Forest.  Even though he trusted the Forest with his charge, knowing that Alexander’s location was unknown was quite disturbing.   
 
    A scream startled him into picking up his pace.  Previously he’d allowed the Princess to get several yards away from him, out of his line of sight.  As skilled as she was, Grace had yet to learn not to step on every single branch and twig that she encountered.   
 
    Nearing a clearing, Jonathan’s shoulders relaxed when he saw the Princess talking to one of the newest Cheshire Cats.  A floating blue body hovered barely a foot from Grace’s startled face.   
 
    “Where are you going, Princess?” the cat purred.  “My kittens were wondering why you weren’t in bed?” 
 
    “So, you went looking for me?” Grace whispered.   
 
    “Naturally.”  
 
    “Chessie,” Grace sighed, “I told you that I was taking a little trip and that you needed to move your kittens somewhere else.” 
 
    “They like under your bed.  It’s warm.” 
 
    “It’s warm under Alice’s bed too.” 
 
    “Alice doesn’t like me or my kittens too much,” Chessie growled.  “They don’t like her.  She isn’t nice.  She’s cold and unfeeling.  Once,” the talkative cat rambled, “she asked me why my fur is blue when my mother’s fur was green.”  
 
    Thinking of the multi-colored litter of kittens under her bed, Grace could only shake her head for a moment before she thought of a response.  “Sometimes my sister lacks feelings, but I think that’s because she’s afraid to face them.  It’s easier to hide them than to acknowledge that she’s afraid of becoming Queen someday.”   
 
    Jonathan took a step back as he considered Grace’s words.  Later he might have a conversation about Grace’s suspicions with David.   
 
    “I wish you were going to be the next Queen,” Chessie confessed.  “And I’m not the only person that wishes that as well.”  
 
    This time, Jonathan noticed, Grace took a step back in shock.  It took her longer to recover from the Cheshire Cat’s comments this time.   
 
    “I think,” she hesitated, “that my sister will become the Queen she needs to become when it’s time for her to face her fears.”  Drawing in a deep breath, she added, “Things are changing and she won’t be able to hide from them much longer.” 
 
    “I hope you are right, Princess,” Chessie bowed her head before disappearing, probably to return to Grace’s bedroom and her four kittens.   
 
    “I hope I am too,” Grace said to the space she assumed was empty.  Hefting her pack up onto her back from where she had dropped it during Chessie’s sudden appearance, she mumbled, “I really hope so.”   
 
    When Grace looked back towards the castle, Jonathan slowly moved behind a tree trunk, hoping that the shadows covered his movements.   
 
    “I’m really going to miss those kittens,” he barely heard Grace sigh before she shook her head and started off towards the Bridge once again.   
 
    Ten minutes later, no more Cheshire Cats – Chessie had a brother – disrupted Grace’s progress.  No Caterpillars had decided to give her some final words of wisdom; if they had, they would have scolded her for traveling at night.  No rogue factions had decided that it would be the perfect time to take out the Princess.   
 
    In front of Grace was the Bridge into the Enchanted Forest.  Jonathan watched her staring at it for a long moment before taking her first step onto the stone structure.  It took a dozen more for her to reach the center of the bridge, to reach the wavy barrier that told everybody they were about to leave one tale and enter into a world of fairy tales.   
 
    With one final deep breath, she pushed through the barrier and disappeared from Jonathan’s sight.  He had done his job, but a mantle of worry now hung over him.  He couldn’t protect her anymore; Jonathan would have to rely on the Enchanted Forest to keep her safe.   
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    The King and Queen were already waiting for him in the Throne room when he returned to the castle nearly half an hour later.   
 
    “So, my daughter has crossed the Bridge,” the Queen stated.  
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” Jonathan bowed.  “I’m surprised you were already awake when I arrived.” 
 
    “Chessie informed us,” the King groaned.  “Plopped right on my head.”    
 
    “Yes, she met the Princess about five minutes from the Bridge.  She wasn’t too happy that Grace was leaving.  You might want to suggest she move her kittens to Charlie’s room until Grace returns.  She had suggested Alice’s room, but Chessie commented that Alice was too cold.” 
 
    Nodding her head, the Queen agreed.  “We’ll be working on Alice’s demeanor as soon as Nadine is found.  That is our first priority.  I have faith that Grace knows enough to keep herself safe in the Forest.” 
 
    A moment later Alice came bursting into the Throne Room and started yelling, “Chessie is moving her kittens under my bed!  Mom, Dad, make her move them back to Grace’s room!  She cares about those stupid balls of fluff!” 
 
    Chessie, appearing out of nowhere, hissed, “My kittens are not stupid balls of fluff, and Grace recommended me moving them to your room while she’s gone.” 
 
    Turning to look at the floating Cheshire Cat, Alice cried, “Grace is gone?”  Spinning around to face her parents, she asked, “Did you know about this?  Did you know that Grace is missing?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Queen answered.   
 
    “She isn’t missing,” the King added.   
 
    “She’s in the Enchanted Forest,” Jonathan concluded.  “I watched her cross the Bridge myself.” 
 
    “And you let her?” Alice yelled.  “Go bring my sister back!”  
 
    Standing up, Queen Gabrielle reached her full height before looking down at her eldest daughter.  “Your sister is off to do the very thing that you should have done four years ago.” 
 
    “There is nothing wrong with you!” Alice countered.   
 
    “There was nothing wrong with my mother when I was twenty-four, but that didn’t change the date of her death before I’d turned twenty-five.”   
 
    Alice took a step back and Jonathan hid his smile from the Crown Princess being taken down a peg or two.   
 
    “Mother…” she drew out.  “Do you know something?” 
 
    “I know a lot of things.  I know that Charlie is currently looking for Chessie’s kittens under Grace’s bed.”  Turning to Chessie, the Queen recommended that the Cheshire Cat move her kittens to under Charlie’s bed instead.  “He’ll love having them in his room,” she informed her.   
 
    In a blink, Chessie had disappeared and they could hear Charlie’s startled yell echo down the halls.   
 
    “Great,” the King mumbled, “now the entire castle is awake.” 
 
    “They were already awake, My Dear,” the Queen informed her husband.  “Alice’s yelling woke them up.”  Turning to her daughter, she stated, “Grace’s Quests are two years overdue, but possibly happening exactly when they need to.  Yours are past due and I…” she hesitated before correcting, “And Wonderland needs you to prepare yourself for what might happen.”   
 
    “I’ll be fine when it’s my time to go,” Alice dismissed her mother’s recommendation.  “David will be with me.  Like Father was with you.” 
 
    “Your father was with me because I needed somebody from this realm to keep the Enchanted Forest from rejecting me.  Your father stayed with me because the Forest deemed it necessary.  However, when it came time for my Quests, he was useless.” 
 
    “I really was,” King Ethan had no problem admitting.   
 
    “I didn’t raise you to be an unmotivated, cold-hearted queen,” her mother added.  “I only hope that Wonderland gives you the time you need to become a compassionate ruler.  The land doesn’t accept otherwise.”   
 
    Jonathan stood there, as still a statue, while the Queen had words with her daughter.  He hadn’t been dismissed by either monarch.  A part of him wished that Grace was still here; she would have loved watching her mother berating her sister over her ice princess demeanor.   
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grace stared at the Bridge in front of her.  Even though she had traveled over it a countless number of times to visit her cousins in Neverland, this was different.   
 
    The bridge itself wasn’t different.  It was exactly the same that it had ever been, but this time it held a forest full of possibilities in front of Grace, and she didn’t know what to expect.  
 
    The very moment she stepped foot over this bridge, the Bridge and the Forest would know that she was on a mission.  Her mission – locating Nadine – and the Forest’s mission might be at odds with each other, but it was evitable that Grace had to enter the Enchanted Forest regardless of either set of plans.  If the Enchanted Forest wanted to help her find Nadine in the Forgotten Kingdom, then it would guide her towards the Forgotten Kingdom.  If her destiny laid elsewhere, then it laid elsewhere and she’d have no control over what the Forest dictated.   
 
    For years she had pored over the journal her mother had written, recapping her own adventure in the Enchanted Forest.  Among the pages were her father’s handwriting, making notes, and other additions and commentary to the Queen’s words.  It was the unofficial copy not kept in the Hall of Records.   
 
    The official copy had carefully combined both versions together to form a story that neither of her parents was quite content with, glossing over some of the fights and conversations they had that were a bonding experience for the both of them.   
 
    Shaking her head slightly, Grace realized that she couldn’t keep staring at the Bridge forever.  She still needed to find someplace safe to curl up and get a few hours of rest before the sun rose and she could officially get started on her journey.   
 
    One step was followed by another until she made it to the foggy barrier that divided the Bridge in two.  With a deep breath, she crossed over, not enjoying the feeling of walking through a gel-like fog despite the small handful of seconds it took to pass through the barrier.  No matter how many times she had to cross it – usually in a carriage – Grace never got used to the feeling of time slowing down during those brief moments.   
 
    Glancing back over her shoulder, Grace said a mental goodbye to Wonderland.  She knew that there was no going back at this point.  Wonderland knew of her intentions and the Enchanted Forest was waiting for her to put that first step onto the dirt path that started at the foot of the bridge.  If she looked over the side she would see the channel that cut off Wonderland’s island from the rest of the Enchanted Forest.  
 
    There was no turning back now.  Wonderland hopefully would accept her offering and halt some of the crop failures and other signs that the land was waiting for a princess – ideally, it wanted Crown Princess Alice, but maybe It would momentarily settle for Princess Grace – to start her Quests.   
 
    The moment both booted feet settled on the earth at the base of the Bridge, Grace felt a weight lifting off of her shoulders; she didn’t realize that the weight of Wonderland’s people had been uneasily building in her mind.  However, once the Forest and Wonderland knew that she wouldn’t change her mind and turn around, they settled into place.   
 
    Normally, for Non-Questers, the Enchanted Forest gave options, but it was notorious for removing directional choices from the Questers, guiding them into the direction that they needed to go to test them and their decision-making skills.   
 
    Grace remembered being told stories where one Quester had to repeat the same trial, in different ways, six times before they were able to move on to the next Quest.   
 
    Normally there would also be a road leading towards Frosch Erbsen; Grace was familiar with this route since the Neverland Bridge was in that kingdom.  However, today there was only one road leading into the forest of Charmante.   
 
    “As long as I don’t run to Ella or her annoying older brother, Henry,” Grace whispered to herself, even though she was aware that the Forest was listening.  “Henry thinks he knows everything and it is very likely he’d try to direct me in some other direction than what the Forest wants.”  (She didn’t know that Ella had gone to the other realm to attend college and satisfy Charmante’s need to have one of the royal off-spring ‘fostered’ out into the “Real World.”) 
 
    The Forest listened.  It had Its own plans for the know-it-all Prince that didn’t concern Grace and Its plans for her.   
 
    Hefting her bag up higher on her back – Grace really needed to adjust those straps – she started walking down her only option.  Whatever happened would happen and it was taken out of her hands.   
 
    “I’m going to trust you, Forest,” she said to the trees.   
 
    A light breeze was the only indication that the Forest had heard her.  Now it was time for her heart to be judged before her Quests were determined.   
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Forest split off into two different directions.  It was unheard of!  Grace couldn’t believe that the Forest was giving her options on which way to go!  
 
    Looking down one path, she weighed her options.  Things were dark and shadowy and probably full of creepy crawly things that might eat her if given the chance.   
 
    “Grace,” she thought aloud, “don’t let your imagination run wild.  This is the Enchanted Forest.  It has yet to actually kill off a princess…” she trailed off, thinking about the fact that she was technically an expendable princess.  She wasn’t an heir.  There were no princes in search of princesses that she was aware of.  There was very little chance that the Forest would send her somewhere that might kill her.   
 
    “Mother did run into a were-Huntsman on her Quests,” she pondered aloud.  
 
    Glancing down the other path, where the sun was shining and everything looked bright and cheery, she started thinking.   
 
    Sometimes, in Wonderland, the bright things were more likely to hurt you than the dark things.  The Growth and Shrinking Mushrooms were bright blues and purples.  The Singing Flowers that cried out various alarms were also brightly hued.   
 
    But this was the Enchanted Forest.  It didn’t follow any of the rules.   
 
    “I wish I’d packed a map,” Grace sighed.  “Then maybe I’d know which way to go.” 
 
    “Where you are going isn’t on a map,” a voice behind her caused Grace to jump. 
 
    Startled, she placed a hand over her heart, even though logically she knew that the gesture would do nothing to slow down her rapid heartbeat.  “Who are you?” 
 
    “I am a Baba Yaga,” the old crone responded with a bow.  “Please don’t make me curtsey; my bones can’t handle it right now.  Maybe in twenty minutes.”   
 
    “Baba Yaga?  Are you the Baba Yaga my mother and father met when my mother was on her Quests?” 
 
    “Possibly.  Who is your mother?”   
 
    “Queen Gabrielle of Wonderland.” 
 
    “Oh. Yes.  She asked me if she would make a good queen,” the Baba Yaga nodded her head.  “I hear good things about your mother’s reign.  You must be…” she narrowed her eyes for a moment before stating, “Princess Grace.” 
 
    Curtseying to the revered figure, “I am,” she confirmed.   
 
    Nodding her head, Baba Yaga slowly walked around the princess, examining her head to toe.  “What are you doing so far away from home?” she ended up asking.   
 
    “I’m heading for my Quests,” Grace pronounced proudly.   
 
    “Oh, yes, the Princess Quests.  Vastly different than the Prince Quests,” the Baba Yaga nodded sagely.  “But, don’t you have an older sister?  Shouldn’t she be carrying out her Quests first?” 
 
    “I have two sisters,” Grace nodded her head, slowly.  “Alice,” she stated, aware that the Baba Yaga already knew, “has put off her Quests for quite long enough and Wonderland was beginning to flounder because of it.  As for my younger sister, Nadine, she just returned to the Enchanted Forest after being fostered in the other realm.  Nobody can find her, so I decided to go looking for her.” 
 
    “What makes you think that a girl with no experience like yourself will be able to find your little sister when all of the Knights, Trackers, Cards, and Huntsmen in these parts can’t locate the girl?” 
 
    That caused Grace to pause.  Tilting her head in the Baba Yaga’s direction, a question occurred to her, but she knew better than to ask.  Questions were tricky things with Baba Yagas; they were only required to answer one truthfully.  Any other questions could be ignored or the answers could be lies suited to amuse the old crone.   
 
    “You have a question.” 
 
    “I know better than to ask my question,” Grace stated.  “I might have a better question later.”   
 
    “That is wise, but you are assuming that you might find me again.”   
 
    Grace closed her eyes while she thought.  After a long moment, she opened them again.  You make a good point, Old Mother, but I know better than to waste this question.” 
 
    “You take after your father.  He once had a question but refused to ask it.  I believe he later found out the answer on his own.”  Making a short bow to the Princess, she asked, “Do you want to come in for some lunch.  Tea?  Something warm to eat?  That way you can save your provisions for later.” 
 
    “That sounds lovely,” Grace smiled.  A question – Can I carry anything for you? – was about to slip through her lips before she took it back.  “I’ll carry that for you,” she corrected before she slipped up and asked, pointing towards the basket on Baba Yaga’s arm.   
 
    “It’s only wild carrots and catnip,” the old woman responded.  “My cats love catnip,” she smiled fondly.   
 
    “I didn’t know you had cats,” Grace pointed out.  “I’ve heard about your moving house on chicken legs and the fence with human skulls that can talk, but no cats.” 
 
    “Oh, that fence.  They aren’t real human skulls,” she stated, dismissing Grace’s comments.  “Only magicked skulls.  Not like that nasty house that old hag who previously owned the house that the candy shop is in now.  She got the ending she deserved,” Baba Yaga stated with a firm nod of her head.  “As for the cats, one cat appeared about ten years ago and cats will multiply.”   
 
    Grace wanted to ask what the skulls were made of if they weren’t human skulls.  She had read her father’s story about that fence for years and she was looking forward to meeting it.   
 
    “Baba Yaga!” the skull nearest the gate called out.  “You have a visitor!”  
 
    “I know I have a visitor, your old fence.  I’m standing right next to her.” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s standing right next to the visitor!” another skull scolded the first skull. 
 
    “It’s not like I have eyes,” the first skull informed the second skull.  “I just sense the presence of…two presences…” he trailed off.  “Oh.  Right.  There’s the Baba Yaga’s presence.” 
 
    Shaking her head, the Baba Yaga sighed.  “I think it’s time for the skulls to get their ear sockets cleaned.” 
 
    “I think he needs his eye sockets cleaned,” the second skull commented about the first. 
 
    “Oh, do hush up,” a skull further down the fence piped up.  “I’m trying to nap over here.” 
 
    “You aren’t supposed to be napping,” the skull next to it stated.  “We are supposed to be guarding the parameter!”  
 
    “No,” the napping skull countered.  “I’m supposed to be napping for another hour and you are supposed to be guarding the parameter.  Then we switch.” 
 
    “Then what am I supposed to be doing?” the skull on the other side of the napping skull asked.  
 
    “Guarding the parameter,” the napper sighed.   
 
    “Hey, I’m trying to nap over here!” a sixth skull started up even further down the fence. 
 
    Shaking her head and sighing, Baba Yaga mumbled, “They will never shut up now.  Let’s go inside and get us some tea.  At least inside we can’t hear their inane chatter.” 
 
    “Who is insane?” the skull next to the gate asked.  
 
    “She said inane, not insane, you idle-brained skull!”  
 
    “Who is calling me idle-brained?  I don’t have a brain.” 
 
    “I swear the previous Baba Yaga magicked a bird skull for that particular skull,” Baba Yaga grumbled.  “He never knows when to shut up.  I guess it’s time for me to move them around in addition to washing them.”  Turning towards the Princess, she added, “Don’t ask if I need any help.  I’ll get it all done with magic.  A simple spell, a snap of my fingers, and everybody will be clean and in new positions.”  
 
    “The skull on the other side of the gate didn’t say anything,” Grace commented. 
 
    “She was taking a nap.  Eventually, the chain of skulls chattering would have woken her up as well.  I really prefer it when she’s guarding the gate; she doesn’t let dirt or moss clog her ears or eyes.” 
 
    Setting out the tea set, Baba Yaga pointed out a chair for Grace to sit in.  “Please, sit.  I know where everything is and you’ll only get in my way.”   
 
    Opening a cabinet, she pored over the different types of tea she had in stock.  “I really enjoy living a relatively close distance to Wonderland,” she informed the Princess.  “I can call in an order to the Mad Hatter Tea Shoppe and one of those nice twins will meet me at the bridge and deliver my order for me.  Liny Hatter makes the most wonderful restorative tea.  It is so nice that she keeps dried blue roses on hand for me; they are so difficult to come by.  Do you mind if I drink my tea?  I can only drink it once a month and it’s time for my dose.” 
 
    “Go right ahead,” Grace stated.  Once she had been curious why Madeline Hatter had been keeping dried blue roses in her stockroom, but the Hatter had informed the princess that it was none of her concern and to leave matters to the professionals.   
 
    “Now, I must warn you, this tea does things to me,” Baba Yaga stated, clutching a tea bag in her bony hands.  Turning back towards the cupboard, she scanned her shelves.  “Where is that tea I keep for Questers and Travelers?  It’ll keep your spirits up.  I might send you off with some bags for your travels.  I assume you have a teapot or a pan where you can boil water?” 
 
    “Of course.  I figured I might need to eat something warm eventually.  There’s no telling how long I will be in the woods and some parts of the Enchanted Forest can get quite cold at night.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, Schnee.  Not a lot of people ever travel that close to Snow White’s land.  The dwarves and gnomes scare them off, silly people.  And if the dwarves and gnomes don’t, the Outlawed Merry Men do.”  Nodding her head, Baby Yaga turned back around to her cupboard and scanned the shelves.  “These eyes aren’t what they once were.  Too many people asking questions this month.  Do you mind looking for me, Dear?” 
 
    “That isn’t a problem,” Grace grinned.   
 
    “I’ll warm up some water.  It’ll be marked as the Traveler Tea.” 
 
    Located on the top shelf, Grace had to stand on her tiptoes to reach the box.   
 
    “Keep the box,” Baba Yaga said from the table.  “Tea is hot.”   
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “It really isn’t a problem.  Tomorrow I’m meeting one of the twins for my next tea delivery.  I need to get rid of a few boxes.  Do you need any other types of teas?” 
 
    Scanning the boxes, she noticed a few nice fruity herbal teas, tea for energy, stress, insomnia, luck… 
 
    Realizing she was about to ask a question – Luck? – Grace reeled her tongue back.  “I did not know that there’s a tea for luck.” 
 
    “It’s usually for the unlucky.  It helps counterbalance their natural tendencies.  Sometimes people seek me out for more than just questions, now that word of my tea supply has spread.  Not everybody can enter, or is willing, to enter into Wonderland.  They deem it dangerous.” 
 
    “You don’t enter Wonderland.” 
 
    “Wonderland won’t let me enter Wonderland,” Baba Yaga corrected.  “Too many wise beings in one place tips the scales and creates an unequal balance.”  Peering at her tea storage, she advised Grace to grab the tea for Travelers along with a few bags of the De-Stress tea, the Insomnia tea, and Energy tea.  “You’ll only need about four or five bags each.  We’ll put them in a waxed cloth to keep them sorted and dry.  I would hate for you to mix up the Insomnia tea and the Energy boost tea.”   
 
    “That wouldn’t be good,” Grace agreed.   
 
    “You are really good at thinking before you speak,” Baba Yaga stated once Grace had settled back down in her seat.   
 
    “I think it’s because of my mother and father’s training.  They made certain we were all capable of holding our tongue instead of blurting out the first thing we thought.  I think it’s because one time Alice had stated that somebody’s hair looked funny.  She didn’t know that it was a member of the delegation from Majstro; they wear hair clips with shells attached to them.” 
 
    “That was unwise.” 
 
    “She was seven,” Grace explained.   
 
    “I see.  Unfortunately, Alice seems to have become overbearing and cold from her lessons.”  Suddenly, Grace knew her question. 
 
    “Stop!” Baba Yaga almost screeched.  “Don’t ask your question yet!  The moment you do you will be sent out of this house and you haven’t even started drinking your tea, and your other tea hasn’t been packed up yet!”  
 
    “Yes, Old Mother,” Grace nodded her head. 
 
    At the term of reverence, Baba Yaga grinned before taking a sip of her blue rose tea.  With that first drink, her hands regained some flesh.  Then her hair lost its gray.  With each additional sip, Baba Yaga grew younger and younger until finally, she looked to be slightly older than Grace.  
 
    “You aren’t old!” Grace squeaked, standing up suddenly, knocking her chair over with her movement.   
 
    “I am barely thirty years old,” a much younger-looking Baba Yaga stated from her chair.  I was tricked into my position by another Baba Yaga, and my refusal to trick somebody else has been rewarded by freezing my age in time.” 
 
    “Time in the Enchanted Forest isn’t always logical,” Grace nodded her head.  “My mother told me that.”   
 
    “Good.  Now, finish your tea,” Baba Yaga said, aware that Grace was still staring at her in disbelief.  “Just because we know something to be true, doesn’t mean that we can fully absorb that information when it is in front of us.” 
 
    “It happened so quickly.” 
 
    “And I couldn’t warn you,” Baba Yaga smiled.  “My tea wouldn’t have worked then.”  Shaking her hair out, she explained.  “Blue Rose Tea helps me return to my rightful age, which, yes, is frozen in time as a reward for not being an evil Baba Yaga, as I’m sure your mother schooled you on at some point.  Some day somebody will volunteer to take my place and I’ll be unfrozen in time.”   
 
    Grace slapped her hand over her mouth before she could ask a question. 
 
    “Every single time I answer a question, I age.  Some weeks have more questions than other weeks, and I cannot not answer questions.  I get these debilitating migraines when I try to refuse.” 
 
    “Like right now,” Grace stated, which both the house and the Baba Yaga recognized as a statement and not a question.   
 
    “Exactly.  It has been so long since I could have a conversation with a person, that I am tolerating it with the best of my abilities.  Now, finish your tea.  I’ll pack these up,” she nodded towards the fifteen tea bags on the counter, each marked with the type of tea they were.  “Try your best to not mix them up.  The Insomnia tea and the Energy tea will react to each other if they are too close together without a protective barrier; it makes them less effective.  And never double up on the Insomnia Tea; it works as a sleeping potion and can knock somebody out for twelve to twenty-four hours.  The person who drinks it won’t even know if something is being done to them.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    Grace watched as the woman wrapped each tea in its own wax-sealed bundle before putting all three in a bigger wax-sealed package.  Once it was placed on the table, Grace slipped it into her pack. 
 
    “If you tighten up the straps on your bag, it will slip considerably less.  The weight will also be better distributed and that will aid in your journey.  I once had a traveler tell me all about his traveling experiences before he drank his tea, asked his question, and was gone.  It was a surprisingly good half an hour.” 
 
    Once Grace had finished her tea, adjusted her pack to the Baba Yaga’s approval, she started to ask her question. 
 
    “Wait!” she was interrupted.  “Please don’t ask me which road to take.  I can’t answer that.” 
 
    “I wasn’t,” Grace assured her.  “Will my sister, Alice, make a good Wonderland Queen?”  
 
    “Your sister, Crown Princess Alice the Sixth will never be the Queen of Wonderland.”   
 
    Before she could say another word, Grace found herself standing back at the fork in the road.  There was no fence with skull heads.  There was no house on chicken legs.  There was nothing except trees and the diverging paths in the woods.   
 
    “I wonder how that is even possible,” Grace mumbled to herself.  “Alice is the eldest.  She was born for this role.  It isn’t possible that she won’t be Queen.  She’s been training for that day since she was five.”   
 
    Shaking her head, Grace pushed that thought away.  She didn’t consider that she’d used her one question on Wonderland and not on herself.   
 
    The Enchanted Forest was listening even if she did not realize it.   
 
    Staring at the paths, she considered her options.  “That direction should lead me closer to the Forgotten Kingdom.  At least, in theory,” she said aloud, looking at the path on the left.  Blinking, she thought for another moment.  “They both do,” Grace realized.  “The left path will take me near the Forgotten Kingdom along the Charmante border and possibly into Majstro if I’m not directed into the Forgotten Kingdom sooner.  The right path will either lead me right into the Forgotten Kingdom but it could double back into Frosch Erbsen or even lead into Balaur if it skirts the boundaries.” 
 
    She studied the two paths.  The left was dark and foreboding while the right was bright and open.   
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, Grace went left.  “You’re trying to scare me,” she told the Enchanted Forest, but I’m not here to take the easy road.  I’m here to find my sister and defeat my Quests.”   
 
    Grace didn’t realize that the path she had chosen was the same path her parents had taken, only in reverse.   
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grace had gotten into the habit of talking to herself early on in her trip.  It almost made her feel as if somebody was with her.  Until she couldn’t attempt to escape Jonathan anymore, she wasn’t aware of how comforting the presence her older cousin was.  They had trained together; he had given up trying to keep Grace out of Charlie’s training sessions.  He had taught her how to use a sword.  How to throw a dagger hard enough to bury the tip into a tree trunk or a target.   
 
    Now there was nobody to chat with except her own thoughts and they were poor company.  She didn’t know when or if she had passed over from Charmante and into the Forgotten Kingdom.  There were no signposts and the trees didn’t even start to change.   
 
    All she knew was that whenever it was time for her to bed down for the night a nice safe place appeared.  Sometimes, when the Forest needed it to rain, it provided her a nice shelter with an overhang where only a few persistent drops spattered into her space.   
 
    So, when it started pouring down rain in the middle of the day, Grace was well aware that it wanted her to go to the creepy abandoned cottage with ivy climbing up its sides and a cute little circular window over the door.  At least it would be cute if the glass hadn’t been broken, but it would still let some light into the building.   
 
    Overall, the surrounding area looked well-maintained on the outside, except the abandoned feel of the cottage daring to tell another story.  She couldn’t even see inside any of the other windows on the outside of the building.   
 
    “Fine!” she shouted, “I’m going! 
 
    Darting into the cottage, she left the door open just in case she needed to make a quick escape.  Looking around, she spotted the broken door that led down into a basement.  The cording at the base of a chair.  The silver knife and the abandoned red cloak on the wooden floor.  
 
    “Oh,” she breathed out.  “Granny’s Cottage.”  Looking around her, she observed the broken-down appearance of a place that had not been disturbed in almost thirty years.  She could see her footsteps behind her in the dust that coated the floor, that clung to the inside of the windows and the abandoned cobwebs in the corners.  Even the ivy had invaded the room, clinging to rafters and working its way into tiny cracks in the wooden walls and ceiling.  More spiderwebs and dust settled on the waxy leaves. 
 
    It was a place she had only read about; one of the stories her mother and father had refused to discuss.   
 
    Grabbing the candlestick that had been left on the table, she dug into a side pocket of her bag and pulled out a match and lit the taper.   
 
    Carrying it over to the basement doorway, she held the candle out towards the stairs going down into the darkness.  “Do I really need to do this?” 
 
    The Enchanted Forest answered by the rain hitting the roof of the house even harder, the sound not muffled by the invasive plant.   
 
    “Fine,” she breathed out slowly, careful to not kick up the dust. 
 
    Step by step, she walked down the surprisingly sturdy stairs.  Regardless, she tested each step before putting her full weight on them.   
 
    The candle’s light was only able to illuminate so much, casting shadows that caught in the dozens upon dozens of red clocks that were hanging up from the ceiling like discarded trophies.   
 
    “No wonder Father rarely ever talks about this part of Mother’s Quest,” Grace realized, disturbed by just how many victims the deceased were-Huntsman had consumed before being stabbed by her mother.  “Why didn’t anybody realize that young girls were going missing?” 
 
    It was a question that had no answer for her.  She wouldn’t have liked the answer if she had known it.   
 
    Her first urge was to burn the place down.  Bury everything underneath the ashes so that, maybe, the blight of this tiny part in the Enchanted Forest could regrow into something beautiful instead of dark and grotesque.   
 
    It would be so easy to sweep her candle against the hems of the cloaks, letting the basement catch fire while she walked up the stairs and out of the house.  She could even throw the candle in behind her, hoping that it would land just right in a pile of dust and spread the fire even further, faster. 
 
    Backing slowly out of the basement, she turned and darted up the stairs without acting on her thoughts.   
 
    It was still raining when she ran out of the house and away from the building.   
 
    Once she was far enough away, she studied the area.  If she had acted on her first impulse, she could have easily caught even more of the forest on fire, including whatever small villages and families that were scattered around nearby.   
 
    “That was a wise decision, Princess,” a voice said behind her.   
 
    Screaming, Grace spun around, clutching her candlestick as if she could use it as a weapon to clobber the person who startled her if he posed a threat. 
 
    Holding up his hands, away from the cross-bow strapped on his back, the Huntsman took a step backward.  “I mean you no harm, Princess.  We’ve been waiting, and watching, for a while for a Wonderland Princess to return to the place where Queen Gabrielle of Wonderland defeated the were-Huntsman and saved countless other little girls from harm.” 
 
    “Why is that building still standing?” 
 
    Nodding towards a nearby statute that the Princess had missed, he stated, “It stands in memory of all the lives that had been lost, in honor of the Princess who saved us all by killing the horrible creature who threatened.  The Enchanted Forest erected the statue itself; one day it had magically appeared not long after your father had sent other Huntsmen out to discover if there were more creatures like the one that had held them captive.  The Forest wants this cottage to remain standing as a landmark, as a reminder, and we Huntsmen guard it against trespassers and vandals.” 
 
    “You let me in.” 
 
    “The Forest told me to, Princess.” 
 
    “How do you know that I am a princess?” 
 
    “You look like your mother,” the Huntsman bowed his head.  “You must be Nadine.  It is about time for her return from the other realm and tackle her Quests.” 
 
    “No, I’m Grace.  My sister, Nadine, is lost in the Forgotten Kingdom.  I’m hoping to find her.” 
 
    “You will only find her if the Forest wants you to find her.”   
 
    “I was afraid you would say that.” 
 
    Scratching his untrimmed beard, the Huntsman asked, “I’m surprised that you are the first Wonderland Princess to enter Granny’s Cottage.  We suspected Princess Alice the Sixth would be the first.” 
 
    “My sister has yet to go on her Quests,” Grace confessed.  “I got tired of waiting for her, so I left the castle and started my own.”   
 
    “I see,” he rubbed his beard again.  “Changes are coming.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Grace sighed.   
 
    “Change can be a good thing,” the Huntsman bowed before backing away.  “Be careful, Princess.  And congratulations on defeating your first Quest.” 
 
    “What?” Grace asked, taking a step backward in surprise.  “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You didn’t burn the cottage to the ground like you wanted to.  You considered the people who may or may not exist in the Forest and their lives before your own desires.  You will make a great ruler someday.” 
 
    “I’m not going to be a ruler.  I’m the spare,” Grace protested, but the Huntsman had already blended into the woods behind him.   
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    The sudden appearance and disappearance of the Huntsman had caused Grace to realize just how much she missed people.  She missed talking to people more than she even thought possible.  Normally she was the type of person who enjoyed slipping away from her guards and finding somewhere nice and quiet to read.   
 
    “I wouldn’t be upset if a book suddenly appeared,” she looked up to the trees and requested to the Forest.  “But that’s unlikely because I’m on a Quest and still have two more to go through.   Although that first one was a bit easy, if not creepy.  Mother did warn us that the Quests might appear easy and that the Forest was really judging us on our innermost desires and if we act upon them or not.  Especially our first Quest.  I hope Nadine is okay.  And that Charlie didn’t decide to chase after me.  He’s only nineteen; he can’t go on his Quests yet.” 
 
    Shaking her head, she lapsed into silence.  Even her own chatter wasn’t helping matters.   
 
    “Maybe I need to learn how to be silent and not chatter away like a magpie.”   
 
    And so Grace walked.  And walked.  And walked some more.   
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    “Charlie’s gone missing!” Cooper burst into the Throne Room while the King and Queen were in the middle of hearing petitioners.  He was in way too much of a panic to rely on their Tracker Bond to locate his wayward cousin and ‘charge’. 
 
    A rumble of voices quickly filled the room as people started discussing first Grace disappearing in the middle of the night to go on her Quests while Alice had yet to go on hers and now Charlie leaving to find his sister.   
 
    “Everybody!” the Queen’s voice echoed through the room.  “Calm down.  We already know!”  
 
    The King sent the Queen a look that said, ‘We do?’ 
 
    Turning to Cooper, she told him to go to the Knight’s Hall and talk to Jonathan.  They would be there to talk to him once their current business was concluded.   
 
    “Who is next?” Queen Gabrielle called out. 
 
    “A wolf got into my chickens, Your Majesty,” a farmer bowed to the Queen.   
 
    “How many chickens did you lose?” 
 
    “Five, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Advisor, make a note that Farmer…” she trailed off, looking back and forth between the advisor making notes and the farmer. 
 
    Catching on, “Farmer Charles West,” the farmer supplied.   
 
    “That Farmer Charles West needs five new chickens and a rooster.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon, Your Majesty, I didn’t request a rooster,” Farmer West interjected. 
 
    “Do you have a rooster?” 
 
    “No, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Do you need one?” 
 
    “It would be useful,” he admitted.  
 
    Turning to the advisor, Queen Gabrielle repeated, “Five chickens and a rooster.”   
 
    “Yes, Your Majesty,” the advisor nodded her head.   
 
    Barely thirty minutes later, the Queen retired to her bed chamber and threw her crown on the bed.  “I hate that thing.”  
 
    A maid hurriedly scooped it up and put it away safely in the Crown Jewelry Case.   
 
    “Did we really know that Charlie had gone after Grace?” King Ethan asked his wife, handing his own crown over to another maid and thanking her.  “That thing is heavy.” 
 
    “In more ways than one.”   
 
    Once the room was cleared, King Ethan repeated his question.  “Did we know Charlie had gone after his sister?” 
 
    “Of course not, but the kingdom doesn’t need to know that,” she stated.  “Did you notice how many of the people are reporting that wild animals are stealing their livestock or that some of their crops aren’t growing?” 
 
    “More than last year,” King Ethan nodded.  
 
    “And more than the year before that,” Queen Gabrielle added.  “Alice really needs to go on her Quests.”   
 
    “We can’t force her to go,” he stated.   
 
    “No, but she really should have Wonderland’s best interests in mind and not her own.”   
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    The Queen took a deep breath before admitting, “I don’t know if Alice is queen material right now.”  
 
    “She could grow up.” 
 
    “She’s twenty-five years old and is showing no interest in doing things on her own.  I don’t know if that will ever change.”  
 
    Releasing a sigh, King Ethan nodded his head, “We knew things might change when we had three daughters and a son.”   
 
    “Do you think…” 
 
    “Wonderland knows things that we can only fathom or dream of,” he stated.  “Growing up, things that don’t make sense happened, and then, once the figurative and literal dust settled, what changes Wonderland deemed essential made sense later.” 
 
    “But the Crown Princess always becomes the Queen.” 
 
    “Wonderland has never had three princesses, to my knowledge, before,” King Ethan countered.   
 
    Accepting the dress one of the maids handed her, Queen Gabrielle started to change her clothes.  Court attire was not suitable for the Knights Hall.  All her husband had to do was change his overcoat, but she had to change her dress completely.   
 
    “Our children will be fine,” he assured her. 
 
    “I’d like to believe you,” she sighed.  “Charlie is only nineteen.” 
 
    “Charlie trained harder than many of his cousins because he couldn’t let Grace show him up.  She might trip over her own feet sometimes, but she is better than some of the Knights and Cards.  As long as Charlie has his sword, he’ll be fine until Cooper and Jonathan find him.” 
 
    “I hope you are right,” the Queen sighed again. 
 
    “Have I ever been wrong?” 
 
    She raised her eyebrow at her husband, thinking of at least one instance that took Wonderland interference to keep him from making a huge mistake repeatedly.  “You are an incredible King and you were a great Huntsman, but sometimes, Dear Husband, you are dense.”   
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    Less than an hour later, the King and Queen entered the Knights Hall and nodded Cooper and Jonathan over to an empty conference room. 
 
    Nodding his head, Jonathan nudged his cousin to remind Cooper that he needed to wait for the King and Queen, particularly the Queen, to sit down before they could.  Standing at attention, he waited for their first command.   
 
    “At ease,” King Ethan directed.  It was their signal that he was no longer just their king, but was their uncle first.  “Yes, Charlie is missing.  He probably went looking for his sister, Grace.  Alice hasn’t left her room since Grace left and it’s leaving Charlie at loose ends; Grace was his favorite sibling, and Alice is snapping at people even more without her sister’s influence.” 
 
    “I didn’t think the princesses got along,” Cooper stated.  
 
    “They don’t,” Queen Gabrielle agreed.  “But Alice reined herself in because Grace knew how to do almost everything right and Alice took it out on her sister instead of others.” 
 
    The King looked at his wife, “You think Alice is jealous of Grace?” 
 
    “Alice is Alice,” was all she said in response.  “I don’t dare try to figure her out at this age.”   
 
    “What do you want us to do?” Jonathan asked. 
 
    “Find Charlie,” was all she said.  “He’s not ready to encounter the Enchanted Forest on his own.”  Turning to Cooper, she asked, “Are you certain he’s there?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Cooper stated that he didn’t know.  “Our connection is fuzzy.  I can’t tell where he is.”   
 
    “Then he’s still in Wonderland,” Jonathan stated.  “Once he crosses the Bridge, your connection is severed until you are both on the same side of the bridge.  I told you before, you need to calm down and it will clear up.”  
 
    “That’s why Jonathan isn’t allowed to leave Wonderland, isn’t it?” Cooper asked the room.                “Because then Grace’s guard is there and she’s no longer alone.” 
 
    “And Grace doesn’t need somebody from Wonderland to buffer the culture shock like I needed Ethan.  When I returned, I learned later, I needed his presence for the Enchanted Forest to accept me and not throw me back into the other realm.  Grace has never left this realm and the Forest knows her.” 
 
    “But what about Nadine?” Cooper asked.  
 
    “We don’t know,” was all the King said, placing a hand on his wife’s shoulder.  “We don’t have a clue.” 
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    Looking up at the white marble tower that was blocking the path, Grace tilted her head back to try to see the top.  “You have got to be kidding me,” she grumbled.   
 
    Her next thought was to attempt to go around the tower.  Following the curved wall in one direction led to a wall of brambles that were impenetrable.  Sighing, she turned back around, mumbling about magic and quests and magical walls of thorny plants that were hindering her from finding her sister.   
 
    In the other direction, it was more of the same except for a door.  “A door,” Grace groaned dramatically even though nobody was around to hear her.  “Of course, there would be a door all the way on the other side of the tower, nowhere near the path.”  Looking around, she added, “A path that seems to be replaced with even more bramble bushes and silence.” 
 
    She missed the noise that a busy castle had with servants bustling around at all hours of the night, of the litter of Cheshire Cats that had taken residence underneath her bed that had kept her awake with their cries for food and content purrs, and the clanking and chiming of swords as the Cards and Knights practiced their swordplay in the morning and evenings. 
 
    Instead, she heard birds.  Just birds.  Maybe the occasional swoosh of dragon wings overhead, dragons that she couldn’t see because of the trees.   
 
    It made her miss Seafoam the Dragon, even if the little dragon had had a growth spurt that kept her from flying into the princesses’ windows like she did when they were children. 
 
    Once when she had visited the Kingdom of Frosch Erbsen, Grace had asked her mother why they didn't have any dragon towers… 
 
    Towers very similar to this one, she thought as she looked up. 
 
    Turning back, she noticed that the wall of briars had closed in around her, leaving her only the option to enter the tower. 
 
    “Maybe there is a dragon up there that can fly me out if I get trapped,” she whispered as she reached for the door handle.  “I hope it doesn’t eat people without talking to them first.  I heard of dragons doing that.”   
 
    She had also heard of Dragon Slayers who killed dragons without talking to them as well, so she couldn’t really blame some dragons for automatically going on the defensive at the sight of humans.   
 
    The door stuck a little in the frame as if it had been sealed up for hundreds of years.  “It isn’t as if the tower is making it easy to enter,” Grace sighed, pushing against the door once again.   
 
    Finally, it gave way and Grace pushed one more time, causing the door to swing in, a screech of rusty hinges making her presence known.   
 
    “As long as this tower has been standing here,” she commented to herself, “I doubt anybody is still here.”  Pausing, she wondered, “Could this be Rapunzel’s Tower, the same tower my parents saw on my mother’s Quest?  But they didn’t see a door.”   
 
    The bottom level she could tell was used for food storage.  There was a thick layer of dust covering every surface, except for the food - that was behind glass cabinets - that still looked as fresh as the day it had been cooked. 
 
    It had been Grace’s first clue that magic was afoot. 
 
    “Is anybody here?” she called out once she had spotted the stone staircase on the back wall, at least back in reference to the door that was open behind her.  Could a round room truly have a front and back?   
 
    Hearing a click, Grace spun around quick enough to see the door snap into place and a seam of magic racing around the edges, sealing the door into the wall and causing everything including the door handle to disappear. 
 
    “Great,” she grumbled.  “Another Quest and I can’t even leave this one until I’ve passed it.  Thank you, Enchanted Forest,” she sarcastically called out towards the spot where the door previously had been. 
 
    Without another choice, she lifted the hem of her dress just enough to reveal a pair of pants she had slipped on underneath her skirt and started climbing the stairs.     
 
    Nobody had ever realized that she had stolen a pair of Charlie’s old pants when he had outgrown them after a growth spurt had him shooting up over his sisters.  It had only made sense to wear them under her skirts when she would be wandering wherever the Enchanted Forest took her.   
 
    The second level was no less dusty on the floor, but the room was full of linens, tablecloths, and curtains.  All of which was a pristine white. 
 
    “Definitely magic,” Grace nodded, spotting the next staircase on the opposite side of the room from where she had emerged.  “But if food and linens can be kept clean, why can’t these floors?” 
 
    Without anything of interest to examine, she started her climb up the third, and hopefully final, staircase.  They were taller than she expected them to be and after the first staircase, she was already panting and sweaty.   
 
    “I thought I was in good shape too,” she grumbled, knowing that walking across the Enchanted Forest wasn’t an easy feat on its own.   
 
    It was the third level, the first level with windows, that gave her pause.  Her first order of business was to open a curtain to see the room better.  Whereas the other floors had torches that flared to life as soon as she stepped foot out of the stairway, this room remained dark. 
 
    Throwing open the curtain, Grace started to cough from the dust cloud she had stirred up.  Once recovered from the coughing fit, she gasped, stunned at the sight in front of her.  There was a massive castle she had never seen before approximately a day's walk away.  She was close enough she could see a cloud of something flying around one of the towers, but not close enough to be able to tell what it was.   
 
    “I wonder if this was ever used as a dragon tower,” she sighed hopefully.  “A dragon really could fly me out of here.” 
 
    Turning around, she went to see what the other windows revealed.  But that pivot changed her awe into irritation. 
 
    “Awww crap,” Grace groaned once she saw the figure laid out on the ‘bed’.  “I'm Prince Charming.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” the figure on the bed yawned and sat up, stretching as he moved, before arching a single eyebrow at her.  “You do not look like a prince to me.”  Eying her up and down, he added, “You do not even look like a princess.” 
 
    “And what does a princess look like?” she challenged him. 
 
    Shrugging, he stood up, towering over her by at almost a foot and she wasn’t exactly short herself.  “Big puffy gowns that are difficult to move around in with curls and braids and miniature crowns.” 
 
    “You mean tiaras?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So…” Grace drawled out.  “You expect a princess to frolic around the woods in a ballgown, tiara, and her hair styled formally?” 
 
    “Yes?” he answered her slowly, starting to think through her comment.    
 
    In his defense, he had been eleven when he’d been magically sent to the tower and put under a sleeping curse.  While he had obviously aged physically, his mental growth might have been stunted and that worried him a little bit. 
 
    “I have a question,” Grace slowly stated, noticing the thick layers of dust that coated the rafters and the tops of other furniture.  It was obvious by the lack of cleanliness that either the magic surrounding them did not completely clean the tower or the… man in front of her was incapable of lifting a broom or dust cloth.   The only thing clean in this room was the floor.   
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “How old are you?”  Grace started looking around the tower again, trying to not roll her eyes at the fact that there was only one bed in the room.  She absolutely was not sleeping in the same bed with a person she had never met before, even if he was possibly a prince.   
 
    “I do not know,” he shrugged. 
 
    Confused, she turned around to look at him, “How do you not know how old you are?” 
 
    “I have been asleep,” he stated, matter-a-fact, as he wandered over to the window she had just abandoned and looked out towards the castle in the distance.  “The sun is going to set soon.” 
 
    “How long have you been asleep?” 
 
    “I do not know.” 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t know how long you’ve been asleep!” Grace shouted at him, knowing that she was being irrational. 
 
    “I was asleep!” he shouted back, turning to face her, dropping the curtain at the same moment and enveloping them in darkness.  “Since I was eleven!”   
 
    “What?” Grace whispered, barely able to see him.   
 
    “What are you not getting?” he snapped, this time starting to pace the floor.  “I have been cursed since I was eleven years old and have been sleeping for who knows how long until fairly recently.  Then I woke up like this, only to fall back asleep at random times.  I do not know what the pattern is and I do not know how much longer I have to put up with your inane questions until I fall back asleep or throw you out of the tower.” 
 
    Grace narrowed her eyes, annoyed at his outburst.  Was it really necessary to yell at her like that?   
 
    “Why are you in this tower?” she whispered, uncertain if he heard her.   
 
    After a long moment, and what could only be calming breaths, he finally answered her, partly, “That evil witch could not have two beasts wandering the castle walls and company would only maintain my brother’s humanity.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “Look, Princess.  I have been asleep in this tower for who knows how long.  Asleep!” 
 
    “No wonder you are cranky.” 
 
    He growled.  
 
    Don’t react, Grace told herself.  He wants you to react.  “Scone?  It’s a bit dry, but…” she watched, surprised when he collapsed on the stone floor.  “Oh blast!” shaking her head, Grace was tempted to nudge him with her shoe.  “That’s why he said time was limited.  He really does fall back asleep randomly.  That is one messed up curse.” 
 
    Grabbing him under his armpits, she pulled him towards the bed.  “I didn’t even get to ask him his name.”  Shaking her head, Grace managed to hoist the prince onto the bed right as the torches flared to life.   
 
    “At least I don’t have to worry about something eating me while I’m asleep,” she sighed, spotting a semi-comfortable looking chair in a corner near another widow.  She might wake up with a crick in her neck, but it was better than sleeping on the ground with rocks digging into her back.   
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    Stretching, Grace found herself in the bed.  The Prince was standing over by the window looking out at the castle in the distance.   
 
    “Morning,” he sighed, not looking away from the window.   
 
    “Morning,” she responded, turning to sit up in the bed.  “I’m Grace of Wonderland.” 
 
    “Trystan of Oublié,” he responded.  “I have been awake, alone in this tower for over a fortnight.”   
 
    “I’ve never heard of Oublié,” Grace stated.   
 
    “Most have not,” he answered, still not turning around.  Pointing out the window, he added, “That is Oublié, but people, or so I was taught, also call it the Forgotten Kingdom.  Nobody ever remembers us until our latest curse is broken.  I imagine there will be about three more generations until the curse strikes again unless the Evil Enchantress that keeps the curse recurring is killed, but that is not likely.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “You already know.” 
 
    “The Forest likes balance,” Grace recalled.  “Good and Evil.”   
 
    “For every curse, there is a counter.”   
 
    “So, you woke up about the time my sister returned to the Enchanted Forest.”   
 
    “Then she is probably at the castle,” Trystan nodded his head out the window, “with my brother.”   
 
    “Why does that sound so ominous?” 
 
    “Because right now my brother is a beast.”   
 
    Things started to click in Grace’s mind, things she didn’t even know she knew.  “Beauty and the Beast.  Are you telling me that’s the story my sister is currently in?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “How do I know this?” 
 
    “You are aware of Oublié now.  There is no reason for you not to know anymore.”   
 
    “You’ve been in this tower for over three hundred years,” she stated, random facts popping into her head and coming out of her mouth. 
 
    “Good thing I only look twenty-three and not a hundred and twenty-three,” he joked.   
 
    Shaking her head, Grace got off the bed and wandered over to one of the windows. Looking out, “This does not look like the tower I entered,” she commented. 
 
    From his place at the other window, he asked, “What did the tower look like?”  He would look down, but he’d already done that a dozen times the first week he was awake.  It was a miracle he never fell back asleep and tumbled out the window! 
 
    “Round," Grace mumbled.  “Definitely round and definitely not attached to any other buildings.  No courtyards.  No other buildings.  Just a round tower.” 
 
    “Right,” Trystan agreed.   
 
    “This tower is not round!” She turned around and hissed at him. 
 
    “What?  Of course, the tower is round!  It has always been round.  I could see the tower from the dragon tower at the castle where I grew up.  My brother and I took a carriage to this tower when I was ten and tried to get inside.  This tower is round.” 
 
    “Trystan, this tower is not round!” she hissed.  “Haven’t you ever looked out this window?” 
 
    “Why would I look out this window when my home is out this window?” he asked, turning away from one window and approaching the one directly across from it.  “Okay, this is definitely not a round tower,” he stated, leaning over the edge of the window to get a look.  “It is square.  And there is a courtyard.”   
 
    Pulling himself back into the tower room, Trystan walked backward, stunned.  “This tower is not round?  How is that possible?” 
 
    Grace went to one of the other windows before pulling the curtain open and looking out.  “There’s the ocean!”   
 
    Trystan headed to the last window in the room.  Once he opened the curtain, he exclaimed, “Dragons!”  
 
    Turning around, Grace started thinking.  “The windows are directional.  Your home to the north.  Frosch Erbsen borders it to the East, Charmante to the South, and Majstro to the West.  Those mountains behind your castle, in the distance, are probably Schnee.” 
 
    “Frosch Erbsen and not Balaur?” 
 
    “Within the last hundred years, Frosch Erbsen and Balaur signed a treaty.  The dragons protect Frosch Erbsen’s princesses and Frosch Erbsen allows the dragons to use their air space.  Sometimes they fly out into Charmante air space, but Queen Eleanora doesn’t care if they do or not.”   
 
    “They used to fly over Oublié all the time.  I wonder what happened.” 
 
    “They were probably re-directed somewhere else,” Grace distractedly informed him.  “The Enchanted Forest does direct and manipulates the roads, so It was probably keeping people away from your brother to protect him or them.”  Wandering back over to that window, “Are you certain that my sister is with your brother?” 
 
    Shrugging, Trystan answered her with a yawn before collapsing on the bed.   
 
    “Great,” Grace sighed, lifting his legs up to get Trystan the rest of the way on the bed.  “At least he can’t stop me from cleaning.  I wonder if there’s a broom in this tower.”   
 
    With those words, Grace removed her skirt – leaving her pants on underneath – and trooped down the stairs to the first floor.  She’d work her way up.   
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    Once he’d woken up from a three-hour nap, he’d noticed that Grace had gone missing.  After a few minutes of calling for her, including looking out the windows to make certain she hadn’t jumped or found a way to climb out while he was asleep, she popped her head out of the floor where the staircase was. 
 
    “You summoned me?” she grinned, a streak of dirt on her nose and forehead.   
 
    “Where were you?” 
 
    “The first floor,” Grace informed him.  “Now, don’t be shocked, but I’m wearing pants.  I don’t know if you noticed that I hung my skirt up on the chair, but I didn’t want to get it dirty.  It was the only skirt I had packed.”  
 
    Climbing up the rest of the way after giving him her warning, Grace continued explaining.  “I was looking for a broom.  I guess you didn’t hear me answer you.  That’s understandable.  I had moved one of the food cabinets checking to see if there was a door behind it.  This place is a mess.”  
 
    “You moved the food cabinet?” he repeated in disbelief. 
 
    “It was easy; the cabinets are on wheels.  Very innovative,” she nodded her head.  “But, no broom.  I thought for certain there would be one on the second floor with the linens, but, still no broom.  Is there an attic?  I didn’t want to look in case I woke you up.  I don’t know how your curse works, but I’m certain I’m supposed to find out.” 
 
    Trystan turned his head and said nothing. 
 
    “I know.  I talk a lot.  My sister complained tons when all she wanted to do was read her book, but in my defense, I have been alone for the last three weeks talking to myself.  It’s a relief that there’s somebody else here that I can talk to and not just my own thoughts.” 
 
    He didn’t say much but knew exactly what she meant.  It was a load off his mind that he wasn’t limited to talking to himself.  He could ask Grace things about the way things had changed since he’d been asleep.   
 
    “Well?” Grace asked, looking up at him, which was an experience because he was used to having to look up at people. 
 
    Trystan hadn’t adapted to his twenty-three-year-old body yet, but he was definitely relieved that he didn’t have to go through any more painful growth spurts.   
 
    “Well, what?” 
 
    “Is there an attic?” 
 
    “I am... not certain,” he slowly answered her, not looking at the door in the ceiling of the tower.   
 
    “There must be,” Grace concluded with a firm nod of her head.  “This tower had a triangular…” it was her turn to trail off.  “Conical?”  Shrugging, she continued on, “Anyway, this tower doesn’t have a flat roof so there must be an attic.  Hey!” she exclaimed, turning around to look at him, “There might be another bed!  We won’t have to trade off anymore.  That chair is the worst chair that I have ever slept in.” 
 
    “Have you ever slept in a chair before this?” 
 
    “No,” Grace admitted with a headshake, “but I did sleep on the ground and had rocks poking into my back and that was actually more comfortable than waking up with a crick in my neck.”   
 
    Looking upward, she started scanning the ceiling for a hidden door.  Trystan closed his eyes and hoped that she didn’t spot it near the Majstro window.   
 
    “Trystan,” she called out a minute later, “Can you help me?  I can’t reach it.” 
 
    He kept his eyes closed a few moments longer, trying to push aside the memory of when he did explore the attic space during the first week of one of his long-awake periods. 
 
    “Before I lower this, promise me,” he lifted her chin so that they made eye contact, “that you will not explore this attic while I am asleep.” 
 
    “I just want a broom,” she assured him.   
 
    “There are things up there that can injure both of us,” he informed her.   
 
    “You have been up there!  Why didn’t you tell me there was an attic?” 
 
    “Grace!  Focus!  We do not know what story we are in.  We are stuck in a tower and there is at least one sleeping curse going on.  We cannot break something when we do not know what story we are in.” 
 
    Grace took a step back, away from him, before nodding her head.  She didn’t have to like it, but Trystan wasn’t wrong.  And she was her father’s daughter and didn’t want to think about the implications of her finding this prince in this tower.   
 
    “Okay, if I’m aware that you are asleep, I won’t come up here.”  She then held up a hand before he could protest her wording.  “And if you fall asleep before I come down, I’ll come back down the moment I realize that you’re back asleep.  But you’ll have to talk to me so that I will know almost to the moment you do fall asleep.  And you can’t get mad at me if I don’t realize it because you decided to be all quiet and stoic.”   
 
    “Deal,” he held out his hand to shake hers. 
 
    Only once she had shaken in return, did he reach up to lower the door and the connected ladder so that Grace could climb up.  
 
    Even then he had to look away and not look at her butt as she went up the ladder.  Suddenly, he was well aware of why ladies and princesses wore dresses and not pants.   
 
    It was weird going from being an eleven-year-old boy to a twenty-three-year-old man.   
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    There were so many things up there for Grace to examine that she didn’t know where to begin.  Doing the sensible thing, she went to the only window in the tower and yanked the curtains down to let in the light.   
 
    “Hey! There's a spinning wheel and a spindle back here!” she called from the back of the attic space she was exploring, still hoping to locate a broom.  The messiness of the entire tower was about to drive her batty after how clean her mother had kept the Wonderland Castle.  
 
    “Yes, I know,” Trystan dryly answered her from his place at the bottom of the ladder.  “Leave it alone.”  There were a few reasons why he refused to go up in the attic and that spinning wheel was one of them.  The last thing he wanted to do was accidentally touch it and go back to sleep for a hundred or so years.   
 
    “Why?”  she asked, her voice much clearer as she backed down the ladder that led into the attic.   
 
    Catching a brief glimpse of the skinny cotton pants Grace wore underneath her skirts, he shook his head.  For the hundredth time in the few days that she had arrived, he thought that she was definitely not a normal, pampered princess.   
 
    “Have you not heard about the Sleeping Beauty curse?” he asked instead of the question that now taunted him.  He wondered if he could get her to put her skirt back on. 
 
    “Who hasn't?” she replied, wiping her dirt-covered hands over her pants. 
 
    “Well, if I touch that thing, I might fall asleep for a hundred years.” 
 
    “I have bad news for you, Trystan.  You've already been asleep for over a hundred years.”   
 
    “But this time you would be trapped here.”  He wondered about his brother.  Was Richmond able to handle the hundred years and remain sane?  At least he got to sleep through them; Richmond had been awake the entire time.   
 
    He had no clue how long he had really been asleep and neither did Grace, even if she had guessed over three hundred years.  There was no way for them to be certain; nobody except Richmond would know how long Oublié had been forgotten.   
 
    “Maybe.  Maybe not,” Grace shrugged, drawing Trystan’s attention back to the matter of the spindle and spinning wheel.  “What if touching that spindle breaks your curse?” 
 
    “Or what if it traps you here?” 
 
    “Did you have to touch it to activate the curse?” 
 
    Trystan shrugged.  “I have no clue what happened to activate it.  I was eleven when that curse struck.  One moment I was in bed, asleep at my parent’s estate.  The next there was this loud boom and a flash of light and I jerked upright in this tower.”   
 
    “And you were no longer eleven years old,” she examined him.  Grace wondered how he was doing mentally.   
 
    Shaking her head, she went back to her mission, “Look, I’m not going to touch the spinning wheel.  I refuse to touch that creepy mirror nailed to one of the posts.  I…” 
 
    “Creepy mirror?” Trystan interrupted.  “What creepy mirror?” 
 
    “Didn’t you see it when you were up there?” 
 
    “I saw the spinning wheel and decided to get out of the attic before I did more damage to my curse.”   
 
    “I mean, it’s a creepy mirror,” Grace pointed out.  “There’s usually only one mirror in any of the tales and that is Snow White’s story and that magic mirror definitely wasn’t on the side of good.” 
 
    “Grace,” Trystan interrupted, “There are no Snow Whites in my family tree.  If that is a magic mirror, it is going to be a good magic mirror.  Probably used for communication more than anything else.  My father never would have allowed a transportation mirror in the Kingdom because that would leave too much of a chance of an enemy entering the castle through the mirror, but a communication mirror would have been acceptable.  Come on.” 
 
    Tugging on her hand, he looked back when Grace didn’t move.   
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’ve been awake for a while now.  How much longer do you have?”  
 
    Looking out the window, he noticed that the sun was about to set.   
 
    “We will check it out in the morning,” he sighed.  “I will request some food.  You go see if there is a broom up there.”  
 
    Grace had just descended the ladder with a broom and feather duster in her hands when she looked over just in time to see Trystan topple out of his chair, a half-eaten plate of food in front of him. 
 
    “At least you won’t be too hungry when you wake up,” she whispered, dropping her goods and going to pull Trystan across the room and into the bed.  “Tomorrow we’re bringing that bed I saw up there down before we deal with that mirror.”  Shuddering, “Stupid creepy mirror.” 
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    Trystan struggled to keep from shaking Grace awake.  This time he had kept her in the chair, mostly because he didn’t feel comfortable lifting her up when she was wearing pants.  That, and maybe she would wake up sooner if she wasn’t comfortable.   
 
    Yawning, it took her a moment and some stretching before she was willing to even open her eyes.  “How long have you been awake?” she grumbled.  “Do we have any coffee?” 
 
    A mug with steam floating off the top appeared in her hand.   
 
    “I could get used to this,” she sighed.   
 
    Trystan merely looked at her, eyebrow raised.   
 
    “I could get used to making a food request and it appearing, not being stuck in a tower,” she explained.  “It’d be even better if we could get that spare bed out of the attic and set it up before you fall asleep again.” 
 
    “I thought we were going to get the mirror cleaned off first.”  
 
    Nodding her head, Grace recognized that Trystan had compromised with her plenty, and she needed to work on compromising with him.  “Okay.  Mirror first, then the bed.”  
 
    “It might not even work,” he pointed out. 
 
    “But it might, and it might help us get out of this tower.  If it does, we won’t need the bed.”   
 
    Climbing into the attic, Grace followed Trystan after a brief argument that ended when she said, “I am not going to let you break your neck if you fall asleep on this ladder.” 
 
    “Instead we can break both our necks?” he countered.  
 
    “No, but I will wait at the base of the ladder and can catch you if you fall,” she informed him.  “I trained with the Wonderland Knights and Cards while growing up.  I wanted to be prepared for anything Wonderland and the Enchanted Forest threw at me.”   
 
    “You aren’t that strong.” 
 
    “I’ve been getting you back in bed, haven’t I?” 
 
    Sighing his defeat, Trystan climbed the ladder before getting out of the way and sitting on the dusty bed while Grace climbed up.   
 
    “You know, I almost want to bet that this was supposed to be a bedroom, but your sleeping curse magicked a bed on the floor below us,” Grace mused.  “If we had some fresh linens, and covered up the spinning wheel, I could probably sleep up here and we could each have a little privacy.” 
 
    “It is not a bad idea,” Trystan considered.   
 
    “I wish there were more windows,” she sighed, wiping her palms on the thighs of her pants and looking around the room.  “And more clothes.  I don’t think I can wear these pants another day.”   
 
    Shaking her head, Grace started thinking about all the cleaning the room would need before she could make it livable, but first the mirror. 
 
    “After you,” she smiled, giving him a playful bowing gesture towards the creepy thing just hanging there in the middle of the room.  She would definitely be covering that up before she went to bed.   
 
    Swiping the cover off the mirror revealed something that wasn’t as creepy as either of them first thought.   
 
    “It’s dirty,” Grace commented. 
 
    “What isn’t dirty up here?” Trystan countered, unaware that he was beginning to use some of the contractions that Grace was used to saying without thought.    
 
    “Fair enough,” she conceded, not noticing the informality that slipped into Trystan’s language.  “I think we’ll need one of the small towels and a basin of soapy water to clean this off.  I’ll go get them.”   
 
    “Too bad the tower does not magically bring us things when we need them.” 
 
    “Then we’d become lazy slobs,” Grace pointed out before her head disappeared from the opening.   
 
    A second later she let out a scream! 
 
    Trystan jumped through the opening instead of climbing down the ladder, grabbing hold of the frame to quickly lower himself to the floor.  “What is it?  What happened?  Are you okay?” 
 
    “Dragon!” she pointed at the window that looked out towards the Charmante Kingdom, the window with the courtyard.   
 
    “That’s definitely a dragon,” Trystan stumbled to a stop.   
 
    “I’m glad about one thing,” Grace whispered.  “I was wrong about this being a dragon tower.”   
 
    The dragon, poking his snout into the opening to sniff out the people, backed away so that he could look at them instead.  A green eye blinked at them before shifting into a human-shape and entering through the window.   
 
    Turning towards Trystan, Grace buried her head in his chest, “He’s a dragon, Trystan.  He just turned into a human and is naked.  Trystan, he’s naked!”  
 
    “Oh, sorry,” the shifted dragon mumbled, looking around him before grabbing one of the towels Trystan had left on the bed and wrapping it around his waist.  “Is this better?” 
 
    “Probably not,” Trystan remarked.  “Are you a human that shifts into dragons or a dragon that can shift into a human form?” 
 
    “I’m a dragon.  I am just not used to human modesty.  I think you are the first humans I have been around in my entire life.”   
 
    “Is he still naked?” Grace whispered.  “Is it safe to look?” 
 
    “He wrapped a towel around his waist,” Trystan answered her.   
 
    “Wrap a blanket around him!” she hissed.   
 
    “I can’t.  You’re clinging to me.”  But he pointed at the nearest blanket he had covered Grace up with at the chair close to where the dragon’s human form was standing.  “Okay, he is covered from neck to ankles.”  
 
    “Thank you. 
 
    The Princess just stared at him.   
 
    Shaking his head, “I am Albert,” he made a move to extend his hand but realized that his blanket would slip if he did.   
 
    “You know, Trystan, the other day I wished for a dragon to get us out of this tower, but I never expected it to happen.” 
 
    “I cannot get you out of this tower,” Albert stated, giving Grace a very careful bow afterward.  “Princess, somebody in this tower is under a curse and until the curse is broken, I am afraid that you will be stuck in this tower.  Now, whoever is not cursed can leave, but the cursed person must stay.”  
 
    Grace and Trystan looked at each other.  
 
    “You could leave,” he whispered.  
 
    “But then you’d be alone,” she quietly argued.   
 
    Not able to think of a response to that, Trystan turned and asked, “Why are you here, Albert?” 
 
    “My job is to guard this tower,” he informed them.  “Once I saw the curtain open up, I knew that you,” he looked at Trystan, “had awoken from your curse.  I am supposed to tell you that all you need to break your spell is currently in this tower.”   
 
    Distracted, Grace asked, “How can you turn into a human?” 
 
    “I am one of the small number of dragons that can shift for about an hour every day.” He explained a few can shift for two or three hours and even less can shift for five hours.  Only one or two have an unlimited amount of shifting time, but they are dragon royalty.  “In fact, I will need to be outside the tower before I shift back so that I do not destroy everything in here including you.”   
 
    Nodding his head, Albert shamelessly dropped the blanket and the towel before climbing out the window before Grace had time to shriek and turn around.   
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    At the gates, Nadine stood watching and waiting.  Suddenly a guard wearing a uniform that reminded her of a deck of cards appeared out of the trunk of a tree.   
 
    “Princess Nadine?” the Spade asked, trying to shake off the effects that traveling through portals had on his head.   
 
    “And you are?” 
 
    “I was assigned as your Tracker and Bodyguard when you were sent off to live with your Foster Parents.  Your birth mother, Queen Gabrielle of Wonderland and her husband, King Ethan, sent me ahead of them to make certain that everything was going according to plan.” 
 
    “According to plan?” she half asked, half snorted.  “I have been instructed to keep anybody from crossing over that boundary,” she pointed at the gates, “and onto these grounds.  Anybody who enters cannot leave.”   
 
    Nodding his head, the Spade admitted that this was a complication.  “I’ll be back with your parents.  We had to leave their carriage near the border.  It was the only way Alice could join us,” he finally said, turning to leave back through the tree.  
 
    “Wait!” Nadine called back.  “What is your name?” 
 
    “Sawyer,” he grinned.  “I happen to be the third of my siblings like you are.”  Pausing for a moment, he added, “And I am also one of your cousins.”  With a nod of his head, he walked right back into the trunk of the tree and disappeared.   
 
    Taking a deep breath, Nadine steeled herself for what she now knew was about to happen.  She was about to meet her parents.  Possibly her siblings.  Maybe even a few more cousins and an aunt and uncle or two.  
 
    Something behind her caught her attention.  Richmond, followed by Angela, stalked towards him.  “What’s going on?  Where’s Guy?” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Angela answered her.  “Gaubert is currently being guarded by the dragons in the garden.  He is well aware that if he makes one threatening move that one of the dragons, probably the one curled up around his neck, is likely to attack.” 
 
    They didn’t have to wait long for Sawyer to reemerge from the portal hidden in the tree.  Moments later The Queen of Wonderland and her husband walked through, hand in hand.  Following them was a clone of the Queen; she could only be Nadine’s oldest sister, Alice.   
 
    Looking back and forth between her parents, she cataloged the similarities between them.  While Alice had that traditional fairy tale blonde hair, Nadine noticed that her hair was a slightly darker blonde than her sister’s.  She suspected it was thanks to her father’s dark brown hair genes; it made sense why, before entering the Enchanted Forest, her hair was a light brown shade.   
 
    “Where’s Grace?” was the first thing Nadine squeaked out.   
 
    Queen Gabrielle and King Ethan looked at each other.   
 
    “You remember Grace?” the Queen asked.   
 
    “Richmond’s library had a genealogy book.  We researched my family tree weeks ago,” Nadine answered her, nervously.  “I needed to know.”  Feeling nerves she never really felt before, not even when she stood on stage and gave her graduation commencement speech in high school, she bit the left side of her bottom lip.  Looking down, it started to hit her that her mother was within touching distance and she couldn’t cross that border.   
 
    To make matters even worse, Alice was glaring at her.  “Grace went off looking for you as soon as we figured out that you were in this kingdom.”   
 
    “And Charlie?” 
 
    “Went looking for Grace when she didn’t return after a few weeks.”  Then Alice turned to glare at Richmond.  “Why don’t you tell us where Grace is?  And why you can’t cross over the estate boundary?” 
 
    Richmond looked directly at Alice for a long moment.  Finally, after drawing in a deep breath, he turned to address Nadine.  “I have a younger brother.  As soon as Mum and Dad died and the curse hit at the very beginning before you had even wandered into my garden the first time…” 
 
    “The first time?” Queen Gabrielle questioned.   
 
    “Long story,” Nadine replied.  “So, you have a younger brother.  Where is he?” 
 
    They watched the various expressions pass over his face.  Confusion.  Sadness.  Longing.  Anger.   
 
    “We have a Sleeping Beauty in our family line.  And a Rapunzel.  Somewhere in this kingdom is a tower…” Richmond trailed off. 
 
    The King and Queen looked at each other in shock.  “Round white tower over seventy feet tall?” 
 
    “Yes?” he answered them, the question in his voice.   
 
    “We wandered into a massive tower when we were going through my quests in the Enchanted Forest before I returned to Wonderland,” Queen Gabrielle answered him.  “Only there was no door.”   
 
    “There wouldn’t be if you weren’t the person meant to enter the tower.”   
 
    This time the King spoke up, “So which tale is my middle daughter currently in?” 
 
    “I don’t have a clue.”   
 
    “But, I know where Grace is,” Nadine answered her newly discovered parents.   
 
    This is going to take some getting used to, she admitted to herself.   
 
    “How can you possibly know where Grace is when you haven’t seen us in decades,” Alice hissed.   
 
    Closing her eyes, Nadine drew in a deep breath before releasing it.  “It only makes sense that Grace is in the same fairy tale as Richmond’s brother.” 
 
    “And what makes you so certain?” Alice snapped, annoyed that everybody was treating this as if it was a normal family reunion instead of what it really was – a mess.  She couldn’t even cross through a gate and give her sister a hug if she wanted to; she didn’t. 
 
    “Richmond gave me a book of fairy tales.  My mother,” Nadine hesitated before trailing off completely. 
 
    “It’s okay, Dear,” Queen Gabrielle reassured her daughter.  “I know what it’s like.  I’d hoped to never send any of you through that portal.  Time acts oddly.  If the Enchanted Forest wanted, you could have returned in your twenties and your siblings still be in their teens.  Knowing that you have an adoptive mother, my cousin, who would have protected you for as long as she could, doesn’t mean she wasn’t your mother and her husband wasn’t your father.  For the longest, until my biological parents died, I accepted that I had two sets of parents, just like your father and I accept that you had two sets of parents, even if you didn’t know it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Nadine nodded her head in response.   
 
    “What did your mother do?” King Ethan asked, the word rolling off of his tongue awkwardly.   
 
    “She raised me on fairy tales.  So, when I found Richmond and his gardens when I was eight and he gave me this fairy tale book and told me to protect it, I did.  And I read it.  There were even some new tales between its covers, like the story about the princess and her huntsman who battled a werewolf.” 
 
    Ethan looked at his wife and grinned.  “That sounds familiar.”   
 
    “Yes, it does.” 
 
    Confused, Nadine glanced back and forth between them before Alice hissed, “You idiot, that was one of our mother’s quests.”   
 
    Narrowing her eyes at her older sister, Nadine shook her head.  “There was no way I could know that when I didn’t even know I was adopted, is there?” 
 
    “Girls!” Queen Gabrielle snapped.  “Behave.  You are sisters.” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am,” both girls replied, bowing their heads.   
 
    Richmond and Angela both took a step backward.   
 
    “Now,” Queen Gabrielle said.  “You know where Grace is?” 
 
    “If what I read in Richmond’s books were true about you, and the three quests, and everything else, it only makes sense that Grace is in that tower with Richmond’s brother…” 
 
    “Trystan,” Richmond supplied.  
 
    “But there was no door,” King Ethan reminded them. 
 
    “Of course not.  Grace has to figure out how to get out herself, my dear,” Queen Gabrielle reminded her husband.  “Quests.”   
 
    “I imagine there’s a trail that will lead you there,” Nadine suggested, pointing her finger in the direction of the tower.  
 
    “What are you pointing at,” Alice grumbled.   
 
    “The tower.  White marble?  Really, really tall?” Nadine slowly answered her sister, wondering why Alice had such an attitude towards her. 
 
    “What tower?” 
 
    “Don’t you see it?  It’s over there,” she pointed again.   
 
    Shaking their heads, everybody on the uncursed side of the gate confirmed that they could not see any towers.  Everybody on the cursed side of the gate looked at each other.   
 
    Angela thought for a moment, “It’s entirely possible since the curse isn’t fully broken yet, that they really can’t see it.  Especially if Princess Grace is in that tower.” 
 
    “But we saw it on our way here,” Alice reminded her.  
 
    “Then the Enchanted Forest was taunting you,” Angela countered.   
 
    Looking at each other, Queen Gabrielle and King Ethan nodded their heads.  That was exactly what the Forest would do.   
 
    “Well, what do we do now?” Alice asked the group.   
 
    “We go home until the curse is fully broken,” Queen Gabrielle answered her daughter.   
 
    “But…but… but,” Alice sputtered.   
 
    “There’s nothing else we can do.  If we cross those gates, we’ll be stuck until the curse is broken,” her father reminded her.  “And Wonderland will not run itself for very long.” 
 
    “But we left Charlie there?  Didn’t you say he was still in Wonderland?” Alice turned towards her parents, panic replacing the anger in her tone.  “Wonderland should be fine.” 
 
    Then, turning back to his eldest daughter, King Ethan reminded her, “Charlie is not in line for the Wonderland throne, you are.”     
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Trystan fell asleep before they could return to the attic and clean up the mirror.  He had hoped that he would be able to contact his brother, but his brother or somebody else would have to be near the magic mirror for them to be able to communicate with anybody, and that was working with the assumption that the companion mirror was in the castle.   
 
    Shaking her head, Grace trudged up the ladder – Trystan had only agreed to let her get some cleaning done if they covered the spinning wheel and she went nowhere near it – with an armful of fresh linens.  “Whatever magic is cleaning parts of this tower really needs to work on its thoroughness.”  
 
    Sighing, she pulled off the dust-covered bedding and got to work on shaking out the goose down mattress.  “There’s no telling how old you are,” she grumbled, not realizing that she had taken talking to herself again.  “At least no rats are scurrying out of anything.” 
 
    Yawning from the top of the ladder, Trystan asked, “Who are you talking to?” 
 
    Jumping back, clutching a sheet to her chest, Grace prided herself on not shrieking at his sudden appearance.  “I thought you were asleep.” 
 
    “I woke up,” he countered.  “Who were you talking to?” 
 
    “Myself,” Grace confessed.  “I was so used to having my siblings to talk to that I started talking to myself once I started my Quests,” she shrugged.   
 
    “I did that when I first woke up.” 
 
    “How long were you awake before I showed up?” 
 
    Grabbing the feather duster, he started swiping it over things haphazardly.  “I really don’t know,” he admitted right before Grace was about to snatch it away from him and show him how it was really done.  “Time didn’t exactly…” he trailed off.  Turning around, Trystan looked at her.  “I have no real way of telling.  Not like sunrises and sunsets.  If I fell asleep when the sun was in the sky, I’d have no way to tell if I was asleep for twenty-four hours or twenty-four minutes.” 
 
    “That would be problematic,” she mumbled, taking the duster from his hands.  “You’re making a mess.  Here,” she stated, showing him how to use it.   
 
    Nodding his head after a few minutes, he took the duster back and mimicked her motions.  Satisfied that he wasn’t leaving behind untouched streaks of dust, she returned to working on the bed.    
 
    “I never really learned how to clean,” Trystan confessed.  “I was too young.” 
 
    “I took to following the maids around the moment I learned I’d have to enter the Enchanted Forest alone.  I wanted to know how to cook and light my own fires and wash my clothes if I needed to.  My sister, Alice, thought I was insane, but I think my parents approved of what I was doing.”   
 
    “Why did your sister think you were being insane.” 
 
    “She never thought I’d need to do my own Quests.” 
 
    “But didn’t she join you in your non-traditional lessons?” 
 
    “No,” Grace shook her head.  Shaking it one more time to dislodge an errant thought, she went back to tucking a sheet under the mattress.   
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “What was what?” 
 
    Moving to stand in front of her, Trystan pulled her away from the bed and made her look at him before asking, “That thought.  The one you dismissed.” 
 
    “It’s nothing,” Grace shook her head.  She found herself doing that a lot. 
 
    “It is not nothing.  Not if you want to ignore it.” 
 
    “Have you ever heard of the Baba Yaga?” Grace whispered, plopping down on her half-made bed.   
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “How is that even possible?” 
 
    “Remember, time works differently here.  I might have been asleep for what you say was three-hundred and twenty-one years, but that doesn’t mean those three hundred years were at the same speed as other country’s three hundred years, or other realms three hundred years.  Say I have been awake for three or four weeks, as you call them, that doesn’t mean it has really been three or four weeks.  For all we know it has been a week my time.  It is not as if I was able to accurately keep track of hours and days.”  Trystan lapsed into silence before narrowing his eyes at Grace and pointing out that she was stalling.   
 
    “I’m not stalling,” she protested. 
 
    Raising an eyebrow, he said nothing.   
 
    “Fine.  I asked the Baba Yaga if my sister would make a good Queen,” Grace admitted.  “She said my sister would not become Queen, which is insane because my sister is the Crown Princess.  She can’t not become Queen when our mother passes.  Or retires.”   
 
    “But you are the Spare,” Trystan stated as if it made perfect sense.  As if he’d resigned himself to that title long before he’d even been cursed. 
 
    “Wonderland has never had a Spare before,” she whispered.  “At least not a female one.” 
 
    “Really?” he asked, confused.  “But who takes over if something happens to the Crown Princess?” 
 
    Shaking her head, Grace mentally scrolled through the lessons she had learned in her teens.  “I don’t know.  This is the first time Wonderland has ever had three princesses at the same time.  It’s usually just a Prince and Princess, in no particular order.  My mother’s brother, my uncle Gareth married Mary, the Queen of Neverland.  Her parents retired about five years ago and gave their crowns over to Mary and my uncle.  I don’t remember what happened to my mother’s uncle.  But, there has never been an outright King of Wonderland; it’s always been a King Consort, even if the consort part gets dropped.” 
 
    “So why does Wonderland have three princesses now?” he softly asked her.   
 
    “I don’t know,” Grace admitted.  “We always assumed it was because Father comes from a long line of large families.”  Turning to look at him, she added, “He was the fifth son of a Card.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that means.” 
 
    “The Cards are like bodyguards for the royal family.  Like, a deck of cards.  They are the Jacks.  You have the Queens – or the Queen and a Princess – and the Kings – or a King and a Prince – and then the Cards are Jacks who are bodyguards for the royal family.  Everybody else is like part of an army, only Mother added in the Knights.  Everybody else calls them Chess Pieces, but they are Knights, armor and all.”   
 
    Shaking his head, Trystan only retained a small portion of what she had explained but didn’t bother to try to get her to explain it differently. 
 
    “And your father was a Jack.” 
 
    “An extra Jack,” she corrected.  “Grandma Jackson wanted a daughter, but Aunt Jill didn’t arrive until after Father.  Which was lucky for Mother and Father.  Things would have been a lot different if Father had never been born.”   
 
    “Grace,” he said softly, “Baba Yaga’s cannot lie.”  
 
    “I know,” she sighed, leaning into his side and letting Trystan wrap an arm around her shoulders.  “That’s what I’m afraid of.”   
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is it not possible for you to warn a girl before you climb into the window naked?” Grace squealed when Albert entered the tower.   
 
    Shaking his head, Trystan handed over a robe they had found in the attic for Albert to cover himself with.  “Grace has had modesty instilled in her at an early age.” 
 
    “You are one to talk, Prince Trystan.” 
 
    “And there she goes, bringing out my title,” he sighed in response.  Turning back to the dragon, he added, “I’d appreciate it if you would put the robe on as well, Albert.” 
 
    Rolling his eyes, Albert snorted, a small stream of smoke pouring from his nose.  “If you insist,” he grumbled as he reached for the robe.  What was it with humans and their insistence that people wear clothes all the time?  “I wanted to see how the cleaning was coming.  I am fascinated by magic mirrors and how they work.” 
 
    Trystan and Grace looked at each other.  “We haven’t touched it yet,” Trystan confessed.   
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “That thing is creepy.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Albert pointed out that the mirror might hold the key to their escape.  Without another word, he dropped his robe and climbed back out the window.   
 
    Humans were tiresome.   
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    Unfortunately, Trystan fell asleep on Grace’s half-made bed before they moved on and uncovered the mirror.  Which, if she was honest, she was okay with.  She was more annoyed that he had fallen asleep in the middle of their conversation and would expect to finish it whenever he woke up. 
 
    It didn’t matter that he was in her bed.  She could always go sleep in his.  It mattered that he was going to keep talking as if he hadn’t fallen asleep mid-sentence when he woke up again and she wasn’t going to remember exactly what they were talking about. 
 
    Glancing towards the protected spinning wheel under a sheet, the drop spindle underneath, Grace grabbed the feather duster, tucking it under one arm, before grabbing the broom.  He’d never know if she’d cleaned the area around the spinning wheel before covering it back up.  
 
    There wasn’t much use in putting a dust cover over it if it was dusty and surrounded by the stuff underneath the sheet. 
 
    But first, she wiped down a nearby shelf near the window meant to hold trinkets.  Grace couldn’t quite call it a mantle; there were no nearby fireplaces.  It was just a random shelf built near the window ledge.  It wasn’t even in the right position for plants to get the meager amount of sunlight the window provided; she had to use candles to get any light into the Tower attic even during the day.   
 
    “This will be a good place to keep that spindle,” she mumbled to herself.  “I’ll probably move the spinning wheel underneath it.  It’s not like I even go near this window.  It won’t open.” 
 
    Grace shook her head as she started talking to herself again.   
 
    “What Trystan won’t know or notice, won’t hurt him.”  
 
    With that final thought, she started cleaning.  First, the spindle with the ridiculously sharp point was carefully placed on the shelf.  Then, with the covering removed, Grace started wiping down all of the parts of the spinning wheel before sweeping out underneath it.   
 
    Looking around, she swept that dust under her bed.  “I’ll sweep it out when I finish cleaning the rest of the room.  Not that I know what I’m going to do with these piles of dust yet.”  
 
    Glancing over at Trystan, Grace checked to make certain he hadn’t woken up yet.  Finding the coast clear, she attempted to maneuver the spinning wheel closer to the window.  
 
    It wouldn’t budge.  The Tower refused to let her move the spinning wheel!  No amount of shoving, pulling, sitting on the floor and trying to use her back and legs to move it did any good.  The wheel wouldn’t budge! 
 
    Sighing, Grace covered it back up with a bedsheet and left the attic room.  If she stayed up there another moment, she was going to find an ax and chop that thing into firewood! 
 
    “If I never see another one of those things ever again, it’ll be too soon,” she grumbled, climbing down the ladder and heading towards the table that was magically tied to the pantry on the first level.   
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    Cleaning the mirror would have gone considerably faster if Trystan had let Grace work on it whenever he was asleep. 
 
    “What if you accidentally trigger something.  Or Richmond answers and doesn’t recognize you and shatters the mirror?” he’d worriedly told her, pacing back and forth.  “Or, what if the mirror can only be used by a member of my family and if you touch it wrong it’ll break or something.” 
 
    “Seven years bad luck,” she mumbled. 
 
    “Exactly!”  
 
    “I don’t believe in superstitions,” Grace turned around to state before facing the mirror once again and returned to wiping down the frame.   
 
    “But…but…” Trystan sputtered.  
 
    “Look,” she sighed, staring at his reflection in the still grimy mirror, “all tossing spilled salt over your shoulder will do is create more salt to clean up later.  A black cat is no different than a gray cat, an orange cat, or a blue cat…” 
 
    Interrupting, “Cat’s are not blue.” 
 
    “You’ve never seen a Cheshire Cat.  They can come in any color they want when they are born.  Mother had a trickster Cheshire Cat on her payroll until the cat passed away.  She was green.  Her daughter or granddaughter, I’m not really certain because Cheshire Cats don’t look at genealogy the same way humans do, is blue.  She’s had a blue, purple, green, and turquoise kitten each in her first litter.”  Looking away, she added, “When we get out of this tower, I’m going to take you to Wonderland and introduce you to Chessie and her kittens.”   
 
    “You act like this Cheshire Cat will let you introduce me.” 
 
    “You had pet dragons growing up, I had pet Cheshire Cats.  At least as much as a cat will let it be a pet.  I guess it’s more accurate that I was the Cheshire Cat’s pet,” Grace paused, her hand against the mirror frame.   
 
    “I didn’t have dragons as pets,” Trystan started arguing before he tipped over to the side and started snoring. 
 
    Sighing, Grace lowered her hand from the mirror.  “I wish I could prove that you snore.  You aren’t going to believe me.  Too bad those recording devices Mother told me about don’t work over here.”   
 
    For a brief moment, she considered returning to cleaning up the mirror.  Shaking her head, she dropped the rag she used on the small stool she repurposed into a table and then walked away.  Grace was going to respect Trystan’s paranoid reasoning.   
 
    “There are still other things to do,” she sighed.  “If I’d known growing up that following the maids around and helping them clean would lead me to this, I probably would have helped them more.”   
 
    By the time Trystan woke back up, Grace had the entirety of the main room – where he primarily slept and they talked and ate meals – cleaned from rafter to floor.  He found her staring at a rather large pile of dust, pondering what to do with it.   
 
    “You could dump it out the window?” he suggested once he’s gotten off the wooden ladder. 
 
    “Which window?” 
 
    That was the first time Trystan noticed that it was raining at three of the open windows – no rain was coming in – and it was sunny at the window Albert normally entered.   
 
    “Right,” he shook his head.  “We can’t throw it out Albert’s window.  We don’t know where he is.” 
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    “So why can’t you dump it out one of the other windows?” 
 
    “And get wet?” Grace asked, raising an eyebrow as if Trystan’s question was nonsense.   
 
    “Well, I fall asleep whenever I stick my head out the window, so I doubt I’ll be able to dump any dirt out there,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Right,” Grace drawled.  “I didn’t think about that.” 
 
    “Just throw it in the fireplace,” Trystan suggested, pointing towards the already lit fire. 
 
    “Are you insane?” Grace snapped.  “A maid did that once.   She went to toss a full dustpan into a fireplace and the dust exploded.  She was lucky that she only lost her eyebrows.  It took almost two months for them to grow back.” 
 
    “Well, what are we going to do with that pile of dust?” 
 
    “Not just this pile,” she pointed out.  “There are still three other rooms that need a thorough cleaning.  You’d think magic would have some type of magical vacuum cleaner or something.” 
 
    “What’s a vacuum cleaner?” Trystan asked.   
 
    “It’s something in another realm that has a motor or something and sucks things up using…I don’t know,” Grace floundered before admitting.  “My mother used one and told us all about it, but I couldn’t imagine it.  I can’t even explain it.”  Shaking her head, she added, “It uses electricity, which is a form of energy used to power things, but we don’t have the correct setups for things like electronics and vacuum cleaners.  Even flashlights that use a portable charging device called batteries don’t last very long.  Technology and magic don’t get along in some instances.  Which is crazy because the castle uses these things called light bulbs that I can turn on and off with a switch, but the maids never have to replace them.” 
 
    “Let’s just toss the dust in the bin and be done with it,” Trystan suggested.  “Our food scraps go somewhere at night when we aren’t looking, maybe the trash will take care of itself.” 
 
    Grace looked at the trash bin she had been dropping the feathers that had come loose from the feather duster.  Peering inside, she noticed that they were gone.  Looking over at the pile of dust she had swept up into a corner, she nodded her head and went to clean up the last dirty spot in the room.   
 
    Dumping it into the bin, she nodded her head and stated, “Let’s go finish cleaning that mirror before you fall asleep again.” 
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    Making the final swipe on the mirror’s glass, Grace looked at the nameplate she had found on the bottom of the frame.  “Adelaide,” she whispered.  “That isn’t French.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The mirror has a name.  Adelaide.”  She turned and looked at Trystan.  “That isn’t a French name.  It’s Old German.” 
 
    “Many fairy tales are German,” he reminded her.  “Rapunzel is a German fairy tale.”  Shaking his head, confused, Trystan wondered how he knew that.  “Just because the mirror is in Oublié doesn’t mean it wasn’t made in another fairy tale country.” 
 
    “That is an excellent point,” Grace conceded.   
 
    Examining the frame, the swirls that spiraled around the oval frame, surrounded by delicately carved flowers and insects, she allowed her finger to glide over the nameplate.  “Did you happen to have a Snow White in your family tree?” she quietly asked Trystan. 
 
    “It’s possible.  The kingdoms are certainly close enough, but I never heard of a Snow White in my family if there was one.  Just a good number of Beauty and the Beasts and a few Sleeping Beauties and the original Rapunzel.  I think she married a distant grandfather of mine before the Beast Curse was put on my family.  Or it might be the other way around and a non-cursed generation married Rapunzel.” 
 
    Slowly, unable to look away from the design on the frame, she whispered, “There is no telling where the mirror’s match is.” 
 
    “It’s in my father’s study.  I guess that would make it Richmond’s study now.  But, I remember it hanging on the wall.  The swirls and the trees and the tiny carved woodland creatures,” he whispered back.  “Mother told me tales based on those animals when I was still small enough to sit in her lap.”  Looking at Grace, he pointed out, “She called them woodland creatures.  There were rabbits and deer and squirrels all over that frame.  A few birds.  She told me the story of Snow White and the animals that helped her clean the dwarves’ cottage.  That helped her prince charming find her.” 
 
    “You definitely have a Snow White in your family line then, on your mother’s side.”  Nodding her head, she sighed.  “Okay.  I know what to do.” 
 
    Gesturing Trystan to stand beside her, just in case, she looked at him for permission to do what she needed to do. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me?” he sighed.  “I’m just here in case I’m needed.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Grace shook her head before drawing in a deep breath and slowing releasing it.   
 
    “Mirror, Mirror, on the beam.  You’ve been polished until you gleam.  Adelaide, Adelaide, are you there.  I’d like to welcome your magic stare.” 
 
    The mirrored surface started to swirl purple for a long moment before a face appeared.  They were surprised to see arms stretching wide as the face that could only belong to Adelaide yawned.   
 
    “It has been ages since somebody has summoned me.  At least it wasn’t that silly ‘Fairest of them all’ rhyme.”  Looking back and forth at Grace and Trystan, she smiled.  “Greetings.  I am Adelaide Mirror.” 
 
    “Princess Grace of Wonderland,” Grace introduced herself after giving Trystan a nudge to close his mouth.  “My companion is Prince Trystan of Oublié.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Adelaide grinned.  “He looks like his brother.” 
 
    Stepping forward, Trystan spoke up, “You’ve seen my brother?” 
 
    “Of course.  When I go and visit my brother, Adelar.  I am not limited to just this mirror, although this is my home mirror.  Thank you so much for cleaning me up.  It gets so lonesome being stuck in this tower with nobody human to talk to.  Whenever I visit my brother or friends, their humans cannot see me, even if I can see them.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Grace wondered.  
 
    “Magic Mirror Realm,” Adelaide grinned.  “Now, how can I help you?” 
 
    “We’d like to get in contact with Trystan’s brother, Richmond.  Or my sister, Nadine,” Grace stated.   
 
    “I will do my best, but if nobody is in the study when Adelar calls out then there is nothing else we can do.” 
 
    “Can you leave the line open?  So maybe, if they enter the study, they might see that the mirror has changed and call out to us?” 
 
    Pondering Grace’s suggestion, Adelaide disappeared for a moment.  They didn’t know it was to consult with her brother to see if that arrangement was even possible.   
 
    A few minutes later the purple face returned.  “We think we can handle that, but there is a price.” 
 
    “Name it,” Trystan stated before Grace could give a more diplomatic answer.   
 
    “Trystan, not so fast,” Grace nudged him.  Turning to the mirror, she added, “We need to make certain we can do it first.” 
 
    “You can,” Adelaide assured them.  “I do not want anything sinister.  That would be my great-uncle several times removed that was wicked.  You can usually tell the wicked Magic Mirrors; they have daggers and poisons and other evil things carved on their frames.”   
 
    “Well, what do you want?” 
 
    “Excuse him,” Grace nudged Trystan again.  “We’re working on his people skills.  He’s been asleep in this tower for over three hundred years, we suspect.” 
 
    “I can relate,” Adelaide smiled at the pair.  “All I desire is that when you leave through the sealed door at the base of the tower, you take me with you.” 
 
    Looking at Trystan, Grace nodded her head.  “I believe that can be managed.”  
 
    Adelaide disappeared again.  This time they heard her calling out to her brother, Adelar.  A moment later she popped back in the glass.  “Oh, before I forget.  We can only hold the way open for a week at a time.  It is time we go to visit our mother anyway.  We do not get to visit her that often.  Nothing can get through, but your siblings should be able to speak to you as long as they realize that the mirror has changed.  Adelar has been calling them for the past several minutes now, but nobody is nearby.  Not even a maid dusting the bookshelves.   
 
    “Well,” Trystan sighed as Adelaide disappeared again, this time leaving behind the image of a study in the Oublié castle.  “That was disappointing.” 
 
    “We still have a week.  We can figure out how to break your curse and get out of here in a week,” Grace told him, trying to keep their spirits up.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    There was too much time to think when Trystan was asleep.  Grace wanted to take his warped Sleeping Beauty Curse and fling it out the window. 
 
    Out the window.   
 
    The phrase gave her an idea.   
 
    If she knotted enough bedsheets together as they did in the books, would she be able to make a rope long enough to climb the seventy-feet to the ground they needed to escape?   
 
    And even then, which window did they need to go out of?  One window definitely led into another realm; there was the possibility the others did at well.  Regardless, there was only one way out, and only one thing they could use to make a ladder long enough.   
 
    They could figure out the rest later once they had a working bedsheet ladder.   
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    “What do you think you are doing?” Trystan asked, yawning, arms stretching wide. 
 
    “Making a ladder using the bedsheets,” Grace looked up from where she was knotting strips of the ripped apart sheets together.  “I tried making larger knots where we can slide down the entire length of the sheet before hitting a knot, but the knots won’t hold.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    “I tied a sheet to one of the feet of my bed and threw a test rope down the ladder opening,” she stated matter-a-fact while pointing towards the hole in the ceiling that led to the attic. 
 
    “You did what!” Trystan exclaimed.  “You could have hurt yourself climbing down that!” 
 
    “I would have done no such thing,” Grace huffed.  “I attempted to climb up the ladder, not down it.  I was barely a foot off the floor when one of the knots came loose.”   
 
    “I still think this is a really bad idea.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked, not looking up from her project. 
 
    “Because I almost tried it but fell asleep before I could even climb out the window,” Trystan stated, causing Grace to turn and look at him. 
 
    “Why haven’t you tried it again?” 
 
    “Because I would be dead if I fell asleep while climbing down,” he pointed out. 
 
    “Oh.  Right.  That.” 
 
    “You don’t have to sound as if my falling to my death would be a minor inconvenience.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like that.  I just…” she hesitated, “…I just don’t want to think about you dead.” 
 
    “Awww, Princess Grace, does that mean you care about me?” 
 
    “I like you, certainly.  And not because you’re the first person I’ve seen in weeks.”  Looking back down, she went back to braiding and knotting strips of sheets into her ladder. 
 
    “But you are still making a ladder,” Tristan pointedly stated. 
 
    “Just because I like you doesn’t mean I’m not going to use this ladder to find us some help.  Maybe somebody who can help you break your curse or help get you out of this tower.  Maybe I’ll find your brother and he can help us.” 
 
    “That is assuming that my brother isn’t still a beast and can leave the castle grounds,” he dryly stated.   
 
    “At least I’m doing something,” Grace snapped, standing up suddenly.  All of the bedsheet strips fell into a mess on the floor at her feet.  “I don’t see you trying to get out of this tower!”  
 
    “That is not fair!” he shouted.  “You don’t have a clue about everything I attempted to do before you showed up.  It wasn’t just my knotted rope.  I explored every nook and cranny in this place…” 
 
    Interrupting, “There was still dust everywhere when I entered this tower!” Grace countered.  
 
    “I checked the seams along the bricks in the bottom level for hidden doors or passageways.  I moved the furniture around looking for some way I could escape.” 
 
    “There’s still dust everywhere!” she hissed, again. 
 
    “Because I didn’t have a broom!  Because the Tower didn’t want you to know you weren’t alone when you first stepped foot inside!  You could have still left before that door shut on you, before you were even fully inside.  The Tower gave you that option.  You never had to enter this tower!” 
 
    “I didn’t have a choice!” Grace yelled.  “The briar rose bushes closed me in.  All I could do was go in the tower or wait outside, but the Forest wasn’t about to let me leave.  It led me to this stupid tower.  It didn’t give me a choice.” 
 
    “You always have a choice!  You don’t want to go into Rapunzel’s Tower, then you wait the Enchanted Forest out and after a while It’ll reset your Quest.  If I’ve been in this tower for three hundred years like you suspect, then Richmond has had at minimum two other Questers fail before your sister set off whatever trigger started this current mess into motion.  It might have been five Questers.  Or he could have witnessed eleven Questers fail before the twelfth, your sister, passed the test.  Questers.  Fail.  All.  The.  Time.” 
 
    Taking a step back, Grace remained silent.   
 
    Her mother didn’t fail any of her Quests.  But she didn’t say that aloud.   
 
    The thought was followed by a tiny reminder: her father had failed one of his Quests repeatedly – realizing that he was enough for both her mother and Wonderland.  It had taken him five years, a dangerous and deadly Wonderland coup by the now-deceased Black Duchess, and an intervention from Wonderland once the worst was over to recognize his self-esteem issues were keeping him from being with the person he loved.  
 
    There had even been instances where a prince and princess had been thrown together only for the Enchanted Forest to recognize that the pairing was an extremely bad match.  In most of those cases, the mismatched pair would stumble on another mismatched pair and the partners would switch without any hard feelings.   
 
    Would the Forest do that to them once they finally got out of this blasted tower?  Was this a test to see how well they would get along among isolated circumstances?  Would Trystan rather be in this tower with a different princess? 
 
    Princess Ella was nice and smart and a regular Cinderella.  Would he rather be with her when Ella returned to the Enchanted Forest and Charmante once she had graduated from College?   
 
    Would Grace had liked the chance to attend College instead of being stuck at the castle listening and learning from the various tutors her mother had found for her?  Would it be any different than some of the teachers they had scouted for her as Grace’s interests became more varied and complex? 
 
    What did she really need with some of the advanced math classes she had insisted on?  What about the business course it had taken Queen Gabrielle three months to find somebody who would be able to explain things like Economics and supply and demand and business ethics and a ton of other topics?   
 
    They were all classes Alice had scoffed at, even as their parents had attempted to nudge her in the direction of joining these classes that Grace was interested in.   
 
    Protocol and Manners and Dance were all subjects Alice was focused on learning, even if they had both mastered the topics when Alice was fifteen and Grace thirteen.   
 
    Grace wouldn’t consider herself smart; she had stumbled through some of the courses that her mother had no problem finding her teachers for, even if she pushed herself to complete the subjects with remarkable scores.   
 
    But Ella was smart.  Would Trystan rather the princess he ended marrying be smart?   
 
    Grace wasn’t even in line for her own country’s throne.  What would two Spares do without a country to oversee?  That was what they were trained to do.  It was something that she could do with her eyes closed.  Even if Trystan didn’t have the same level of academic training she did, Grace could tell that he was compassionate.   
 
    At least, when he wasn’t yelling at her.   
 
    “Grace?” he asked, looking at her.  “Are you okay?” 
 
    “You’re right,” she whispered, a tear tracking down her cheek.   
 
    “Well, that isn’t worth crying over,” Trystan sighed, pulling her into his chest for a hug.   
 
    “I’m not crying over that.  I’m crying over everything else,” she confessed.  “I…I…I…” she started to hiccup. 
 
    “It’s okay.  It’ll be okay,” he whispered into her hair.  “I’m sorry I yelled at you.” 
 
    “You were right.  I wasn’t listening.  I should have been listening.  We’re stuck in this tower and you’re the only person I’ve seen for weeks.  Nobody will answer that stupid mirror.  Albert keeps entering the Tower without announcing himself and won’t put anything on until somebody says something.”   
 
    Pulling back, she continued, staring at the floor while she talked, “I’m used to being around people.  Practicing my sword fighting with my brother, Charlie, or whichever Card or Knight is around and willing to humor me.  If I wanted to be alone I had to hide in the hidden passageways that I swear I’m not supposed to know anything about, and even then I wasn’t completely alone because I could still hear people talking.”   
 
    Turning towards him, she pulled back to look Trystan in the eye before confessing, “Sometimes I’d hide in the passages behind the Throne Room or wherever Mother was holding meetings and listen in on them.  And even when I managed to go somewhere completely alone, I never was really alone.  My Card, Jonathan, who is also my cousin on my father’s side, was also nearby.  At the very least he knew where I was, somehow.”   
 
    Sighing, it was Trystan’s turn to look down at the floor as he compared their childhoods.  All he really had was Richmond.  “You really were never alone,” he whispered.   
 
    Barely not hearing his words, Grace added, “Sometimes, when you go to sleep for hours on end, I’m in here.  Alone.  Without any noise.  It makes me panic.  I should be doing something.  I could be doing something.  I’m not doing anything productive and I’ve never not done something.  There were times, after listening to Mother’s meetings, when I would make a comment about a problem they had and couldn’t figure out and I’d help her figure out a solution.” 
 
    “You miss your family,” Trystan sighed, pulling her back into a hug.   
 
    “So much.  I didn’t know how much until that mirror failed.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to meet them,” he whispered into her hair.  “We’ll get out of this tower.”   
 
    “I hope so.” 
 
    They sat on Trystan’s bed for hours in silence until Albert climbed through the window for his nightly visit.   
 
    Without a word, he wrapped himself in the robe they had left on the chair before making his presence known.   
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Grace waited until Trystan was asleep before she attempted to toss her rope out the window overlooking Oublié.  It was the best choice because it was in the direction she wanted to go. 
 
    It rebounded against a magical barrier and was flung back into the room, nearly hitting her in the head.   
 
    “Well, I didn’t expect that,” she grumbled, glancing over to see if the noise had managed to wake Trystan up.  Not that she had even assumed it would.  She could beat on some pots and pans next to his head and he would stay asleep as long as the curse felt like keeping him asleep. 
 
    Not that she had ever tried.  There were no pots and pans in the tower.  There might have been some yelling, not that she would ever tell Trystan that.  It wasn’t his fault that the curse took effect at the wrong moment; it probably did that on purpose. 
 
    Shaking her head, Grace moved to the next window, the one to the East overlooking Frosch Erbsen.  This one she didn’t even attempt to toss the rope out of the window, pushing her hand against the magical barrier that was barely a foot or two away from the window sill.  
 
    “At least we can still get some fresh air when the windows are opened,” she mumbled, shaking her head before wandering off towards the South window.  “And Trystan won’t fall out any windows if he falls asleep. 
 
    Looking out towards the Majstro oceans, she didn’t think that she’d be able to leave that way.  The signs were already there.  Regardless, she tried, only for her hand to once again hit the barrier and go no further. 
 
    Finally, drawing in a deep breath, she faced the South window, the one overlooking what should be Charmante.  The one that overlooked the courtyard that wasn’t really there.  The one that made the tower look as if it was a square instead of circular.    
 
    A non-princessy word she had learned from one of her cousins nearly slipped out of her mouth.  “Seriously,” she sighed instead.   
 
    Trusting her gut, Grace switched the secured end of her bedsheet rope ladder from one leg of Trystan’s bed to another leg closer to the window before tossing out the rope. 
 
    It didn’t bounce back, instead tumbling through the air until it barely brushed the end of the cobblestone courtyard below.   
 
    Suddenly seventy feet was a whole lot further away when the ground beneath you was stone.   
 
    Securing her hair behind her with a ribbon she had packed away in her travel bag, Grace glanced over at where Trystan was sleeping before lifting her skirt up and throwing a pant-clad leg over the window sill. 
 
    She didn’t know what she could expect and had decided that wearing her skirt over her pants was her best option.  Even if it did slightly hinder her progress down the rope ladder, but that hindrance made her more cautious about securing her foot and handholds before descending. 
 
    Albert the Dragon managed to catch a glimpse of the princess from wherever it was he had been.  Out of curiosity, he left what he was doing to watch her slow progress. 
 
    Nearly half an hour later, Grace’s first step on the ground felt strange after being on the make-shift ladder for so long.     
 
    “What are you doing here?” Albert, still in his dragon form, asked without moving his mouth. 
 
    “It’s the only window the Tower would let me leave from,” Grace told him. 
 
    “You should not be here,” the orangish-brown dragon informed her. 
 
    “This is the Enchanted Forest.  I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “This is not the Enchanted Forest and she does not want you in here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Disregarding Albert’s warning, she stated, “Whoever she is, won’t even know I’m here.  I didn’t grow up with two siblings and discover a hidden system of tunnels in my castle to not uphold my name.  I’m not a clumsy Grace, I’m quite graceful, except when I do have a clumsy moment, but everybody does.  Mine are usually due to circumstances beyond my control like seasonal allergies or dark rooms.” 
 
    Interrupting, Albert shook his head, “You should have been named silence because that is what you really need to be right now.” 
 
    Tilting her head, the princess eyed the dragon.  “But, how does whoever she is not know I’m already here.” 
 
    “Part of the reason I kept checking on you two,” the dragon explained, “was to make certain you were still in the tower.  The moment you passed a certain point while climbing down, a small bell chimed in my workshop warning me of your arrival.” 
 
    Grace narrowed her eyes again, “You aren’t talking.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Albert rolled the eye that Grace could see.  “She would hear me.  I’m talking telepathically through your mind.  Only you can hear me right now.”  Shaking his head again, he started to say something before looking over his shoulder.   
 
    Seconds later, he rose to his full height and stretched out his wings while using his tail to push Grace closer to his body where he then hid her under his wings once he’d settled back into place and tucked his wings towards his body.   
 
    He left Grace more room than she had expected.  
 
    “What are you doing out of your workshop, Dragon?” a cold feminine voice drawled.  “Do you not have potions to make?” 
 
    “I am just stretching my wings, Enchantress,” he quietly excused himself.  “It gets cramped sometimes in that workshop and if I come out on occasion and stretch my wings it makes me more productive in the long run.” 
 
    All he could hope was that his body was blocking the bedsheet ladder still spilling out over the edge of the tower and dangling behind him.   
 
    Thank goodness he was a large fully grown dragon, except for when he had to jam himself into the workshop and direct the automatons he had created when he was younger and considerably smaller.   
 
    “Good.  Get back to work.  I am going to leave the Keep for a little while and get some of those herbs and things over there by the edge of the barrier.  Eventually, I am going to get this spell right that will get me out of this blasted realm and into the Enchanted Forest where I belong.”   
 
    Huffing, she spun around abruptly, her black skirts swirling around her ankles with the motion before being dragged behind her.   
 
    “That gives us about an hour or two,” Albert sighed.  “I will not be able to protect you for long and she will see your make-shift ladder eventually.  Unfortunately, that means I am going to have to chain you.  Maybe the magic chain will work.  I can loop one end around one of your wrists.  The chain will not hurt and it expands and contracts as need be to aid in mobility and movement.” 
 
    “But that really isn’t chaining me up,” Grace pointed out before realizing what she was saying.  
 
    “Would you rather I use manacles to your wrists and feet like the Enchantress would want me to?” 
 
    She didn’t have to think long before shaking her head frantically.  “Magic chain sounds good.” 
 
    “And if you can defeat the Enchantress, all the better,” Albert mumbled into her mind, starting to walk off towards his workshop.  “Follow along, Princess.” 
 
    “Why would I want to defeat the Enchantress?” Grace asked.  “Aren’t enchantresses supposed to be good?” 
 
    “Not unless you are an evil enchantress bent on destroying the Enchanted Forest in an attempt to harvest all of the magic for your own selfish purposes,” the dragon explained.  
 
    “But, wouldn’t destroying the Enchanted Forest destroy all magic as well?” she asked. 
 
    “Some people cannot see beyond their own selfish desires and see what catastrophic events might unfold if they had things their own way.”  Gesturing Grace inside, he continued, “Unfortunately, I have no idea how she got here.  A few weeks ago I was minding my own business when she appeared out of nowhere in the middle of my courtyard.  Then the magic shield appeared and transported us who knows where but it is definitely not in the Enchanted Forest.” 
 
    “Then why is the portal in the tower. 
 
    “All realms need portals to transfer them to other realms.  It is an escape clause.  Required magic.  It just so happened that this particular portal happens to be in the window of a seventy-foot tall tower.  She has not realized this yet, but I did the moment one of you opened that curtain and I figured out that is there is somebody on the other side of the window, then there has to be some portal there.” 
 
    “That’s why you climbed in the window that first night.” 
 
    “And every night since hoping that your prince and you would manage to have figured out some way to leave.”  He used the tip of his tail to open up a cabinet drawer and start sifting through things.  
 
    Shaking her head, Grace whispered, “It only let me come out that window.” 
 
    “Then there is some Quest or challenge left to be fulfilled.” 
 
    “Why the magic barrier?” she asked.   
 
    Albert turned his head and looked at her, the magic chain grasped in his tail, and asked, “If you were the Enchanted Forest would you want an evil enchantress running loose in your woods?” 
 
    Grace said nothing as she willingly wrapped the chain around her wrist, jumping a little when the end infused with the chain to form a bracelet with a little give, but not enough for her to slip the chain off.   
 
    Looking around the room, she sighed at her willful imprisonment before asking, “Where do I attach the other end?” 
 
    Albert considered all of the options.  
 
    Close to the desk means they wouldn’t trip over the chain, but it might limit Grace’s movements outside.  On the metal grate near the door would give her some movement, but they might trip over the chain. 
 
    And by ‘they’ Albert meant her. 
 
    “On the grate by the door.  It’ll give you plenty of room to move around inside and outside.”   
 
    Nodding her head, Grace did what she needed to do, even if she was questioning it the entire time.   
 
    “If you do not mind,” Albert started to cautiously say, hesitating before he said anything else.  “Do you think that you can polish those swords and things over there in that corner,” he finally managed to ask, pointing towards a small weapons stockpile that hadn’t previously been in the room. 
 
    He chalked it up to the Enchanted Forest having a plan and magically placing a variety of weapons near the Princess, but Grace needed to recognize the opportunity herself.   
 
    “I cannot polish them myself,” he added, “and they are in a disgraceful state.” 
 
    Approaching the small weapons closet, Grace looked inside at the contents.  “I should say so.”  Turning towards the dragon, she added, “I never took you for a weapons hoarder.  Maybe scientific inventions but not weapons.” 
 
    “The Enchanted Forest wants this arsenal here, so it will not let me get rid of them,” Albert stated, turning back towards his project and away from Grace.   
 
    With a sigh, the Princess grabbed a nearby rag and a container of polish before getting on with her task.  The first thing that called to her she grabbed, feeling the weight of the dagger in her hands and judging the balance before she started cleaning it.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “Richmond!” a female voice called out from the other side of the magic mirror.   
 
    Trystan, asleep from boredom, jerked upright in the chair beside the window from where he’d been waiting and watching for Grace’s return, bolted out of his seat, and dashed up the ladder. 
 
    “Richmond?” the voice called out again.  “What is wrong with this mirror?” 
 
    A human male, very similar in appearance to Trystan, appeared in the frame just as Trystan emerged in the background as he climbed through the hole in the floor.  “Trystan!” the male who could only be Richmond exclaimed.   
 
    “Richmond?” Trystan asked.  “Is that really you?” 
 
    “Of course it’s me!”  
 
    “We’ve been trying to get somebody to this mirror for days now.” 
 
    “We?” Richmond asked, looking around the room for another person he suspected should be Nadine’s sister, Grace. 
 
    “Grace.  Princess Grace,” Trystan told his brother. 
 
    “Grace?  Grace is there?” the female voice was heard in the background.  Pushing Richmond out of the way, a slightly younger-looking version of Grace appeared.  “Is my sister there with you?  Where are you?  Our parents are going crazy with worry and panic.  They thought you would be out of the tower by now, but it’s been weeks!”  
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, Trystan shook his head.  “I don’t know where Grace is.  Yesterday, at least I think it was yesterday…”   He turned to Richmond to explain, “My sleeping curse is going haywire.  I fall asleep randomly.  There’s no pattern to when or how long or where.  Or anything else.”  Looking back to Grace’s sister, the sister he assumed was Nadine based on something Grace had told him, he continued.  “Grace had the big idea to make a rope ladder out of bedsheets.” 
 
    “Those never work,” Nadine interrupted.  “I tried it once.  Broke my arm.” 
 
    “Well, Grace got it to work.  She climbed out of the tower…” 
 
    “… That’s seventy feet!” 
 
    “… and I haven’t seen her since.  But I don’t think she’s in the Enchanted Forest.” 
 
    “Why can’t you check?” 
 
    “Whenever I get within a foot of the window Grace’s ladder is hanging out of, I fall asleep.  It won’t even let me look over the window sill and check that she made it down alright.”   
 
    “Wait,” Richmond interrupted the back and forth between Trystan and Nadine, “you haven’t broken your Sleeping Curse yet?” 
 
    “I don’t know how.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Richmond started mumbling before Nadine nudged him.  “What?  Oh.  Right,” he looked at Nadine.  Turning back to his brother, he asked, “Don’t you remember those tutors Father had us listen to when you would have been nine?” 
 
    “Why would I?  All I wanted to do was go outside and practice my fencing.” 
 
    Rolling his eyes to look up at the ceiling, he reminded Trystan, “Your curse is not linked to a True Love antidote.  You are the spare heir.  Falling in love or True Love’s Kiss would only work if something happened to me.” 
 
    “Why are you acting like I’ve kissed Grace?” Trystan asked, his eyes narrowed.  “I barely know her.” 
 
    Nadine and Richmond looked at each other for a long moment before Nadine spoke up, “You’ve been stuck together, alone, for weeks.  You should know by now.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    “Because we are in the Enchanted Forest and it’s impossible to ignore the fact that the Forest is a matchmaker.” 
 
    “And match breaker if It got things wrong,” Richmond pointed out.  “Even I know that.”   
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Because I paid attention to that tutor!”  
 
    “Then what do I do?” 
 
    “The reverse of whatever curse is plaguing you,” Richmond shrugged. 
 
    “I would love to stay awake instead of randomly falling asleep,” Trystan rolled his eyes.   
 
    “No.  What set off Princess Aurora’s curse?  A spindle weirdly attached to a spinning wheel.  Find the spindle and the curse will go back to the spindle.”  
 
    Trystan took a step back from the mirror.  “It’s that easy?” 
 
    “I assumed you already knew that because that was the theory the tutor had shared with us when you weren’t paying attention.  It’s worked for generations of younger brothers before us.” 
 
    “And if my hair kept growing?” 
 
    “You would grow it out, cut it off, and use it as a ladder to get out of the tower.” 
 
    “Richmond,” Nadine tugged on his shirt.  “We aren’t taking something into consideration.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Richmond asked, turning toward his intended.  
 
    “Grace is in the tower with him.”  Turning back to Trystan, she explained.  “I looked up what your past relatives did when they were in the tower and Richmond’s theory is sound.  That’s exactly what they did to leave.  But, they also didn’t have anybody else in the tower with them.  You might have to break your curse on your own, but the door won’t open until Grace finishes whatever Quest she is on.”  
 
    “There is something bigger going on that none of us are aware of,” Richmond added.  “My curse broke because Nadine shared that she could love me someday, but not that she currently did.” 
 
    Nudging Richmond in the side, Nadine added, “Can you blame me?  I’ve told you about my step-mother and how only one person ever showed me any love and affection growing up.”  Turning towards Trystan she explained, “I spent the last three years of my life living in an attic room, although yes, I did pick it, but being a servant to my selfish step-mother and spoiled step-sister wasn’t something that I decided to do on my own.  Probably longer than that, but before I graduated high school I at least had my father to temper Heather’s evil step-mother tendencies.”  
 
    “And I had an enchanted mirror that helped me watch…” 
 
    Interrupting, “You had an enchanted mirror,” Trystan raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “It was a hand mirror,” Richmond explained.  “And I could only watch Nadine from it.”  Looking at her, “And I didn’t do it all the time.  Sometimes it wouldn’t even show me anything, just this green swirling fog.”   
 
    “I wonder if Adelaide and Adelar have a sibling,” Trystan mumbled.   
 
    “There was a nameplate on the mirror reading ‘Adeline’, but I never thought much about it.  Just assumed it was the name of a previous owner.” 
 
    “Grace realized that the mirrors are probably from some distant relative out of Schnee,” Trystan informed them.  “Since Snow White tales have a history of having magic mirrors.”  
 
    “I think that relative was our mother,” Richmond added.  
 
    “Great, more Sleeping Curses to our family line,” Trystan dryly stated.  
 
    “Actually,” Nadine interjected, “The Snow White Sleeping Curse is more of a Living Death Curse.  You aren’t supposed to be able to tell that the victim is alive.”  Turning towards Richmond, she wondered why they hadn’t found that information when they were looking at genealogies. 
 
    “Because we weren’t looking at my family tree, we were looking at yours.”  Turning back to his brother, he added, “And as long as there are no apples in the tower, you should be fine.” 
 
    “No apples,” Trystan sighed his relief.  “Just a spinning wheel and spindle.” 
 
    “I never understood that,” Nadine shook her head.  “Spinning wheels don’t have sharp pointy pieces, but spindles can.” 
 
    “You guys want me to poke myself with a spindle?” he asked in disbelief, their words starting to catch up with him.  “What if something goes wrong?  I might not be awake if Grace needs me.” 
 
    “As it is, you might not be awake, period.” 
 
    Turning around, Trystan glanced over at where the spinning wheel was covered up and the spindle stashed on a small shelf behind it.   
 
    “Here goes nothing,” he sighed as he walked around the spinning wheel and carefully reached for the spindle.  He wanted to be near the bed when he pricked himself, just in case.  He was tired of waking up and finding himself on the floor. 
 
    Behind him, he could hear Nadine talking.  “Growing up, I always thought that the spindle was part of a spinning wheel, because of movies like Sleeping Beauty.  It wasn’t until we went on a field trip when I was about ten or eleven that I learned that they are separate pieces.”  Shaking her head, she rambled some more.  “There probably are spinning wheels with spindles attached, but I’ve never seen them.” 
 
    “I saw one,” Richmond stated.  “It’s in the attic of the castle.  I never saw anybody using it though.  I was about fifteen.  The spindle was attached to the side.” 
 
    “Not straight up and down?” 
 
    “No.”   
 
    “Huh.”  Shaking her head, Nadine noticed the spindle in Trystan’s hands.  “That’s a drop spindle, but I’ve never seen one with such a sharp point on the top.”   
 
    “That is a cursed spindle,” Richmond informed her, cautiously watching as his brother worked up the courage to touch his finger to the needle-like point.  “They always have a sharp point.  Drop spindles are more commonly used for curses since they can be easily snuck into castles as opposed to a bulky spinning wheel.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    “Will the two of you be quiet?” Trystan snapped.  “Your chattering about spindles is not helping!”  
 
    “Why not?” Richmond asked.  “All that is going to happen is you touch your finger to the spindle.  Then you’ll drop onto the bed asleep from anywhere to a minute to ten while the spindle absorbs the curse from your body.” 
 
    “And then I can toss this thing into the fireplace.” 
 
    “Actually,” Richmond grimaced.  “No.  All that will do is release the curse back into the air, to be absorbed back into your body, and then we won’t have any way to counter it except for True Love’s Kiss, and if Grace is anything like Nadine, that might not happen for a while.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Nadine interjected.  “Grace grew up differently than I did.  She might have a better grasp on her emotions than I do.  Remember, I came running to you because I caught who I thought was my boyfriend in bed with my step-sister.”  
 
    “Don’t remind me that you were in a relationship with Gaubert,” Richmond growled.   
 
    “It wasn’t much of a relationship,” she pointed out.  “We just hung out at my work when I was between shifts.”   
 
    “Still not helping,” Trystan said, staring at the spindle in his hands.   
 
    Edging closer to Grace’s bed – he would much rather fall onto that than the floor – he drew in a deep breath and touched a finger to the sharp point.   
 
    Ten minutes later he woke up with Nadine and Richmond still discussing something.  “He’s awake,” he heard one of them say.  
 
    “About time.” 
 
    “I told you, one to ten minutes.  He’s had that curse on him for a long time.” 
 
    “How long?” Trystan croaked. 
 
    “Ten minutes.” 
 
    “No.  Before I woke up.  How long have I been in this tower?” 
 
    “Over three hundred years,” his brother told him. 
 
    “So, Grace was right,” he sighed.  “I need to go down to the next floor and get some water.  The Tower Magic won’t fulfill our food requests up here.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Nadine smiled at him.  “It was nice meeting you.  I have to go meet Angela about what we’re going to do with her brother.” 
 
    “What’s he doing right now?” 
 
    “Cook has him peeling potatoes,” Nadine’s voice came from outside the viewing range of the mirror.  “But there are only so many potatoes that can be reasonably peeled.”   
 
    Trystan watched his brother watching Nadine leave the room.  The look of love on Richmond’s face gave him hope that they would all be okay.   
 
    Turning back to the mirror, Richmond asked, “What do you think about Grace?” 
 
    “She’s okay,” Trystan hedged.  “She wants to clean everything.”  
 
    “And you don’t?” 
 
    “Sometimes.  But sometimes I still feel like that of an eleven-year-old in a twenty-three-year old’s body,” he confessed.   
 
    Nodding his head, Richmond considered his brother’s comment.  “Yes, I can see that.  We have had a lot of changes, but at least I got to grow up semi-normally.  You grew up while you were sleeping.”   
 
    “Maybe when I’m out of this tower, the rest of me will catch up,” Trystan sighed. 
 
    “I’m sure you will,” Richmond tried to reassure his brother.  He didn’t know if it did any good. 
 
    “I’m going to go get some water to drink.  I think we have a few more days before the Magic Mirrors return and they have to close off our open connection.  I don’t know.  Sometimes this curse wasn’t consistent on how long I was asleep or when I fell asleep.” 
 
    “Go get that water,” Richmond agreed.  “And take a nap.  You look worn out.” 
 
    “All I do is sleep!”  
 
    “Cursed sleep is not a restful sleep.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Trystan waved goodbye before heading down the ladder to where a glass of water was waiting for him on a table beside his bed.   
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Albert!” the Enchantress’s harsh tones echoed through the courtyard and into his workshop.  “Your silly alarm did not work.  Somebody climbed down the tower!”  
 
    “I guess the jig is up,” Albert mentally told Grace.   
 
    Slipping his head out of the workshop, Albert informed the Enchantress, “I’ve been keeping her in here with me while you were busy.” 
 
    “Her!” the Enchantress screeched.  “Her?” 
 
    Working her way around Albert’s neck and head, Princess Grace stepped out into the courtyard and gave the Enchantress a quick curtsey.  “Albert even chained me up,” she raised her chained wrist, “and put me to work cleaning out…” she hesitated before saying, “test tubes and beakers?” Grace wisely looked at Albert as if she wasn’t certain about the items' names to cover up the pause her hesitation created.  “At least, I think that’s what they are called.  They just looked like weird glass containers to me.”   
 
    “You,” the Enchantress glowered at Albert, “made her wash out the potion bottles from your failed experiments?” 
 
    Albert said nothing that Grace could hear, either telepathically or physically.   
 
    “I do not care that the automatons were incapable of getting the bottles clean,” the Enchantress hissed, filling in the missing part of the conversation.  “She should be in manacles and not free to snoop around for her idiotic sister.” 
 
    “My sister?” 
 
    “You are a Wonderland Princess, are you not?” the Enchantress sneered.  “I can smell the stench of Wonderland wafting off of you.”  
 
    “I haven’t been in Wonderland for weeks,” Grace countered. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.  Your annoying sister was in the other realm and she reeked of Wonderland magic,” the Enchantress dismissed with a wave of her hand.  “She even tainted my children with her underlying goodness.  All Gaubert needed to do was make her emotionally broken even more than she already was, but he could not even do that.” 
 
    Grace wished even more that they had been able to see Nadine and Richmond before she had climbed down her stupid makeshift ladder.   
 
    “And now, here you are, polluting my realm with your hopefulness and optimism.”  She hesitated before turning away or demanding that Albert restrain the Princess a little more forcefully.  She was all in favor of torturing the Princess that dared taint her small realm.  
 
    But there was one tiny question poking the back of her mind.  “How did you get here?” 
 
    “You already saw my rope ladder,” Grace pointed out, wondering just how wise this Enchantress was, or if insanity had already left its mark.  “But the other portals in the tower windows, they don’t work.  They won’t allow anybody in or out, so it’ll be a waste of energy to try to leave this realm through that tower.” 
 
    “I am an Enchantress,” the woman sneered, looking down her nose at the princess who wasn’t that much shorter than she was.  “I do not need a stupid portal.  They malfunction.  The last time I entered one it sent me wherever here is.” 
 
    Albert made a move to answer but closed his snout instead.  To Grace, he telepathically said, “She was sent here for punishment.  I did not do anything wrong and now I am being isolated from my family all because I was checking out this abandoned Keep to see if it would still make a decent workshop.”  He hesitated before adding, “It doesn’t.” 
 
    Grace wanted to ask him where he was from originally, but that would involve talking and the Enchantress didn’t need to know that the princess and dragon were talking telepathically.  She was beginning to suspect that this realm was part of the Enchanted Forest but sealed off from the rest of the Kingdoms.  The whys were beyond her. 
 
    Why was this realm attached to Rapunzel’s Tower? 
 
    Why was she able to leave the tower through that window?  Even Trystan couldn’t do that. 
 
    “Well, maybe I can help you,” Grace said, stalling.  She needed to find out what this Enchantress’s plans were.  Just because Albert called her evil and she wore all black, didn’t mean she was evil.   
 
    Granted, the Enchanted Forest did appear to be punishing her. 
 
    “Why would you want to help me destroy the Enchanted Forest?” she looked at Grace with narrowed eyes, calculating what Grace’s endgame might be. 
 
    “Why do you want to destroy the Enchanted Forest?” Grace cautiously asked, deciding right then and there that anybody who wanted to destroy who knew how many lives was definitely evil.  
 
    “For Its magic, of course.  Once the Forest is destroyed, I can harvest all of Its magic for my own uses.”  It wasn’t as if the Princess could go anywhere, so the Enchantress felt no reason not to share her plans.  It was common knowledge anyway.   
 
    “Oh, I heard about you!” Grace exclaimed before thinking.   
 
    “You have?” the Enchantress floundered for a moment before puffing up in pride that she was famous. 
 
    More like infamous, but beggars can’t be choosers.   
 
    “Of course.  I always wondered though, if you destroy the Enchanted Forest, wouldn’t it destroy you as well?” 
 
    Shaking her head, the Evil Enchantress began to pace.  “Of course I would not be destroyed.  I would have all of the Forest’s power.  I would become the Forest.” 
 
    Visions of more were-Huntsmen filled her head.  She could picture the creepiest parts of the Forest – necessary for that balance of good versus evil – overtaking the friendly oaks and introverted weeping willows.  Dragons whose sole intent was to burn villages and towns.  Well-maintained roads and bridges would lead travelers to their doom.   
 
    Even the tales connected to this dark and twisted Forest would be corrupted.  She could see it as if it was reality.  
 
    Wonderland would change; become manic chaos instead of controlled chaos.  The Cheshire Cat population would wreak havoc.  The Caterpillars would return to their less-than-helpful, stoned reality.  The Singing Flowers would turn poisonous. 
 
    The helpful fairies and pixies of Neverland would disappear and be replaced with their troublemaker cousins.  The mermaids would become sirens, luring the pirates to their doom.  The remaining pirates would loot and start fights with the villagers and Piccaninny Tribe.   
 
    Anne would remain in the orphanage and never live at Green Gables.  
 
    Who knew what would happen to the other dozens of children’s tales that were connected to the Enchanted Forest on the basis that they were classic children’s tales.  What would the changes here do to the books in the millions of libraries across the world?   
 
    “That’ll destroy your children.” 
 
    The Evil Enchantress – because Grace was now firmly convinced this woman was evil – laughed.  “My children?  You mean my useless daughter, Angelique, who is good?  Or that idiot son of mine, Gaubert, who is currently on a Quest of Redemption?  They can be destroyed for all I care.  The only child I care about was murdered by your mother around thirty years ago.” 
 
    Confused, Grace commented, “The only things my mother ever killed was a Jabberwock who was suffering and a were-Huntsman out to kill her.”  
 
    “Who do you think sent the werewolf to the Huntsman?” the Evil Enchantress arched a brow.  “He was supposed to take out your mother and send Wonderland spiraling out of control.  It would not take long for Wonderland Madness to infect Charmante and once that kingdom with its sappy Mary Sue-esque family tree realized what was going on, it would be too late.  The Wonderland Madness would have dug its roots into one kingdom, slowly working its way into the other kingdoms, leaving the Enchanted Forest’s magic ripe for harvesting.”   
 
    Closing her eyes, Grace sniffed, a tear rolling down her cheek at the mention of how Howard the Were-Huntsman had been a pawn in this crazy woman’s schemes.   
 
    “The other kingdoms would have stopped it.  Closed their borders to Charmante and Wonderland.” 
 
    Shrugging, the Enchantress dismissed the princess’s point.  “That is why I have an infection point in Schnee.”   
 
    Albert, silent the entire time, was suddenly thankful that the Enchanted Forest had accidentally trapped him in this place with this insane woman.  He felt the fire in his belly begin to shimmer.  He could take her out quite easily with a steady stream of fire.   
 
    Grace took several steps backward to get away from the worst of Albert’s flame.  The heat was more intense than she ever expected it to be.  Suddenly, she realized why Seafoam the Dragon had never flamed around any of them, even though they had asked to see her breathe fire. 
 
    Laughter could be heard over the sharp crackle and hiss of Albert’s flame.  So loudly that he cut his breath off quickly.   
 
    “No flame can kill me!” the Enchantress cackled as she shook the ash out of her skirts and hair.  There was no sign of any damage to her person or clothes.  “You cannot kill me!  I am…” she cut off, a gurgling sound coming out instead of her taunts.   
 
    Looking down, the Enchantress saw a dagger sticking out of her chest before she collapsed and disappeared into thin air, only the dagger, her dress, and jewelry were left behind.   
 
    “What just happened?” Albert asked, shifting into a human.   
 
    Grace didn’t even look at him, didn’t comment on his nakedness.  “Didn’t I tell you?  I spent years mastering swordplay and throwing daggers.  I practiced until some of the Knight’s couldn’t even pull the dagger out of my target.”   
 
    “Wow!  Who knew that would be a handy skill to have,” Albert nodded his head in the direction where the Enchantress had once stood, impressed at Grace’s skill. 
 
    “I just don’t know how the dagger found its way into my hand.  My skirt doesn’t have pockets and I didn’t bring it out with me,” Grace mused, thinking that this scene had to be very similar to the one her mother had survived, at least when it came to magically appearing knives and daggers materializing right when they were most needed.   
 
    Grinning, Albert reminded her that the Enchanted Forest worked in magical ways.  “Now, get back up there.  The Tower should let you and your Prince go.” 
 
    “We still have to break his curse,” Grace reminded the dragon. 
 
    Smiling demurely, all he told her was to make certain she said hi to Seafoam for him the next time she saw the other dragon.  “Now, go.  I cannot leave this realm and return home until you are back in that tower.” 
 
    Still not looking at him, Grace smiled softly.  “I’d hug you, but you aren’t wearing any clothes.” 
 
    “The only thing around here is that evil monster’s dress and I’m not touching that thing.  The Enchanted Forest will take care of it before this realm goes back into nothingness.” 
 
    Albert watched Grace climb back up the bedsheet ladder, hoping that his help wouldn’t be needed in case she slipped.  Once she and the ladder were back inside the tower, Albert felt the bubble realm pop.  Things were back to normal.  The Keep was still there, the Enchantress’ dress had burst into flames, but Rapunzel’s Tower was gone.   
 
    He could now go home.   
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Grace tumbled headfirst into the room, barely missing Trystan’s feet.  Not that he would know if she had fallen on top of him thanks to his curse. 
 
    A curse she wasn’t aware had been broken. 
 
    Looking out the window and down towards the courtyard below, she waved at Albert before starting to pull the over seventy-foot rope back into the tower.   
 
    She would figure out where to stash it later.   
 
    Once it was inside and tucked partially under Trystan’s bed – it wouldn’t all fit – she went upstairs to take a nap.   
 
    Grace was tired.  That was the only way she could describe it.  There was no telling how long she’d been awake down in that other realm – twelve hours in the other realm, but two days in the Enchanted Forest – and she was beginning to feel the time differences.   
 
    Carefully climbing up the ladder to her room, she held back her yawn until both feet were planted firmly on the floor.   
 
    Spotting the spindle on her bed, Grace shook her head before scooping it up and moving to carry it over to the shelf where she had placed it.  “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Somehow, as if the cursed spindle had a mind of its own, it rolled until the needle-sharp point pierced the skin above her elbow.   
 
    “Oww!” was all she could get out before starting to fall into the spinning wheel, unable to stop herself. 
 
    Everything after that went dark. 
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    Trystan had fallen asleep in the chair next to the window.  Shaking his head, he couldn’t even curse his curse for his inability to guard the sheet ladder and make certain that nothing besides Grace climbed back into the tower.  He had fallen asleep on his own. 
 
    It was a different realm and he had no clue what types of things roamed the grounds of someplace that was not the Enchanted Forest or the Kingdom of Oublié.  Even then, there was no telling what had changed while he’d been under his cursed sleep. 
 
    For all he knew there was some type of new monster out preying on non-royal travelers.  Maybe a portal into the Underworld had opened up and Cerberus had slipped through and was now terrorizing the people of Schnee. 
 
    Shaking his head, Trystan recalled that they had no clue what realm this tower window led into.  There was no telling what types of creatures lurked behind every tree.  Sirens that lived in ponds and used their song to lure humans into the water only to drown them.  Or kelpies.   
 
    What if this tower was actually a portal that would allow the Underworld and other mythological worlds to enter into the Enchanted Forest? 
 
    Trystan started pacing, not noticing that the entirety of the bedsheet ladder had been pulled back into the tower until he stumbled over it.  “What?” 
 
    A thump overhead jerked his attention from the rope on the floor to the attic.  “Grace,” he mumbled before darting up the wooden ladder and into her room, hoping that she had returned while he’d been asleep and merely dropped something when she was making the bed. 
 
    Instead, in front of him was the half-covered spinning wheel and Grace on the floor.  The spindle was spinning around nearby.   
 
    Having never taken a close look at the spinning wheel, Trystan never fully realized that the piece of equipment had no sharp points where anybody could prick themselves until Nadine had made her comment.  Even then, he hadn’t really listened to what she had been saying, more worried about Grace possibly being in another realm and the fact that he would have to poke himself with the spindle. 
 
    The drop spindle on the floor, however, definitely had the necessary sharp point needed to activate the Sleeping Beauty Curse. 
 
    “She probably picked up the spindle to put it away, accidentally pricked herself, and fell into the spinning wheel,” Trystan mumbled, kicking the spindle away from them before picking Grace up and putting her on the bed.  “I wish I could get rid of that thing,” he continued, momentarily considering tossing it out the window in the attic.   
 
    “I knew I should have put that thing up,” he grumbled to himself.  Instead, he carefully picked it up, aware that the curse had transferred from the spindle to Grace.  It couldn’t hurt him right now.   
 
    From the mirror, Nadine’s voice sounded, “What happened?” 
 
    Hurriedly, he practically tossed the spindle onto the shelf and turned back to the mirror.  The very mirror with a perfect view of Grace in her cursed sleep on the bed.   
 
    “Trystan?” Nadine’s panicked voice cried out.  “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Edging himself into the frame, hopefully blocking Grace from view, he told her what he knew.  “She must have returned while I was asleep.  She doesn’t know that my curse has been removed.  I left the spindle on her bed.  She must have picked it up and it accidentally poked her.” 
 
    “Accidentally on purpose, more like,” Nadine grumbled.  “Stupid Cursed Objects like to share their curses.  Just like it makes you itchy, it makes them itchy as well.” 
 
    “I wasn’t itchy,” Trystan corrected.  
 
    “Not literally itchy.  More like this feeling as if you need to get this curse off of you as soon as possible.” 
 
    “I did feel like that whenever I was awake.” 
 
    “Well, according to my reading, Cursed Objects want to share their curses and will do whatever it takes to inflict their pain, even if it isn’t their intended victims.”   
 
    “Stupid Cursed Objects,” Trystan growled.  
 
    “Well, there’s only one thing you can do,” Nadine grinned.  
 
    “You can’t be serious!  I barely know Grace!” he protested.  
 
    “And the Enchanted Forest decided to pair the two of you together.  Even if it isn’t True Love’s Kiss and the Forest has to correct it’s matchmaking later, it’ll still work.” 
 
    “I barely know her.” 
 
    “I barely knew your brother when the Enchanted Forest dumped me in his garden, twice,” Nadine countered.  “But I’m getting to know him now and I’ll continue getting to know him because people change according to the events that happen in their lives.”  
 
    “That doesn’t mean she likes me.” 
 
    “Has she threatened you in any way?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Does she laugh around you?  Or smile?  Or touch your arm?  Or help you?” 
 
    “Yes?” Trystan answered her. 
 
    Laughing, “Then kiss my sister and wake her up!”  
 
    Turning to look at Grace on the bed and back to Nadine in the mirror.  “Would you mind leaving the room?” 
 
    “Sure,” she chuckled.  Before she was far enough away where he couldn’t hear her, she shouted, “Richmond, your brother is shy!”  
 
    Shaking his head, Trystan took no chances that Nadine wouldn’t slip back into the room by covering the mirror with a folded sheet Grace had left nearby.  They would need the sheet when they took Adelaide the Mirror from the tower.   
 
    Maybe Grace would take the mirror to Wonderland with her and they could talk to each other on occasion.  He was going to miss her when she left to go back home.  
 
    Taking a step back, Trystan considered his thought carefully. 
 
    He was going to miss her when she wasn’t around anymore.  She was still right in front of him and he already knew that he was going to miss her.  The realization almost staggered him.   
 
    “Well, I’m going to miss her while she’s right in front of me if I don’t do anything.” 
 
    “Kiss her!” came from underneath the covered mirror. 
 
    “Nadine!  Quit hounding my brother!” Richmond’s voice came through.  “I never knew you were a hopeless romantic.” 
 
    “I’m not,” Nadine’s voice stated.  “The sooner they break this curse the sooner they can leave the Tower which means the sooner our gates will open up and the sooner all of us can get out of our gilded cages.” 
 
    “Good point,” Richmond conceded.  “Have you kissed Grace yet?” 
 
    “Geez,” Trystan sighed.  
 
    Leaning over the bed carefully, he placed his lips against Grace’s, ignoring the immature – and probably a bit stir-crazy – chanting coming from their siblings in the mirror.  
 
    Opening her eyes, Grace flung her arms out as if trying to stop her previous fall.  Instead, she knocked Trystan in the head.   
 
    “Owww,” he groaned. 
 
    “What happened?” came from the mirror.  “Did you kiss her?” 
 
    “What was that for?” he asked Grace, rubbing his forehead where one of her hands had connected.   
 
    “I thought I was still falling,” she whispered.  “Who is that in the mirror?  Did you kiss me?  Did that stupid spindle give me a Sleeping Curse?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Trystan started to laugh.  Sitting down next to her, he started to explain everything that had happened between the time she climbed out the window and when he woke her up. 
 
    “You kissed me without my consent,” Grace whispered. 
 
    “Would you rather still be cursed?” 
 
    Frantically shaking her head, she conceded that his actions were more than justified.  “I get it now.  It’s like you’re falling and nothing you do can stop it.  Only, it’s a dark pit of blackness, a blackness that you keep tumbling through.  Now I understand why you always wanted a nap after one of your curse induced spells.” 
 
    A distant rumbling caused the castle to shake for a moment before settling into place. 
 
    “I think the door is open,” Trystan whispered.  
 
    “Grab the mirror and let’s get out of this tower,” Grace hissed.   
 
    “Grab the mirror?” a female voice under the mirror asked.   
 
    “Excuse me,” a more refined voice – Adelaide – interrupted.  “Please grab my mirror and get us all out of here.”  Clearing her throat, she added, “Your connection with the Oublié Castle has now been disconnected.” 
 
    Lifting the mirror up as if it was no big deal – Trystan wouldn’t point out that the mirror was lighter than it appeared so that he could gain points with Grace – he gestured towards the wood ladder and told Grace to go first.   
 
    Snagging her travel pack from where she had left it, Grace hurried down the ladder.  “Do I need to grab anything for you?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” he hissed, carefully descending the ladder while holding onto the mirror.  “Make certain that door doesn’t shut on us.” 
 
    “On it!” she replied, darting down the rest of the stone stairs until she was at the bottom level.  Checking behind her, she noticed that Trystan had picked up some speed on the staircase.  “Hurry.  Hurry.  Hurry,” she huffed.   
 
    Once they all had gotten out of the tower, the door snapped into place behind them, the seam magically disappearing into the stonework.   
 
    The briar hedge vanished as well, leaving behind a trail that led in the opposite direction of the way Grace had arrived.  In the distance, they knew their siblings were waiting for them. 
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    The trek to the Oublié castle was quick and easy.  It was almost as if the Enchanted Forest was making up for all the things it put them through.   
 
    Not that it had put Trystan through as much as it had put Grace through, as they realized once he had asked her what had happened in the other realm.   
 
    The realization hitting her of exactly what happened in that realm, Grace dropped to her knees and started sobbing, “I killed somebody!”  
 
    Sitting on the ground after leaning the mirror against a tree, Trystan pulled her into his embrace.  “It’ll be okay.  It’s okay.  You’re okay,” he mumbled into her ear, rocking her back and forth.  “She was an evil enchantress.  Her mission was to destroy the Enchanted Forest.  You saved everybody by killing her.”   
 
    Hiccupping, she added, “The Forest gave me the dagger.  It wasn’t in my hands until it was.  It was very similar to the story Mother tells about her encounter with the were-Huntsman.”  Turning to Trystan, she stated, “The Enchantress said that she sent the werewolf to the Huntsman intending to transform him.  He was supposed to kill Mother.”   
 
    “Then it is a good thing you took out something so evil,” he reassured her.   
 
    They sat there until Grace’s tears slowed to a stop before getting back up and walking towards Trystan’s home.    
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    There was a huge difference between Nadine and Grace: Grace had lived in a home where her parents had loved each other whereas Nadine had lived in a house where her father and step-mother had not.   
 
    The ability to accept love and give love was often tested by the foundations built around the time a child was growing up, during their teen years when they watched their classmates in first relationships.  Nadine did not have good relationship examples while her older sister did.   
 
    It wasn’t a surprise that Nadine hunched in on herself when her biological family converged around her, pulling her into a hug that felt quite different than the emotional expressions she was given even a mere two months ago.  They had been waiting impatiently for that gate to open as soon as Nadine and Richmond were able to send a message to Wonderland. 
 
    That was all Sawyer’s doing.  He had a mini magic mirror where he could send a message to one of the other Cards.  Jonathan had happened to be the Card on mirror watch duty when Sawyer sent the message that Grace and Trystan were making their way towards the Oublié Castle.   
 
    It had been fine while her family was on the other side of the gate.   
 
    And then Grace and Trystan arrived, trekking across the estate and towards the main gate.  It had started small.  Richmond pulled his younger brother into a hug.  Grace had stood a few feet away, staring at her little sister.   
 
    “You were two the last time I saw you,” Grace sniffed.   
 
    “Are you okay?” Nadine asked in a whisper.   
 
    “My Final Quest sucked,” Grace confessed.  “I had a kill an Evil Enchantress.”  
 
    Nadine took a step back.  “Evil Enchantress?” 
 
    “She mentioned you,” Grace whispered where only her sister could hear.  “Said you ruined her plans.”   
 
    “Oh, Grace,” Nadine broke, pulling her sister into a hug, tears starting to race down her face, mingling with her sister’s tears as the two of them hugged.   
 
    They didn’t see the brothers approaching the gate as a team.  It would take both Richmond and Trystan’s touch to change it.  At the same time, they touched the edges to the gate, where the people were turned away from the other. 
 
    A flash temporarily blinded the brothers and the group from Wonderland on the other side.  After a moment, the sisters could vaguely hear Richmond introducing Trystan to the King and Queen of Wonderland and whoever else was standing around with them.   
 
    Within seconds Nadine was surrounded by huggers instead of screamers and it unnerved her.  Richmond made eye contact with her over her parents’ shoulders and Nadine could feel herself relax.   
 
    Jonathan made a beeline for his cousin, stopping a few feet away and examining her to make certain she was safe.  Looking into her eyes, he noticed a few things: the heaviness that now weighted her soul and the light that filled it when she looked over at Trystan. 
 
    Clearing her throat, she introduced Jonathan to Trystan.  Eying the Prince, the Card gave his nod of approval.  Trystan recognized that the Princess’s Card and cousin was going to be part of their lives for a long time.   
 
    Pulling away, the King and Queen dropped their arms when they heard Grace clearing her throat behind them.  They had to wait a moment while their daughter introduced her Prince to her Card.   
 
    Unable to wait a minute longer after the males had sized each other up, the Queen of Wonderland made her move – much to Nadine’s everlasting relief.  “Grace!” she cried out, turning around and running to her wayward daughter and pulling her into a hug.   
 
    “All we need is Alice and everything would be complete,” King Ethan sighed, tugging his youngest daughter into the circle, not noticing her reluctance about joining the large group of huggers.    
 
    Looking around at the small gathering, Grace asked, “Where is Alice?” 
 
    “We had to leave her behind in Wonderland,” Queen Gabrielle informed her daughter.  “After the last time…” 
 
    Interrupting, “The last time?” 
 
    “She got angry with me like everything was my fault that you’d gone on your Quests before her,” Nadine whispered, drawing Grace’s attention away from their parents and towards her long-lost sister. 
 
    “But that wasn’t your fault,” Grace whispered, breaking away from her mother and taking a few steps towards her sister.  “I left because I wanted to find you, because I was tired of waiting for my Quests to begin because she refused to start hers,” she explained. 
 
    “And you got stuck in a tower because of it!” Nadine cried, pushing Richmond away when he tried to comfort her. 
 
    “I got stuck in a tower because the Enchanted Forest wanted me stuck in a tower,” the slightly older sister argued.  “If I’m being honest, I used you being missing as an excuse to go on my Quests.”  Turning towards their parents, she explained, “Wonderland needed a Princess to go on her Quests.  I knew about some of the crops starting to fail and the other things that were starting to show that Wonderland wasn’t happy so I decided to do something about it.” 
 
    King Ethan looked over at his wife and nodded his head.  “Your actions momentarily paused Wonderland’s discontent.  It helped that Charlie decided he was going to take a tour of Wonderland in your absence, but It still isn’t happy.”   
 
    “I’m not the heir to the throne, Alice is,” Grace sighed.   
 
    Their parents looked at each other before Queen Gabrielle changed the subject and said, “Tell me about your adventure.”   
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