
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Princess Vow

      



    




Tales from the Kingdoms of Fable Book 3

    

    




      
        Erika Everest

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Eddally Publishing]
          [image: Eddally Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THE PRINCESS VOW (this book) is a work of fiction.

        All of the characters and events portrayed in this novel are fictitious. Similarities to real people, places, or events are coincidental.

      

      

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2021 Erika Everest

        Cover by Andrew Dobell www.creativeedgestudios.co.uk

        Cover copyright © Eddally Publishing

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. The distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact Erika@erikaeverest.com.

        Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

      

      

      

      
        
        First Edition published March 2021 (v1.0)

      

      

      

      
        
        Eddally Publishing

        Dublin, Ireland

      

      

      

      ISBN-13 (ebook): 978-1-913972-21-9

      ISBN-13 (print): 978-1-913972-22-6

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        Author Notes

      

    

    
      
        Also by Erika Everest

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        For Selena,

        Sisters by birth, friends by choice.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Jitterbugs Beta Team

        James Caplan

        Dorothy Lloyd

        Sìne Màiri MacDougall

        Robyn Sarty

        Laura Wainscott

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map of Fable]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map of Northaven]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      It felt more like a funeral than a birthday party.

      Princess Aurora of Northaven sat in the seat of honor at the table, looking radiantly beautiful, as always. But her sister saw the strain on her face, even if no one else noticed.

      When Princess Lacey turned sixteen, her grandfather King Maximilian II of Karjala had thrown a lavish party for her that lasted three days and nights. The sixteenth birthday of Princess Eva of Vitalia had been less of a spectacle, but she still danced until dawn at the ball in her honor. Not that Rosebud or Aurora actually liked dancing – not anymore anyway – but this sorry gathering was a stark contrast to what a princess’ sixteenth birthday should be. Only four of them sat in the Great Hall which could easily seat one hundred. Their parents wanted no witnesses, just in case.

      Just in case the curse was real and Aurora was about to succumb to an enchanted sleep.

      The King and Queen watched their eldest daughter like hawks throughout the day. As usual, they ignored Rosebud and allowed her to fade into the background. In any other family, Princess Rosebud would have been considered pretty, even beautiful. But beside the incomparable beauty of her sister, she was worse than plain; she was invisible.

      The sisters struggled through the farce of a party. Rosebud released a sigh of relief when the servants cleared the final course. Her sister was fine. She had been worrying for nothing. She relaxed back into her seat. She smiled across the table at Aurora. The setting sun glinted on the golden strands of Aurora’s hair, creating a corona around her head. Seeing it every day, Rosebud had become somewhat immune to her sister’s beauty, but moments like this highlighted the blessings bestowed during her christening.

      Aurora emitted a small gasp, and Rosebud’s attention sharpened.

      “Aura, are you okay?”

      “I feel…” She swooned and slumped in her chair.

      “Blast!” The King thumped his goblet on the table in annoyance. “It seems the interfering witch did know what she was doing with that curse after all.”

      “There’s nothing for it, Ferdinand. We’ll have to call on the true love shortlist, and get them to break the spell.”

      “But the embarrassment of that!”

      “Not to mention the inconvenience,” the Queen complained, miffed.

      Rosebud tuned her parents out. They were more upset at the effort they would have to exert to wake Aurora than with the welfare of their daughter. Rose wished she could be shocked, but sadly, she wasn’t even surprised. She had worked out long before that her parents were selfish and self-centered. She rounded the table and sat beside her sister.

      Asleep, Aurora looked washed out. In the fading light of sunset, her skin was pale, almost transparent. Wait! Her skin actually was transparent. Rosebud could see the chair through her!

      “Aura!”

      Her scream finally attracted her parents’ attention. They hurried to her side but it was too late.

      Aurora had disappeared.
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      Aurora recognized the curse the moment it took effect. She felt its possessive tentacles wrap around her mind, suffocating her body, and dragging her into its depths. She had thought she was resigned to the possibility, but she had been deluding herself. She struggled against the sticky bindings futilely, screaming silently for help. The capturing of her mind was more invasive and insidious than the first time she had endured it. Four years ago, the Piper had summoned princesses from across the continent to dance in their dreams to power his spells. She thought longingly of the other girls who had suffered that ordeal with her. She wished she had their strength and support with her now.

      But this was her own personal trial to endure. At least she would be asleep through it. She didn’t want to know the cost of waking. From what little she knew, the cost would be much too high.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Consciousness returned slowly.

      Aurora was more concerned that it had returned at all, than with its speed. She was meant to be asleep. She was under a sleeping curse. She hadn’t realized she would be aware during the curse, “awake” to see the passage of time. She wasn’t meant to be awake! This was going to suck.

      She pushed herself up to a sitting position and looked around from her vantage point on the floor. She frowned. She didn’t recognize the room, though the architecture suggested she was in a castle. She walked to one of the windows, trying to get some idea of her location, but the landscape outside was equally unfamiliar.

      Where am I? she wondered. And how the blazes did I get here?

      Was this part of the spell? Was this castle a construct of the mage who had cursed her at birth, or was this a dream of Aurora’s own creation? She knew so little about her curse; her parents refused to talk about it. She didn’t even know the identity of the mage who laid the spell. All she had been told was that on her sixteenth birthday she would succumb to a death-like sleep, and that true love’s kiss would break the spell. Unfortunately, her true love had yet to materialize, so there was no hope from that quarter.

      She opened the door and stepped into the hallway beyond. She walked along the hallway hoping to find the people who lived in this castle, hoping they could provide some explanations. She passed many doors, none of them locked. She looked into each of them. Though there were beautiful furnishings in the salons, music rooms, and other rooms she checked, there were no people.

      Her fruitless search was hampered by lethargy. How can I be tired when I am already asleep? She grumbled.

      She saw a staircase and ascended to the upper floors in search of a bedroom. The gaudy frills and vivid pinks of the first room she entered caused her to back out immediately. She would prefer to sleep on one of the couches downstairs than wake up to that eyesore. She looked at the array of doors leading off the corridor in dismay, but rather than explore each room methodically, her eye was drawn to a door on the left about halfway down. She didn’t know what had caught her attention – there was nothing to distinguish this door from any other – but she followed her instincts into the room.

      She gasped in surprise. The bedroom was perfect. It was decorated in honey tones that were calming and comforting. The canopy bed was waist high, laden with three light blankets instead of the usual single heavy one. It was how she preferred her blankets at home. And the pillows were likewise three flat pillows stacked on top of each other, rather than one overstuffed, plump one. Just the way she liked it.

      The exhaustion pulling at her was worse now. She could barely divest herself of her birthday gown and fumbled to unlace the stays. She left them on the ground where they fell, too tired to deal with them. She climbed into the bed and fell asleep for the second time.
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        * * *

      

      Morning sunlight painted her room golden when she awoke.

      But how can I be awake, when I know I’m asleep? She pondered. But if I’m asleep then how can I be aware? The conundrum bounced around her head until her temples throbbed. For the sake of her sanity, she decided that she had to stop thinking like that. For better or worse, this was her reality now, even if she didn’t understand what ‘this’ was. It did her no good to qualify her status in this enchanted place with references to her ‘real’ life. That way lay madness.

      Aurora got out of bed and picked up her discarded dress guiltily. The fabric was somewhat crushed from its ignominious sojourn on the floor. She didn’t want to wear it now but liked her other option even less. Parading around an unfamiliar castle in her undergarments did not appeal to her.

      She looked around the room to see if there was anything she could use to repair the damage to the dress, or at least render it more wearable. She saw a wardrobe and opened it to find an assortment of dresses for all occasions. She picked out a red day dress that caught her eye. She had always liked the color, but her mother said it was too brazen and wouldn’t let her wear it. The dress was just her size. She had a feeling everything here would fit perfectly. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that yet.

      The view from the window offered her no more insights into where she was, but on the table beside the window was a chessboard. Aurora adored chess, but this set made her wary. Instead of standard black and white, the board and pieces were green and gold. Actual gold and precious stones, carved into the little figurines. She had a set just like it at home. Or perhaps this was the set from her home – her father had commissioned it specially for her, and it was a one-off creation. Or at least, it was meant to have been.

      Her unease did not abate when she left her room to explore further. The aroma of warm cinnamon apples led her to the dining room. All her favorite food was laid out for breakfast. The oddness of seeing her favorites did not stop her from savoring the food, especially the baked apples. They were practically puréed and the tartness of the fruit combined with the sweetness of the cinnamon fizzed on her tongue. Her birthday dinner seemed a very long time ago, even though not much time had actually passed. Could it really have been only yesterday?

      She pondered the castle conundrum throughout the day as she wandered the halls in search of answers. Everything in the castle seemed tailored to her and her interests. But who knew her that well? A gong sounded, echoing through the halls. On a hunch, Aurora returned to the dining room and, sure enough, it was set for a luncheon buffet. It seemed the gong indicated mealtimes, just like it did at home. She hadn’t seen any servants, or any other people at all for that matter, but the food was cooked and cleared, her bed was made, all without her seeing it happen.

      Maybe it’s all just in my mind?

      That thought relieved some of her anxiety. Of course everything was tailored to her if this place had sprung from her own imagination! It was a Dreamworld, after all. Her Dreamworld. She was cheerful for the rest of the day, having resolved that concern. Later that afternoon, she was relaxing on a chaise longue in a shaft of sunlight when her world was thrown off-kilter again.

      “Good evening, Aurora.”

      She shrieked, taken completely unawares by the voice. She swiveled to find a man leaning against the doorway, watching her. “Who are you?” she demanded.

      “The owner of this castle.”

      He sounded amused. Was he smirking at her? How could he own the castle if it was a construct of her mind?

      “You’re not real.”

      “I most assuredly am.”

      Her temples started to throb again with all the questions buzzing around her mind. Time to get some answers. “You’re the one responsible for this? Why did you kidnap me and bring me here?”

      “I didn’t kidnap you.” He sounded affronted, and straightened from his slouching stance.

      Aurora looked around the room pointedly. “I don’t recall giving you my consent to bring me here.”

      “You’re asleep right now. You can’t consent to anything. I brought you here to protect you, to give you a safe space to wait until your curse is broken. And no,” he held up his hand to forestall the arguments she was about to offer, “I couldn’t have just broken the curse instead. The Mages’ Code means I can’t interfere directly in another’s spell and just release you from the curse, but I can protect you from being vulnerable while you are asleep. How far do you think your parents would go to try to break your curse and restore their reputation?”

      Aurora blanched at his implication. She had no illusions left when it came to the monarchs of Northaven, as their subject or as their daughter. Her unscrupulous parents would let the suitors do whatever they wanted in hope of waking her up. She shivered at the prospect, ice sweeping through her body as she considered it. She realized that regardless of his motives this man had saved her from an unbearable fate by bringing her to… wherever this was.

      “Where am I? And am I really here, or am I somewhere else and only my mind is here?” She broke off, embarrassed by her babbling but unsure how to phrase her question, tied up as it was with her questionable reality at the moment.

      “This castle is real – it exists on both the physical and mental planes. Of course, you can only interact with the mental plane while your curse is active, but it is an exact replica of the physical plane. I brought you to this castle on the physical plane as soon as the sleeping spell took effect, which is why your mind is anchored to this location on the mental plane too.”

      “But where is this castle?”

      “I can’t tell you that.” She glared at him. He raised his arms placatingly. “Not I won’t tell you – I can’t tell you. If I reveal the location to anyone it breaks the cloaking spell I have on you to keep your physical body safe. I’m sure it would be no surprise to you if your parents hired a mage to scry for you. I can’t break your sleep spell, but I’ve pledged to keep you safe while you are under it. I won’t jeopardize your safety by leaving you easily discoverable.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I can’t tell you that either. Names have power. They are not to be shared lightly.”

      “You know my name.” Aurora was pouting, but she was too frustrated by his evasions to care that it made her seem childish.

      “It is different among magic wielders. For us, our names are both our protection and our weakness. But you can call me O, if you like.”

      Aurora tried to look disinterested, but a large yawn spoiled the effect. He looked chagrined. “I’m sorry, I did not mean to keep you from your bed. I will see you again soon. Goodnight, Princess.” He swept into a courtly bow and was gone from the room before Aurora could point out that it was still early. Yet despite the time, another yawn escaped her, and she started to feel sluggish.

      Aurora returned to her bedroom, unnaturally tired. She thought it was important, but she couldn’t focus her thoughts sufficiently. She was asleep the moment her head touched the pillow.
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      Aurora awoke, anticipation fizzing in her veins. O had given her a lot to think about. With her mind so full she was surprised she had been able to sleep at all. But she was awake now and looking forward to getting to know him better. She selected a soft lavender gown to wear, complementing it with silver slippers and a silver cuff. Her hair was more problematic. She was used to having Annette, her lady’s maid, take care of it. She twisted it in various ways in front of the mirror, pinning it up, taking it down, pinning it in another way. She couldn’t remember ever taking such care in her appearance for a man before, at least not of her own volition. But there was something about O that made her want to make the effort, and not just because he was handsome. Though it didn’t hurt that he was, she acknowledged to herself.

      Eventually she decided to leave it down in a simple braid, but she wove silver and purple ribbons through her golden hair. She left her room in high spirits, and only years of etiquette drilled into her by her governess Frau Heinkle stopped her from skipping down the staircase in her excitement. Rule #19: “A princess should always walk at a sedate pace befitting her station.”

      There was no sign of O at breakfast, but she tucked into the delicious spread so that she would be ready when he arrived. She was curious to explore more of the castle, but she didn’t want to be too far away when he arrived, so she went to the library instead. She browsed the shelves for something to occupy her. She picked up a book on Histories of the North and sat by the window to read it.

      A bell ringing roused her from her book some time later. At first, she thought the bell was to announce the Master’s arrival, but it was only the summons for lunch. Disappointment dampened Aurora’s appetite. She took a small selection of cooked meats with her and sat in the front room to be as close to the main doorway as possible. After all, it was afternoon when he arrived yesterday. Surely he would be here soon.

      That hope dwindled as afternoon turned to evening. When the bell rang for dinner and O had still not made an appearance, she knew. She ignored the bell and climbed to her bedroom on leaden feet. Her appetite had completely evaporated. She sat in front of the mirror and removed the silver cuff and the ribbons. She stared at them despondently. What a fool she had been to believe O would continue to visit her in her solitary prison. Every man she had ever known only interacted with her on his terms, to suit his needs and whims. Why had she expected O to be any different?

      She couldn’t answer that, couldn’t say what had prompted the trust she had placed in him. She just knew that she had expected better, and the absence of delivery from him in this regard cut all the deeper for having been built up so.

      She climbed into bed and pulled her blankets around her, silent tears dripping onto her pillows.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, she didn’t bother getting dressed when she got up for breakfast. She just pulled a robe around her instead. It wasn’t like there was anyone to see her enter the dining room so scantily clad. She picked at the food available, though she usually loved eggs and cured meats. Despite not being hungry she lingered in the dining room, dreading the emptiness of the rest of the house. Eventually, she could put it off no longer, and reluctantly quit the room. She wandered toward the library, but when she got there she just stood in the doorway. She didn’t have the patience for reading today. She wandered some more, pushing open doors as she went.

      A music room caught her attention. She patrolled the room admiring the many instruments on display. There were violins and cellos, flutes and clarinets, but it was the harp in the corner that drew her. She trailed her fingers over it, appreciating the fine craftsmanship in its carving. She sat on the small padded stool beside the harp and stretched out her hands. She plucked the first string, and the note rang pure and clear through the room. She warmed up with a few scales, acclimating herself to the instrument’s temperament. Satisfied, she decided to play one of the many pieces she had memorized for recitals over the years. She stretched out her hands again, but this time nothing happened. She couldn’t decide which piece to play, and the longer her indecision stretched, the less certain she was she wanted to play at all. She dropped her arms in defeat. She couldn’t settle enough to play. She couldn’t settle enough to do anything. She went back to her room and crawled into bed, ignoring the admonishment from the afternoon sun.

      If only she weren’t so alone.
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        * * *

      

      Aurora resented the return of consciousness in the morning. She was too tired to get up. Her limbs felt heavy, and even the thought of getting out of bed exhausted her. She pulled the blankets over her head, trying to block out the light. A bit more sleep will do me good, she reasoned.

      When she awoke again, there was a tray on her table bearing cold luncheon foods. Aurora debated getting up for it, but a rumble from her stomach took the decision out of her hands. She ate and felt somewhat more energized afterward. But even that energy was not sufficient to counter the lassitude that crept in when she thought of going downstairs today. She pushed the tray aside and ambled back to the bed. Just a short nap, she promised herself. But the comfort of her bed enveloped her, and she knew she was not moving again that day.
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        * * *

      

      “Rise and shine, sleeping beauty.”

      “Go away,” Aurora muttered. The speaker had been obnoxiously cheerful. There was only one person who could have entered her room, and she was in no mood to deal with the inconstant flake.

      “You can’t stay in bed all day.”

      “Why not?”

      “What about the things we could do today?”

      An inelegant sniff escaped from under the blankets. “Like what?”

      He was silent, and Aurora knew she had won the argument. Not that it made her feel any better. The victory was hollow at best.

      “What about chess?”

      “Chess?”

      “I hear you are quite the prodigy, and I am fairly proficient too.”

      “Hmph, okay.” She sat up in bed, pulling the covers around her. She stared at O pointedly. “I need to get dressed.” He turned his back immediately, flustered. Reluctantly, she dragged herself to the wardrobe and grabbed the first dress and pair of shoes she saw, not caring if they matched. She spared a brief thought for her hair, but two days of bed-head without brushing was hard to undo. She shrugged. She didn’t have the energy to fix it now, so it would have to do.

      O didn’t seem to notice anything amiss in her appearance, so Aurora gave herself permission not to fret over it. He pulled out her chair to seat her at the chess table before sitting down opposite her. The board was already set, with the green pieces in front of Aurora. O moved a gold pawn two steps forward to start the game. She won the game easily, disappointed by the lack of challenge. O reset the board quickly, and chose a different opening – advancing his queenside knight. Aurora responded automatically, moving her pawn forward to the center. Her interest sharpened when O captured the first piece of the game. Somehow, despite the apparent poor choice of opening, he had assembled a tactical advantage by stealth. She smiled in anticipation of the challenge ahead and studied the board in earnest. Her mood brightened, and she found herself hungry by the time lunch was brought to them in her room, though she had been too engrossed in the game to notice who had delivered it or how.

      They resumed the game after lunch, and Aurora threw herself into repairing the damage of her earlier inattention. The hours flew past unnoticed until suddenly she felt a wave of exhaustion hit her. No, not exhaustion exactly, because she wasn’t tired. But her concentration had dropped and inertia seized her limbs. She yawned, unable to suppress it any longer. “I’m sorry, I’m just so sleepy. Normally I stay awake much later than this. Wait, is this part of the curse?”

      “Probably. It is a sleeping spell, after all. It will have an impact on your sleep cycles even within your dream state.”

      “Dreamworld.”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      She blushed at the automatic correction that had slipped out. “We call this world in our dreams the Dreamworld.”

      “We?”

      “This is not the first time I’ve been in such a place.”

      He didn’t press her further, probably recognizing her reluctance to speak about it. But she saw that he wanted to know more, so would undoubtedly have more questions for her the next time they met.

      “When will I see you again?”

      He looked uncomfortable. “Next week, maybe? I would like to visit more often, but I have other duties to attend too.”

      “Other captive princesses to check on?” He gave her a withering look, and she felt immediately contrite. “Sorry, that was uncalled for.”

      “Good night, Aurora. I’ll visit you again as soon as it is feasible.”

      “Good night, O.”

      He gave a courtly bow and left her room. She turned away from the door and was struck by the image of the large bed that dominated the room. As she stared at the bed, she marveled that she had had a man in her bedroom all day and had not once felt threatened or concerned about his intentions. Maybe her extrapolations about the behavior of men should not be based on her suitors alone.
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        * * *

      

      Dawn’s light woke her, but she had no interest in greeting it. She knew there was no hope of seeing O – or anyone else – that day. The isolation was beginning to suffocate her. What was the point in getting up when there was no one around and nothing to do? She felt the mantle of melancholy settle around her shoulders, weighing her down. Aurora turned her back on her namesake and went back to sleep.

      For two days she roused herself only to pick at her food and use the garderobe. The majority of her time she gave to sleeping. Not that it helped much. Her lethargy only increased. No matter how long she slept for, she never awoke feeling rested.

      On the morning of the third day, something was different. There was a large piece of slate propped up in her room and it seemed to have writing on it. Curiosity stirred, and she left her bed to examine it closer. Her eyes widened as she read the cryptic message.
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      We gathered again for the Midnight Ball, but were saddened you couldn’t join us. There is no music yet; is the piper with you? Is that why you have been detained? Do write soon, if you can, but remember Rule #24.

      She recognized the handwriting instantly, Rosebud’s scrawl as familiar to her as her own. Happy tears rolled down her cheeks as she parsed the message. They were here! She didn’t know how, but the League of Princesses were all here in her Dreamworld. She wasn’t alone.

      The words of Princess Sienna echoed back to her across the years, from their time as the Piper’s prisoners in that first Dreamworld. We are on our own. No one knows we need help, so no one will come to rescue us. We have a choice to make: we can let the Piper crush us, or we can rise up and fight. We, each of us, are stronger than we give ourselves credit for. But together? Together, we are invincible. Will you stand with me?

      Aurora hung her head in shame. She had let despair overwhelm her and wallowed in her misery, rather than looking for solutions. I’m sorry, Sienna, but I’m ready now.

      She looked for the chalk to compose a reply, but realized the slate was too small for all she wanted to say. She had so much to tell them! She sat at her writing desk, fetched paper, and dipped her nib in the ink.

      Dear Rosa,

      I can’t believe my wish worked and you can contact me here! And the whole League of Princesses is here too? Thank you all for coming; I was so scared to be trapped here alone when I felt my curse start to take hold. I didn’t think it had worked, when I hadn’t seen any of you yet. I don’t know where you found that blackboard, but it was an inspired idea to send a message to me. However, it is much too cumbersome and I have too much to say for me to use, so I’m writing a letter instead. I appreciate your warning about Rule #24, Rosa, but it’s not something we need to worry about here.

      Frau Heinkle had had rules for everything. From Rule #3, “A princess should never argue” to Rule #19 about how to walk. Rule #24 was about writing letters. “A Princess should always guard her correspondence closely; you never know when an unscrupulous person may try to read it.” Well, there was no one here to read what she wrote, other than occasionally O. And he was too honorable to do such a thing.

      The Piper doesn’t have me, she wrote. She shuddered at the idea. That first Dreamworld was not a place she ever wanted to revisit. Remembering that terrible time helped put her current situation into perspective. No matter how bored she got in this Dreamworld, at least she was safe. She continued writing, anxious to reassure Rosa of her wellbeing.

      I was brought to this castle by O – he hasn’t told me his full name, because names have power. I can’t tell you much about him either, but he has told me enough to convince me he means me no harm. In fact, he’s like a guardian angel looking out for me.

      I can’t tell you where I am because I don’t know. O says he can’t tell me because if he reveals my location then the concealing spells he has woven around the castle for my protection will be broken and I will be vulnerable again. I know it must sound like I’m a prisoner – especially to Princess Izabella, given what she went through – but I’m really not. Or rather, the imprisonment comes from my curse which traps me in my mind, rather than from O who is just keeping me safe until the curse can be broken.

      That was the sticking point though, wasn’t it? She didn’t know how to break the curse. Or rather, the only method she knew of – the kiss from her true love – was an impossibility. All of the men her parents had forced on her repulsed her. She didn’t have a true love, so true love’s kiss was not going to save her.

      I don’t know how to break the curse. Not yet. But tell Princess Sienna that I haven’t forgotten her words from four years ago when we founded the League of Princesses. I am not waiting for some prince to save me. I’m going to find a way to save myself. I don’t know how yet, but I’m hoping you and the rest of the League will help me figure it out.

      Please write again! It gets so lonely here, even though O visits when he can. I never considered that I would be aware of the time passing while under this curse.

      Stay safe and stay strong. Remember I love you, and no matter what else changes that never will.

      Love Aura.

      Another tear leaked out as she folded the letter and wrote her sister’s name across it. She gathered more paper and ink, so that there would be plenty of materials near at hand for Rosa to write a reply. The desk was as ready as it could be, but she worried it wasn’t visible enough. And it was certainly too heavy for her to lift it. She spied the chalk on the floor and used it to draw a large arrow on the blackboard underneath her sister’s words, pointing to the desk. There, that should do it. Now, she just needed to find the patience to wait for the reply.
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        * * *

      

      Rosebud ran to her sister’s room as soon as she arrived in Dreamworld that night. Several of the princesses had already gathered there, and the lackluster energy in the room told her that nothing had changed even before she saw her own handwriting still on the slate. She drifted toward the bed and the person sleeping in it, until a shout penetrated her fog of frustrated helplessness. Princess Katrina pushed something into her hand. It took Rose a moment to comprehend that it was a letter – a letter addressed to her in Aurora’s script. Her hand shook as she opened it, and she gasped in relief as she read it to herself.

      “You were right, Sienna! She is awake some of the time, or at least conscious. The sleep curse did take effect, but her body was brought here for her safety while she is vulnerable.” She read the letter aloud to the others, which immediately sparked a discussion about whether this link to Aurora could be used to help locate her.

      “Aurora doesn’t know where she is, and the only person who does know won’t tell us,” Valentina grumbled.

      “But she may know enough to help us work it out,” Selena countered. “What is the view from the windows in daylight? What time are sunrise and sunset? How hot or cold is it? These are all clues that may help us narrow down her location.”

      “Her location is the secondary concern,” Princess Sienna said, taking charge of the conversation. Everyone stopped their bickering to listen to her. Rosebud watched her in admiration. Sienna was only three years older than her, but it might as well have been a decade. She had a poise about her, an innate sense of leadership that drew others to her. Half the time Rose didn’t think Sienna was even aware of the effect she had on people, but every princess here was stronger and more resilient because of the example she set.

      “Wherever she is, she is currently protected, but I assume those concealment spells will fail the moment anyone discovers the castle. There is no point in barging in there and breaking those spells if we can’t offer her protections that are at least as good as them or break the curse outright. We don’t even know why O felt Aurora needed protecting so much that he whisked her away and told no one about it. But she was cursed for a reason...”

      “Hey!” Rosebud objected.

      “I don’t mean that she deserved to be cursed. But whoever cursed her picked her for a reason, picked this curse for a reason. Rose, do you know who placed the curse?”

      “No. I guess my parents must know, but they refused to talk about it. As if ignoring the curse would mean it wouldn’t take effect.”

      “Do you think O would know? And if so, would he tell Aurora?”

      “He might.”

      “Okay, so we have two main questions for Aurora: who cursed you, and what clues can you give us about your current whereabouts,” Natashya summarized. “Rosebud, are you okay to draft the reply?”

      “Of course,” Rosebud agreed eagerly.

      “Then we’ll leave you to it,” Princess Eva said, rounding up the other princesses and shooing them out of Aurora’s room. Rose let out a sigh of relief when she was alone with Aurora again. She loved her League-sisters, and she was so glad that they were here to help Aurora, but the presence of nearly a dozen opinionated royals was overwhelming even at the best of times. She reread Aurora’s letter again, savoring each word. She could almost imagine Aurora’s voice saying the words to her, as if she were still here. Rose lingered on the final salutation, holding each word close to her heart, then picked up the pen Aurora had thoughtfully left for her and started to write.
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        * * *

      

      Aurora was equal part anxious and excited when she found the letter on her writing desk the following morning. Her heart sank at the first question from Rosebud. She had no idea who had cursed her. All she had ever been told was that an evil mage had stormed into her Naming Day ceremony uninvited and cursed her to fall into an enchanted sleep before the sun set on her sixteenth birthday. Her parents had never told her the name of this mage. She wasn’t sure they even knew. She could be no help to the League in figuring out the curse on that front.

      But the second request! Aurora felt her enthusiasm return at the prospect of something practical to do. She searched for art supplies, starting in the parlor. There was nothing suitable in the sideboard drawers. The castle was too large to make searching the whole building practical. Where would O store art materials, assuming he had any in this castle to begin with?

      Wait! This wasn’t just a castle. It was a castle within a Dreamworld. O might be the master of the castle, but Aurora was the mistress of the Dreamworld. If she could summon a dozen princesses to share this world with her, surely a few easels would be no problem. Feeling self-conscious, she spoke aloud to the empty room.

      “I wish to paint. I require an easel with a dozen large mounted canvases, eight paintbrushes of various sizes, and a selection of pigments. I would like this set up by the bay window in the library. Please.”

      She waited for an answer, but of course none came. Feeling a little foolish, she checked the library. A gasp escaped her as she surveyed the room. The easel was there, set up exactly as she had requested. No, set up exactly as she had imagined it, because details she had not mentioned – such as the jars of cleaning fluids for the brushes and the blotting paper beside them – were also present in the scene before her.

      She didn’t know if it was invisible servants, the magic of the castle, or because her thoughts had control of the Dreamworld, but she had the result she wanted. More than that, she had found a way to manipulate her environment, something she would definitely be revisiting later. But right now, she had a job to do and a canvas calling to her. She sat in front of the easel and started to paint.
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        * * *

      

      Sienna wasn’t surprised that the others had also gravitated toward Aurora’s room that night. There was an envelope on the desk addressed to ‘The League of Princesses.’

      “Cute,” Selena quipped wryly.

      Katrina handed the envelope to Sienna to open. No one objected. Sienna scanned the brief contents. “Aurora says that we need to go the library on the first floor. She’s painted the view from the window there.”

      Eleven girls hurried back down the stairs, chattering excitedly. Cordelia had found the library during their initial hunt for Aurora, so she led the others to it. They easily spotted the painting propped up against the bay window.

      Eva looked at the large canvas and then at the blackness beyond the window that defied any attempt to see out. “We have no way of knowing how accurate the painting is.”

      “Aura’s really good at drawing. Our art master said that she could have studied at Clodonia except for her being a girl, and royal, and needing to spend her time with suitors and stuff,” Rosebud hotly defended her sister.

      Sienna could see that Eva’s valid doubts had hurt the younger princess. “In that case, I think we should assume that the painting is a realistic depiction of the daytime view from this window. After all, Aurora would not have left it for us as a clue if she didn’t think it would help us. So, does this landscape look familiar to anyone?”

      The princesses clustered around the canvas, looking for features that would help pinpoint Aurora’s location. There wasn’t much to go on. The view from this window seemed to be mostly mountains.

      “Those mountains don't look volcanic, like the mountains of Herzvorak,” Cordelia ventured timidly. Sienna smiled at her approvingly, glad someone was willing to start the conversation.

      “They seem familiar to me,” Izabella mused. “Like something remembered from childhood. But it’s not as bleak as the moors in the north of Anglia. The soil is redder, more like in Hessenberg. But the Hessenberg Mountains are snowy peaks, and the hills in that painting are definitely not.”

      “What about in northern Hessenberg?” Selena suggested.

      “Are there mountains in the north?”

      “Not really, but there are some hilly areas near Behr.”

      “Behr! Of course! That’s what it reminded me of.”

      “Seems like we have a region at least,” Eva said with a smile. “So, what now?”

      “Now, I go to Behr and start looking.” Sienna announced.

      “But… Behr is a big region. How will you find her?”

      Sienna smiled at the dumbfounded looks her fellow princesses were giving her. Buoyed up by her victory in the dueling arena earlier that day, and the subsequent ending of her unwanted engagement, she felt that any challenge was surmountable. “It will take me a day or two to arrange a ship to Behr, and more than a week to sail there. I’m sure Aurora will have painted some other views in that time or given us more clues to help narrow the search.”

      “We’ll help with deciphering the clues.”

      “I can look up some maps I have for the region, see if I can find anything useful.”

      Sienna caught Rosebud’s eye. The younger girl looked overwhelmed by the enthusiastic support for finding her sister. Sienna reached over and squeezed her hand. “We’ll find her, Rosebud. We’ll bring Aurora home.”
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      Sienna pulled on the lines to raise the sails with the rest of the crew. Captain Merriman nodded his appreciation as they got underway. Sienna lifted her face to feel the spray, savoring being at sail again. How different from the misery of her last voyage! She looked at Sebastian, the reason for her change in perspective. He had readily accepted that he would be a hindrance rather than a help on deck and was lounging out of the way, happy to admire her while she worked. She flushed. It still startled her that she inspired that look in his eyes. And she would never tire of being able to see all of his face, nothing concealed from her under that hood he used to hide behind.

      She sat beside him, delighted at the easy way he reached for her and welcomed her closeness. They sat in companionable silence watching the Orellan countryside glide by. Finally, Sienna roused herself and turned to Sebastian.

      “Can I borrow your magic mirror please?”

      “Of course. Do you want to talk to Eva?” Sebastian took the mirror from his bag and handed it to her.

      “No, Mrs. Chambers. But Eva is still at your castle so she can take the mirror to her. Mirror, mirror, in my hand, show me the fairest in the land.” The glass shimmered and Sienna’s reflection was replaced by Eva’s.

      “Hi Sienna, I’ve been expecting you.”

      “Hi Eva, can you take the mirror so I can talk to Mrs. Chambers please?”

      “Sure, one moment.” The image in the mirror changed to the corridors of Chateau Royale that Sienna knew so well as Eva found the housekeeper.

      “Sienna, is that really you?”

      Sienna lifted the mirror to her face again at the sound of the voice. Mrs. Chambers was peering into the mirror. She gave a start when Sienna appeared and then grumbled a little about the unnaturalness of a mirror for communicating. Sienna suppressed a smile at the fluster and waited for her to calm.

      “Mrs. Chambers, I need reference papers for a maid. Could you prepare some for me?”

      The housekeeper stared at her shrewdly. “Are you doing one of your disguise thingies again?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Hrmph, well, okay then. But you be careful, you hear?”

      “I will, I promise. Can you make the reference papers in the name Asha Snow, and send them to the post office in Bretonnia’s capital please?”

      “Of course, dearie. I’ll send them by courier before midday.”

      Sienna thanked her and said her goodbyes to Mrs. Chambers and then to Princess Eva who took the mirror back. Finally, her reflection was her own again, and she looked at Sebastian with an amused grin as she returned his mirror. His pensive expression startled her.

      “Mrs. Chambers thinks the papers are for you, but we’re not going to Bretonnia, so who are they really for?”

      “Princess Natashya of Siverus.”

      “The Crown Princess of the largest kingdom in Fable needs a maid’s reference papers? What’s going on, Sienna?”

      “One of our friends, Princess Odette of Bretonnia, is missing. Not missing missing, but she hasn’t appeared in our shared Dreamworld and she should have. Natashya went to Bretonnia to find out what happened to her, but she needs to get Odette away from her guardian, who is the current Regent. Hence Asha’s plan to disguise herself as a servant to reach Odette unobserved.”

      “She is taking a huge risk, though. Both with her personal safety and with accusations of political interference. Surely there is someone better suited to investigate than a foreign princess?”

      Sienna got the sense that Sebastian wasn’t just talking about Asha’s quest anymore. She sighed. How could she explain the ties that bound her to the other princesses?

      “No one else knows Odette is in trouble. And we are the only ones Aurora can communicate with. Who knows when someone else would look to help them, if they ever did? We’ve been in that situation before, trapped in a nightmare with no way out.” She shuddered, trying to shake off the chill the memory induced. “When the Piper took us, we waited for someone to break the curse. But I knew no one was coming to rescue us because no one even knew we needed help. That isolation and despair nearly broke some of us.

      “Through those months, we only had each other to rely on. We made a vow to each other that even after we escaped the Piper we would be there for each other, that we would always come to help if needed. None of us would need to fear being abandoned again. No princess left behind.”

      “I’m so sorry for what you went through, what Eva went through. I should have been there, should have done something.”

      The self-recrimination in his voice pulled Sienna back from her recollections. “There was nothing you could do,” she reassured him. “But there is something we can do now. And that’s why Asha and I and the others can’t stand idly by when one of our sisters is in trouble. And regardless of parentage or politics, those girls are as much my sisters as Violetta and Olivia.”

      “You are amazing, you know that?” He put his arm around her and pulled her close to him. “But you don’t have to face those troubles alone anymore. I’m with you, all the way.”

      “I know,” she replied. She lay her head on his shoulder contentedly. “That’s why I love you.”
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      O walked briskly down the castle corridor. His business had kept him away longer than he had intended, and he wanted to ensure Aurora wasn’t moping in bed like the last time he had visited. A flash of color at the end of the corridor drew his eye. Resting against the wall beside the window was a large canvas with the view of the mountain stream feeding the lake rendered vibrantly in oils. He admired her skill with the brush; he hadn’t expected a princess who had spent all her time at balls to have had the opportunity to develop any skills other than dancing and fan-waving.

      She was obviously out of bed and keeping herself occupied though. He was relieved that his absence had had no ill-effects on her. He was too busy to be able to babysit her every day. As he walked through the castle in search of Aurora, he saw more evidence of her painting frenzy. Completed canvases were propped beside windows. Works in progress were sitting on easels beside windows. Despite the great many subjects to draw within the castle, it seemed Aurora’s attention was focused solely on capturing the world beyond the castle walls. He pursed his lips, bothered by this indication of her discontent in the castle.

      Though he saw plenty of evidence of her recent industry, there was no sign of Aurora herself. O grew impatient searching manually and cast a tracking spell instead. It was nothing sophisticated, simply a ball of light designed to gravitate toward conscious minds. As Aurora was the only other mind in the web of dreams he had woven for her, it was as effective as if it were a customized spell powered by her blood.

      The light led him through the castle. It faltered at the bottom of the staircase to the East Wing where Aurora’s bedroom was, as if confused as to which trail to follow. O frowned. That sort of confusion in this spell usually only occurred in a crowded place where lots of minds were gathered, so the orb couldn’t pick one to track. O reached out to examine the light when it zipped away from him again. Whatever blip had slowed it down, it was back on Aurora’s trail again. It moved upward, spiraling through the North Wing.

      What on earth is Aurora doing over here? O wondered, as he climbed the turret stairs. The whole North Wing was unused, everything covered in dustsheets. There was plenty of space in the castle without needing these chilly rooms open. But the reason Aurora had chosen the out-of-the-way location became apparent when he walked into the turret room to find her in front of yet another easel, paintbrush in hand. The front gate that was hidden by the trees at lower levels in the castle, and the winding of the path leading to it, were partially visible from the turret window. This obsession with the world beyond her reach was unhealthy. He needed to redirect her focus within the castle. He lightly rapped on the open door to announce his presence.

      “Care for a break? Lunch is about to be served.”

      The smile she turned on him was dazzling. She was beautiful, of course, but most of the women he knew were. Many of them also possessed the doll-like perfection of fae-blessed beauty. Maybe it was the streak of blue paint in her golden hair or that animation lit up her face, but she was no longer interchangeable with the other fae-blessed women of his acquaintance. He wondered how he could delicately enquire whether her recent obsession with the exterior world was a sign of impending mental distress at the confinement caused by her current condition. As it happened, Aurora volunteered the catalyst for her artistic efforts without any prompting from him.

      “O, the most wonderful thing has happened. I got a letter from my sister Rosebud!”

      Maybe he was right to worry about her mental state. “That’s not possible. This is a just a dream. People outside it cannot influence it.”

      “But she’s not outside it. She’s here! They’re all here!”

      “Aurora, you’re not making any sense. What are you talking about? Who are you talking about?”

      “The League of Princesses. The other girls who were trapped with me in the last Dreamworld. They’re here in this one too, and they’re coming for me.”

      As they made their way to the dining hall, O listened in amazement to her tale of another mage who had created a Dreamworld, but his was meant as a prison, not a haven. He clenched his teeth at her descriptions of the tortures “The Piper” had put her through. He must have been very powerful to weave a spell strong enough to imprison twelve princesses, even when using another girl as a conduit. O felt a strong desire to track him down – the magic community was small, someone that powerful would stand out – but he didn’t want to risk drawing attention to himself and potentially endangering Aurora.

      Her descriptions of the other girls – the League of Princesses, as she called them – fascinated him. She spoke of Princess Sienna (the youngest Orellan princess, if he recalled correctly) with a reverence he couldn’t understand. But it was the warmth in her voice when she spoke about her sister Rosebud that drew him to her, making him forget his food as he listened. The closeness she described was something he both had no experience of and desperately wanted. Unable to resist, he asked for more stories about the sisters and their childhood. Concern and pride mingled in Aurora’s recounting of Rosebud, depending on the story. But throughout it all the fierce love Aurora had for her sister shone brightly through. He envied her that connection.

      “What about you? Do you have family?”

      The question startled O. He hesitated, not sure how to put it delicately. “I have a younger sister too. Well, half-sister. We’re… not close. She’s a bit… um, ‘wild’ is the best word, I guess. I’ve spent most of my adult life cleaning up the messes she leaves in her wake. But, she’s still family, you know?”

      “I know. That’s tough.” She reached across the table and squeezed his hand. She withdrew her hand quickly, as if she were afraid her instinctive move would be unwelcome, but the empathy it showed touched O. He felt an unfamiliar warmth bloom in his chest. Lunch was drawing to a close, but he didn’t want her to return to her painting and attempts to unwork his magic. He needed something to distract her.

      “Would you like to play another game of chess?” Though he knew it was prompted by nothing more than boredom and monotony, his ego was gratified by how quickly and enthusiastically she agreed. They moved into the gold salon, a room he had never liked with its ceiling full of smirking cherubs and gilt on every available surface. He considered it tacky; his mother thought it tranquil. The décor stayed, and he tried to avoid the room. He fetched a chess board from the cabinet – a regular black and white one, this time – and kept his eyes averted from the leering toddlers above. Aurora sat at the table opposite him while he set up the board.

      Aurora was a keen opponent. She moved quickly and decisively, challenging him to do the same. He captured the first piece, but they were evenly matched in skill. As they danced around the board, they talked. A comment about the garish décor led to a broader discussion about art. O was worried for a moment that they had strayed back to her paintings, but Aurora’s mind was elsewhere. She seemed surprised that he didn’t like the neo-Classical style. She highlighted the artistic advances achieved by the movement. Her perspective shifted his; he wondered if he had been too quick to dismiss the school. But he still didn’t like the cherubs.

      He took a pawn with his knight. “Check.”

      She moved her rook to block his check. He smiled as he captured her piece with his bishop, which had been his aim all along, planning two moves ahead.

      “Oh, you shouldn’t have done that. Checkmate in twelve.”

      “Impossible! I’m two pieces up on you.”

      “Yes, but they’re the wrong two pieces. By moving your bishop there, you open the way for me to advance my knight into position to protect my pawn. While my queen and remaining bishop distract you with threats to your queen, my pawn continues to advance over four moves until it is promoted. At which point, my two queens tag-team your defensive options for five moves, removing each in turn until your king is cornered with no support. Checkmate.”

      “No, wait. You said that the threat to my queen is just a distraction. I could sacrifice my queen and take your pawn with my rook.”

      “You could. But if you move your rook to capture my pawn, then my bishop takes your queen on the next move. Then, you can either capture my bishop, in which case I will use my knight to capture the rook you used to capture my pawn, or you can get your rook back in position to help defend against the threat from my bishop and queen working together, while without your own queen. That version takes two moves extra, but still ends in checkmate. That’s why I said ‘in twelve.’ We can play on, if you don’t believe me,” she offered with a wry smile.

      In the end, the game finished in nine moves. O tried to avoid the strategies she had outlined and be innovative, but just ended up yielding his advantage earlier. He knocked over his king, admitting defeat, and stared at the board in amazement.

      “How did you do that? You knew every move in advance.”

      “I look at the board and the patterns just make sense to me. I can see the strategies and their impact, and I intuit the rest.”

      “You can seriously see twelve moves ahead?”

      “Sometimes more. It depends how close the game is to the end.” She didn’t seem to realize how unusual that was. She was acting like it was nothing special to read the game so clearly. He thought he was doing well seeing two or three moves ahead! He wondered if she could see patterns as easily outside chess. Could she take torn fragments and recreate the whole image? He had a lot to muse on when he left her that evening, but one decision was already made. He needed to visit Aurora more often.

      Much more often.
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        * * *

      

      Aurora was almost relieved when O left. Her head was so full of new thoughts and emotions that she wanted some time before sleep overtook her to process it. She sat at her desk and started writing. Rosa was the only one she felt she could confide in about this, and if she couldn’t talk to her sister, writing to her was the next best thing. Once she started, the words poured out. She didn’t bother correcting grammar or content, just shared everything as it occurred to her; she didn’t need to censor herself with Rosa. Her feelings about O were so confused! He was one of the most handsome men she had ever met – and she had met a lot of men. He was intelligent and witty and courteous too. But the part that was so novel that it was uncharted territory for her, was that he invited her opinions and actually listened to them! He acted like what she had to say was valuable and interesting rather than treating her as a decorative ornament. She still felt giddy remembering the way he looked at her while she shared her reasons for admiring the blend of history and modernity in the Neo-Classical paintings she loved. She stared at the line she had just written. It wasn’t something she had ever expected to feel, never mind admit. But now she had written it, she couldn’t – wouldn’t – deny it.

      I like him, Rosa. I really like him.
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        * * *

      

      Rosebud read Aurora’s letter several times, savoring the closeness she got from it. If she closed her eyes, she could imagine that Aurora was saying those things to her, that she was right beside her, smiling brightly and confiding like they used to, rather than the beautiful statue lying on the bed. After the initial reading, when Rose confirmed there was no new information for the search in the letter, Princess Eva cleared the room to give Rosebud some privacy. Rose appreciated it more than she could express. She knew the others shared her concerns and her determination to help Aurora, but it was still different. She wasn’t their sister, not really. And sometimes, Rosebud needed to be alone with her sister, to remember their closeness and attempt to recapture the comfort of that connection.

      Rosebud sat at her sister’s writing desk and started to write a reply. A tear landed on the page, smudging the ink. Rose swiped at her eyes in frustration. She wanted to remain upbeat for Aurora’s sake, but now that the tears had started, she couldn’t stop them. She wanted her sister back! She wished she had a fairy godmother who could fix this with a wave of her wand. After the disaster of Aurora’s Naming Day, the king and queen had worried about what might happen with their second child. They had decided not to take the risk. Rosebud had never had a Naming Day, and so she didn’t have a godmother of her own. She couldn’t expect help from that quarter.

      Her parents were taking matters into their own hands. They had invited the suitor they thought had the best chance of being Aurora’s True Love to Schloss von Northaven and were haggling with him about what land and titles he would get in addition to Aurora’s hand in marriage if he broke the curse and did so discretely. That was the most important part. No one could know that the lofty von Northavens were fallible enough to succumb to a curse.

      Rose had no idea why her parents thought that Boris von Schurke could be anyone’s true love, least of all her kind and clever sister’s. The man was a boorish brute. Just being in the same room as him made Rose’s skin crawl. There was something mean about him, like manners and civility were just a veneer over something much darker. The speculative looks he gave her made her uncomfortable, but the proprietorial way he viewed their castle – her home – infuriated her.

      Not that anyone cared what Rose thought. Dash it all, she felt so helpless! Princess Natashya had just infiltrated a duke’s chateau in disguise. Princess Sienna had qualified as one of the elite Rangers of Vitalia and already departed in search of a way to break Aurora’s spell. And what had she done? Nothing! Sat around and listened to them step up and do what needed to be done. Well, no more. Aurora was cursed on her Naming Day, so their parents would have been there when it happened. They must know more about Aurora’s curse than they had bothered sharing with their children. Rose resolved to learn more about the curse from her parents. She would help rescue her sister, no matter what it took.
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      Rosebud stood in the hallway staring up at the imposing doors to the king’s study. Her parents were inside with Boris von Schurke, planning how to break Aurora’s curse, but Rose had not been invited. She wasn’t sure if she had been excluded from the meetings on purpose or if her parents had just forgotten about her again. Either way, she wasn’t going to let the lack of invitation hinder her. Rose was determined to learn something to help Sienna in her search for Aurora. She pushed the heavy door open and caught her mother’s complaining.

      “I can’t believe the gall of Carabosse, transporting Aurora somewhere else when her spell took place. It is just so petty.”

      “The most likely place she would have taken her is to Carabas,” Boris asserted.

      “Carabosse?” Rose asked.

      “Marquise of Carabas,” the King replied distractedly, without looking up from the table. “The mage who cursed Aurora.”

      Boris unfurled another map onto the table. The three of them pored over the maps of Northaven and Carabas, trying to work out the likely locations where Carabosse could have hidden the sleeping princess. Rose listened to their discussion for a while but realized there was nothing more for her to learn from them. They seemed to have forgotten her again, so she took advantage of their inattention and slipped away.

      Rose knew from Aurora that it was O, not Carabosse, who had hidden her, so she also knew that Aurora would not be found in Carabas. But Rose had a different thought in mind. Perhaps answers could be found in Carabas, if that is where the mage who cursed Aurora lived. Carabosse could tell them if there was another way to break the curse, given that true love’s kiss was not an option for Aurora. Rose couldn’t wait for bedtime in order to see Sienna. She finally had something valuable to contribute to the quest.
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        * * *

      

      The tension in the Dreamworld was palpable when Rosebud arrived that night. Sienna was pacing agitatedly and the other princesses were standing around with worried expressions. Fear for Aurora immediately gripped her.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Natashya hasn’t arrived yet,” Princess Katrina whispered back.

      Relief flooded Rosebud; Aurora was fine. Then she felt guilty for not being more concerned about Natashya. But it wasn’t long past midnight, perhaps she was just late? As the time ticked by, that hope faded. Asha had gone in search of answers about Princess Odette, and why she alone had not materialized in Aurora’s Dreamworld. Now, a day after she infiltrated the chateau where Odette was meant to be, Asha was blocked from the Dreamworld too. Rosebud started to appreciate how very bad this could be.

      Some of the other princesses drifted away to look at Aurora’s paintings again and see if they could spot any more clues to her location. Rosebud hadn’t traveled enough to be able to offer any insights for that, so she stayed put. Besides, she had information already. Not about Aurora’s location, albeit, but potentially a lead on finding how to break the curse. But she knew that Sienna wouldn’t be able to take in any new information until she knew her best friend was safe, that they hadn’t lost another princess.

      “Sienna!” A shout and the sound of footsteps running down the corridor announced the arrival of Asha to Dreamworld.

      “Dieu, Natashya, where have you been?” Sienna alternated between hugging her friend and berating her.

      “I found Odette,” Asha said, when she could finally get a word in. “I was late tonight because I stayed awake talking to her.”

      “You found her? Is she okay? Why isn’t she here?”

      “Because she’s a swan.”

      Rosebud blinked. Had she heard Asha correctly? Princess Odette was a swan?

      “Let’s go to our sitting room and I’ll tell you everything.”

      Rose watched the older girls leave, impressed and envious. Only a day into her mission, and Asha had achieved her first goal. She and Sienna were willing to fight for what they believed in, even if it meant defying expectations or putting themselves in precarious positions. They were her heroes. She knew they had a lot to talk about. With the new information, they would need to formulate a new plan to rescue Odette.  Rosebud didn’t want to interrupt them so decided to wait until the following night to tell Sienna about the Carabas connection.
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        * * *

      

      Rosebud sat in a secluded area of the rose garden, thankful to be away from her family’s scheming. Surrounded by her name-sake flowers, she lay on the grass and turned her face to the sky, enjoying the early summer warmth. Her tranquility was disturbed by a shadow looming over her. She opened her eyes to see Boris leering down at her. She quickly got to her feet, unwilling to be in such a vulnerable position around him. She looked around, but he appeared to be alone. There was no one else in the garden to come to her aid.

      “Princess,” he drawled. “What a pleasant surprise.”

      She doubted it was a surprise; she was too well hidden for him to have stumbled across her by accident. And it certainly wasn’t pleasant.

      “I was hoping for an opportunity to speak with you privately. I have a mutually beneficial proposition for you. King Ferdinand has chosen me to be his successor as King of Northaven. I just have to make Aurora fall in love with me so I can wake her and marry her. But Ferdinand neglected to mention I would have to track my bride down first.”

      “You can’t make Aurora love you. She’s asleep. You have no way to communicate with her.”

      Boris seemed surprised at the interruption, as if he expected her to hang on his every word passively. He smiled patronizingly at her. Rosebud stood taller, irked by the height differential that allowed him to literally look down on her.

      “Rosie, dear child, love is not about flowers and poetry. It is an internal reaction to external stimuli. Some professors at the University of Clodonia proved it. With the right stimulus, love can be induced. And believe me, I know exactly how to stimulate a woman.

      “But that requires the woman to be present. Having to locate Aurora first was not part of my plans. But I am adaptable, and this is where you come in. You see, it occurred to me that with your sister gone, you are now first heir to the throne. What if I don’t bother to search for Aurora and marry you instead, hmm?” He stroked her hair in a shockingly intimate way. “I’m sure your father would be delighted at the match for you. You're not nearly as beautiful as your sister of course, but pretty enough in your own way.”

      Rose was horrified and sickened by his words. She tasted bile at the familiar way he spoke to her, but he was her parents’ guest and she couldn’t be rude to him. Thankfully, the dinner gong rang through the open windows on the terrace at that moment.

      “Dinner is about to be served. I should return to the castle.”

      “Allow me to escort you.” He took her arm not giving her an opportunity to refuse. She felt like a slave being dragged to market. Her parents were already seated when they arrived in the dining hall, and the look of approval that passed between them made Rose’s heart plummet. Would her parents really agree to sell her off to such a man and abandon Aurora to her curse? She had a horrible feeling that the answer might be yes on both counts.

      All though dinner, Boris watched her with a predatory gleam in his eye and a general air of proprietorial smugness. Rose’s appetite evaporated under his scrutiny. Truthfully, she felt sick in her stomach, but she knew her parents would not excuse her until the meal was finished. As soon as she was released and out of their sight, she ran for her bedroom and slammed the door behind her.

      I’m safe here, she reassured herself. This is my space. He cannot follow me here. But the rose garden was her space too, and he had blithely imposed himself on her there. What if he tried to force the issue? She was vulnerable in her enchanted sleep, unlikely to wake even if an intruder did enter her room. She shuddered at the disturbing thought, but couldn’t dislodge it. She looked around her room for help, and her eyes fell on the dresser. She swept the trinkets off its surface and dragged it in front of her bedroom door, barricading herself in.
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        * * *

      

      “Sienna! Sienna, I found something!”

      Rose skidded to a halt in front of three older princesses. Sienna waited patiently while she got her breath back.

      “My parents were talking, and I discovered who placed the curse on Aurora. Her name is Carabosse, and in addition to being a mage she is the Marquise of Carabas. That’s where we’ll find her!”

      “Aurora?”

      “No, Carabosse.”

      “But…?”

      “We need to know how to wake Aurora. Carabosse cast the spell so she can tell us how to break it!” Rose didn’t care what Boris or the Clodonian scholars said: true love couldn’t be induced or forced. The reminder of Boris sent a wave of ice through her.

      “Rose, is everything okay?”

      Something most have shown on her face to prompt Sienna’s concern, but she deflected it. “My sister is in an enchanted sleep. What part of that is okay?”

      “I meant beyond that. Is something going on at home?”

      “No, I’m fine.” Aurora was the priority. Rose didn’t want Sienna distracted worrying about her. “So, what do you think about going to Carabas?”

      Sienna exchanged a look with Izabella and Selena.

      Selena shrugged. “It’s possible that there is another break-clause in the spell. But the mage is unlikely to reveal it.”

      “It is a good lead, Rosebud, and we will look into it,” Sienna told Rose soothingly. “But I am already on my way to Behr. I think it is important to scout the area and see if we can locate this castle in the real world as our priority. Once we find Aurora, we can look into how to lift the curse.”

      Rose’s shoulders slumped as the older girls walked away. They didn’t value her information, weren’t going to chase the lead she had found. She felt in her gut that answers lay in Carabas. Well, if no one else would help her, then she would just have to go herself. As soon as she thought of it, certainty flooded her, strengthening her resolve. She was done watching from the sidelines. It was time to step up.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as Dreamworld released her from its bonds, Rosebud awoke. Her unease precluded any possibility of further sleep. She got out of bed and wrapped her robe around her. Though it was summer, the sun had barely crossed the horizon; it would be a while before she felt its warmth. She looked at herself in the mirror and shuddered at the memory of Boris touching her. She felt icy cold inside, sullied by his intentions. She couldn’t tear her gaze away from the ringlet on the left. The one he had pawed. She snatched the letter opener from the desk beside her and hacked the curl off. The letter opener was actually a ceremonial dagger, and it cut her hair cleanly. She stared at the pale blonde lock at her feet, and then back at her reflection. She refused to be the object of his admiration and ambition.

      A frenzy took hold of her and she attacked her hair, hacking at it with the dagger until there were no ringlets left. The image looking back at her from the mirror didn’t look like her anymore. Her new short hair made her look more like a boy, and that was just what she needed. She was getting out of this prison. The search parties could look for Princess Rosebud, but they wouldn’t notice Buddy the servant boy. She was going to find a way to help Aurora, seeing as no one else here seemed to care about her.

      Dressed in her archery practice tunic, she crept down the back staircases to the kitchen and stuffed some provisions in a knapsack. Cook raised his eyebrows but didn’t try to stop her. Rosebud thought longingly of her horse, but a royal steed would be far too noticeable on the roads. She left the castle on foot before anyone other than the servants were awake. Every step away from Boris, her unfeeling parents, and the city of Steinburgstadt made her heart lighter. She set out on the road to Carabas, relieved to finally be doing something proactive to help her sister. No princess left behind.
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      Aurora had just finished breakfast when she heard O’s footsteps approaching. He visited every day now, spending longer with her each day. At first, she had been delighted. O was good company – knowledgeable, friendly, and interested in her opinions. It was a heady feeling to be listened to that attentively, without a sense of being indulged or patronized. The downside was that she hadn’t had much time to paint in the past three days, and it bothered her that she wasn’t helping her friends locate her anymore.

      No, she thought, as O settled her into her chair opposite him in the salon, with their ongoing chess game between them. What bothered her was that O’s company was starting to feel like a distraction technique, that he was more interested in stopping her painting than in actually spending time getting to know her.

      “Check.”

      Aurora blinked at the board stupidly. It seemed O had switched from defense to attack while she was wool-gathering. She took a few moments to study where all the pieces were now, working out her best move forward. She sighed when she realized what O had done. It was not a serious attempt at winning the game, or even a short-term advantage. There had been a better move available, but he had opted for the one that resulted in a simple exchange of rooks, with very little other impact on play. O was too smart a player to have missed the better options available to him, which meant that his strategy was deliberate. The only purpose of such a move was to bloat the mid-game and prolong play. Aurora’s mood soured as her doubts about O’s motives resurfaced.

      “That was a sloppy move.”

      “I took your rook.”

      “And I took yours in return. When you could have taken my bishop and threatened my queen without sacrificing any pieces of your own. Which makes me wonder if you have a reason for playing this game other than a love of chess.”

      O paused his consideration of the board for his next move to look at her. There was grudging respect and resignation in his eyes. He knew she had him. At least he wasn’t going to insult her by trying to deny it.

      “Why are you so determined to keep me from my paintings?” she challenged.

      “Why are you so determined to thwart my spell?” he countered.

      “Because I’m tired of being a prisoner.”

      “This is meant to be a haven.” Did she imagine it, or was that hurt in his voice? “I just want you to be safe.”

      “A gilded cage is still a cage, O.” Aurora sighed, trying to find a way to explain it to him. “I have been a prisoner my whole life. To my parents’ demands, to my curse. And I passively accepted it, let them bind me in their chains. And the weight of those chains is dragging me down. I am trapped again, and if I can’t do anything about it then why try to do anything at all? Do you know how much effort it takes just to get up in the morning? I lie in bed and want to pull the covers over my head and stay there. It would be so easy to slip away into that void, succumb to the melancholy. I have spent most of my life in that detached fog. But if I let myself do that here, I won’t come back from it. Not this time. The only way I can break these chains is by taking control of my life, to stop passively accepting the crummy hand fate dealt me. I have people willing to fight for me, but I have to be willing to fight for myself first. There is not much I can do, trapped inside my own mind, but I can do this much. I can help my friends find me and choose not to be a victim here anymore. So I will paint those pictures and I will break this spell and I will be free at last.”

      “Being found isn’t the same thing as being free. You’re trying to undo the wrong spell. Why don’t you focus on breaking the sleeping spell instead of my concealment charm?”

      Aurora stared at him. Was it even possible? Could she free herself from her curse? “What do you know of how my curse works? Do you know how to break it, other than the impossible clause?” The questions tumbled out of her.

      “Slow down! I can’t give you those answers. There are rules that bind me.” Aurora’s hope evaporated like dew in the morning sun. “But...”

      “But?” Her hope resurfaced.

      “But you need to start looking beyond just you. Doesn’t it strike you as unusual that a girl already under a curse would be caught in another curse when the Piper called you? What about the other princesses, the League you spoke of? Have they suffered other attacks? Look for the patterns in the chaos. If you weren’t picked to be cursed by accident, then you and the others were targeted for a reason. Find the reason, and you’ll start finding your answers.”

      “Good advice, but I’m still stuck here. Painting pictures won’t help me learn about the past. So how is that advice actually meant to help me?” A large yawn cut off her indignation, and she stamped her foot in frustration. Granted, not the most mature reaction, but she was on the verge of getting some answers and her stupid curse was interfering again.

      “You’re tired. I should let you get to bed before you fall asleep on the settee.”

      “No!” If she didn’t get O to talk to her now, who knew when he would visit again?

      “We’ll finish this conversation, but it’s probably better to wait until you are alert enough to remember it.”

      “When? When will we finish it? Don’t give me false hope and then walk away!”

      “It’s not false hope. There is something you can do from within this castle to learn more about the past. I’ll show it to you tomorrow.”

      “You promise?”

      “You have my word, Princess.”

      “Until tomorrow, then.”
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        * * *

      

      Morning came and went. Lunchtime followed, and still there was no sign of O. Aurora felt foolish for believing his promises of answers. Ironically, there was now nothing stopping her from finishing her paintings, but she was too irritated to sit still and work on them. She paced through the library, browsing the titles, in hopes one of them would be the key to the past that O had hinted was available to her.

      It was late in the day when Aurora heard the familiar footsteps approach. She jumped up, not bothering to hide her eagerness or relief.

      “O, you’re here! I thought you weren’t going to come. I’m sorry I doubted you.”

      “No, you were right to. I did consider backing out,” O admitted. “But my goal is to ensure your safety. Keeping you ignorant will not keep you safe, not in the long term. Come, despite your exploring, there is at least one part of the castle you have not discovered yet.”

      Her curiosity piqued, Aurora followed O through the castle. He stopped in front of a tapestry hanging on the wall, halfway along the corridor to the library. It wasn’t much to look at, some pastoral scene in muted colors. O lifted the corner of the tapestry and pulled it back, revealing a passageway behind it. Aurora stared in shock. She must have passed this spot dozens of times since she came to the castle, and never once had she suspected that there was anything special about this tapestry. Belatedly, she realized that O was waiting for her to stop staring at the tapestry. She quickly joined him with a murmured apology.

      At the top of a staircase, double doors waited imposingly. O opened the doors with a flourish, and Aurora got her first look at another of the castle’s mysteries.

      “Welcome to the Hall of Memory. Lux.”

      Aurora wasn’t sure if the last word was a spell or a command to the invisible servants, but all the wall sconces flared to life, bathing the windowless room in a golden glow. She looked around in awe. What looked like a dozen upright mirrors were positioned in a semicircle facing the entrance. But when she approached one of the mirrors there was no reflection in it, just a swirling gray fog. It seemed almost to make shapes, but they dissolved and reformed before Aurora could identify them. She turned to O, who was still standing by the doors. “What is this place?”

      “You know that all this is a Dreamworld. But dreams and memories are closely linked. Because you have somehow managed to circumvent your sleeping curse and bring others into this Dreamworld with you, you have created a connection between their dreams and yours. You can follow that connection back to their dreams and memories through these portals.”

      “I can explore other people’s memories? Just by stepping through these mirrors?”

      “It’s not quite that simple.”

      “Of course it’s not,” she grumbled under her breath.

      “The world of memory is a deceptive place. Traversing it shouldn’t be attempted lightly. Reality isn’t real there and can shift like dessert dunes in a sandstorm. It’s dangerous. You could get lost in another mind, absorbed into their consciousness and memory and unable to find your way out. You should never attempt to dreamwalk alone. You need an anchor to ground you to this reality so you can follow it out. If you decide to do this, I’ll be your anchor and make sure you return safely.”

      His stark warnings chilled Aurora. Though she was anxious for answers, she was too smart to rush blindly into a potentially dangerous situation with no plan of what she wanted to achieve there. Even in this windowless room, she knew sunset was close. She could feel the pull of nightfall on her consciousness and had no desire to find out what would happen if she fell asleep while in someone else’s mind. dreamwalking would have to wait until she had time to consider all the angles and formulate a proper strategy for attempting to solve the mystery of her curse.
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      Rosebud woke in a panic. Something was wrong. There was a heavy weight on her chest, pressing down on her, making it difficult to breathe. She opened her eyes and saw a monster leaning over her. She screamed.

      “Strewth!” The monster jumped back. Rose rubbed her eyes and stared at it. It was just a cat! But she was sure she had heard…

      “Did you talk?”

      “Meow,” the cat replied.

      Rose frowned at the cat. “Cats don't say ‘meow.’ They just meow.”

      “Alright, ya got me,” the cat admitted, abandoning its pretense at normal.

      "You're a talking cat."

      "Yeah, yeah. I thought we already established that. You’re not the sharpest knife in the drawer now, are ya, mate?"

      Rosebud swallowed. The creature was clearly magical of some kind, but he seemed more sarcastic than sinister. As her shock receded, her curiosity returned. "Why did you attack me?"

      "Attack ya? I thought you were dead, you were so solidly asleep. And I reckoned if you were dead, you wouldn't mind donating what you weren't using anymore to help a poor starving fellow survive a while longer."

      Now that he mentioned it, she was hungry too. She pulled out some rations from her knapsack, the one he had tried to steal. Not that she could blame him. The adventurous life was not as fun as she had imagined it would be when reading about daring exploits and epic quests from the comfort and safety of home. "Here, come eat with me."

      The cat sniffed the dried meat she held out cautiously. He seemed to approve because he batted it from her hand and then tucked into it merrily.

      “What should I call you?”

      “You can call me Puss. It’s what most folk call me. What about you? What’s your name, mate?”

      “Um, Buddy.” Rosebud released the tension she was holding when he seemed to accept her new identity without any doubts.

      "So, Buddy. Tell me, what are you doing out here in this forest all by yourself, eh?"

      "I'm going to Carabas. I left Tannendorf yesterday morning, but the route by road was taking too long, so I thought I could save time by cutting through the forest." She didn't mention the other problem she had with the main road. After a long day of walking, she had stayed in the inn at Tannendorf. A soft bed and a bath seemed heavenly. But she hadn't realized how out of place a young boy would be in such an establishment. She drew more attention than she was comfortable with, especially when she produced some gold to pay with – more money than her assumed persona should have had access to. She thought it best to leave quickly and to avoid similar scenes elsewhere on the main roads. Though the discomfort of the forest floor for sleeping and the lack of prepared provisions for breakfast were making her regret that decision today. The blanket she had packed did little to soften the ground. But Puss didn't seem interested in where she was coming from; he had latched onto her destination.

      "Carabas, you say? What brings you there?"

      "My sister was cursed and kidnapped by a mage who lives there. I'm going to free her."

      "Well, it so happens I'm going to Carabas also. What say you, you and me team up and travel together? I can catch game for us to eat and you can carry me – you have good, sturdy boots on and I’m shoeless. The forest floor is sore when you’re barefoot."

      Rose thought about it. It would be nice to have some company. The last two days had been quite lonely. And if Puss knew how to catch game, he might know how to cook it too. Much as she hated to admit it, she was no Sienna. She was woefully unprepared for the realities of travelling life. "Okay, let's be a team."

      "Fantastic."

      "So, how did a cat learn to talk?" she asked, curious.

      Puss froze mid-stretch and looked at her warily. "Just because we're travelling together doesn't mean I'm ready to share that story with you."

      "Fair enough." Rose wasn't going to pry; she was keeping secrets too, after all. She cleaned up the remains of her make-shift camp and their meager breakfast, and they started walking.

      Puss confidently directed them through the forest from his perch on her shoulders. Sometimes he jumped down to investigate something moving in the underbrush, but whether he caught it or not, he scrambled back to his preferred position afterward. Rose was certain that her legs and back were scratched from the cat using her as a climbing frame, but she didn't complain. He did seem to know which way they should head better than she did, and his assistance was worth her discomfort. Puss started to sing a song about dancing with some girl called Matilda, but by the fifth verse Rose had had enough of the tune.

      "Where are you from?"

      Puss stopped singing, to Rose's relief. "Here and there," he prevaricated. "I've lived all over, really. I spent over a decade on the other side of the world, a place you've probably never even heard of. And most of the last decade travelling by various means to get back to Fable."

      "I'd love to travel, see the world," Rose said wistfully. "This trip is the farthest I've ever been from Steinburgstadt. Will you tell me about your adventures?"

      "Aw mate, where do I start?" Puss launched into a fantastical tale. Rose wasn't sure she believed half of what he told her, but his stories were entertaining and at least she was spared from hearing more about that stupid Matilda.
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        * * *

      

      "No! Don't put that on the fire. That wood is damp," Puss chided her. "You want to stack that round the edges, so it dries out. You need to put some of that white plant there on first as kindling, then the small sticks, and the big sticks last. Honestly, mate, you'd think you'd never built a campfire before."

      I haven't, Rose thought. But she took his criticisms stoically because he knew what he was talking about and he was right – she wouldn't be able to manage this without his guidance. She endured his snarky directions and reaped the rewards with a cheery blaze. But she drew the line at skinning game or plucking birds. She still had some dried meat left in her bag; it would last her another night. Puss pointed out which berries were edible to supplement her paltry meal. As for himself, the cat had no qualms about eating what he caught. Rose tried not to look too closely at his dinner.

      Rose sat awake after they had finished their food, Puss curled up asleep beside her. She stared into the banked flames. Though it was summer, she was still glad of the fire's warmth. After her rude awakening that morning, Rose wasn't comfortable leaving them unguarded in sleep. It had turned out okay – Puss was a knowledgeable and entertaining travelling companion – but it could have had a very different outcome.

      The moon was nearing its zenith when Puss woke up. "Anything?" he asked, as he stretched.

      "No, it's been very quiet. I think I saw a fox earlier, but that was it."

      "Quiet is good. Right, your turn to sleep. I'll call you if there're any problems."

      "I sleep quite deeply," Rose admitted.

      "Don't I know it," Puss replied. "Don't worry, mate, I'll keep watch over you."

      "Thank you. Goodnight Puss."

      "Night, Buddy."

      The ground was hard, but it didn't matter to Rosebud. The magic of Dreamworld meant she was swept into sleep as soon as midnight chimed.
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        * * *

      

      When she awoke in Dreamworld, Rose went straight to her sister's room to collect her letter from Aurora. She sat down to pen a reply but hesitated over what to say. She didn't want to worry Aurora about her journey. In the end, she wrote a quick, vague response. She was too tired to think of more. She stretched uncomfortably, trying to work out the knots in her muscles from a day-long trek. Sienna walked into Aurora's suite to witness her contortions.

      "Hi Rose, are you okay?"

      "Yes, fine. Fine! Just a little stiff," Rosebud said brightly.

      "Stiff? From what?"

      Rosebud's heart started to race. "Um, gardening! I've been doing some gardening! The weather is so nice, perfect time of year for it." She knew she was babbling, but she had barely concocted a story for her Buddy persona. She hadn't expected to need a story for the princesses too.

      "Rose, what's going on?" Sienna demanded.

      Rosebud sighed. Clearly, she wasn't fooling Sienna. Might as well tell the truth. "I'm going to Carabas to find out how to break Aura's curse."

      "You're doing what?"

      Rose winced at the censor in Sienna's voice but brazened it out. "You wouldn't listen when I told you about it, so I'm going myself."

      "But Rose, it's so dangerous. Please tell me you are not travelling alone, that you have your guards to protect you."

      "Of course, I'm not alone." A talking cat totally counted as a companion, right? It seemed to reassure Sienna anyway, so Rose decided to duck out while she was calmer. "It's late and I'm tired, so I'm going to bed now. Night, Sienna." She retreated into her own room before Sienna could interrogate her further.
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        * * *

      

      Sienna stared at where Rose had been and released the breath she hadn't realized she’d been holding. Of all the hairbrained schemes... She couldn't believe little Rosebud had set out on so ambitious a journey. Sienna might have trained to be a soldier, but that wasn't Rose's path. She was a palace princess, not a wild adventurer.

      At least she wasn't wandering unprotected. With the Northaven army escorting her, she couldn't get into too much trouble. All the same, Sienna had a nagging feeling that it wasn't as straightforward as Rose implied. And the idea of Rosebud facing the mage alone made her stomach churn. The soldiers could provide an escort, but steel was no match for spells if the mage turned hostile. Sienna felt guilty too. If she had listened to Rosebud and not dismissed her information about Carabosse, then the younger princess would not have embarked on this half-baked scheme herself. If anything happened to Rose, Sienna didn't know how she would face Aurora.

      Sienna's resolve solidified. There was nothing for it. She would have to go to Carabas herself and intercept Rose – before she did something foolish and got hurt.
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      There was no one in the galley when Sebastian walked in, so he helped himself to the arrayed provisions. He had just started breakfast when Sienna burst in looking agitated.

      "We need to change course and head to Carabas at once," she said without preamble.

      Sebastian stared at her. "We're due to arrive on Behr in a couple of hours. Why the sudden change in plans? I thought Behr was where you needed to search?"

      "Rose has gone to Carabas to confront the mage that cursed Aurora. I need to go and help her."

      "Rose?"

      "Princess Rosebud von Northaven."

      "The quickest way to get to Carabas from here would be to sail down the River Tam to Tambridge and then cut across land from there. We'll have to stop at Behr anyway. It will take a day or two to organize a ship."

      "That's too long," Sienna huffed.

      Sebastian frowned. This sudden change in direction didn't make a lot of sense. He didn't understand the urgency. "Princess Rosebud has just left Steinburgstadt. It will take her several days riding to get to Carabas. That means we have time. We can still visit Violetta and Albrecht, and organize a ship from there. Meanwhile, I'll contact some of my Rangers in the area and ask them to meet us at Tambridge. If we are going into a mage's stronghold, I would feel better having a little more backup with us. Especially if we are royals riding through another kingdom without following proper protocols."

      Sienna slumped into a seat opposite him. "Yes, I suppose that makes sense. We have a couple of days before we need to leave for Tambridge, so yes, we can still visit my sister and maybe get some ideas for this end of the search. And I suppose a few extra people who know how to use swords wouldn't be any harm either. Thanks, Sebastian."

      "Of course," he responded with a smile. He knew how important this quest was to her, and he was determined to help her make it a success.
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        * * *

      

      Sebastian watched Sienna fidget restlessly. He knew she was anxious about the Northaven princess, but there was nothing she could do yet. They had only been in Behr a day, and she'd already been to the river port to enquire about ships to Tambridge.

      "Sienna, relax. The Bonnie Lass arrives in Behr tomorrow. We'll meet Captain von Spatz as soon as it docks and arrange passage. I've written to my Rangers and they should reach Tambridge about the same time as we do."

      Sienna nodded but she still looked distant. Sebastian walked over to her, took her hand, and waited for her to look at him.

      "There is nothing more you can do today for your quest. You've already done everything. Now we wait. But don't waste this time fretting about things you cannot control or influence. You are here, in your sister's home, with your adorable nephews." That elicited a smile. The boys really were delightful. "Enjoy this time with your family. You are not letting anyone down or being a bad friend if you do. In fact, one might argue you would be a bad sister and aunt if you didn't make the most of this time with them."

      That startled a laugh out of her. The sound relieved Sebastian. This time, her smile reached her eyes too.

      "Thank you, Sebastian. That was just what I needed to hear." She kissed him on his cheek – his scarred cheek – and stole his heart all over again. He didn't try to hide his goofy grin from her.

      “Tante Senna!”

      The moment was interrupted by a childish shout. Sebastian stepped back as four-year-old Hans barreled at Sienna. She scooped him up and swung him in a wide circle, drawing cries of delight from the toddler.

      “Do you want to see my treehouse? Mama said I can show you.”

      “I’d love that. Which way?”

      He wriggled in her arms. “Put me down. I’m a big boy. I can walk there myself.”

      Sienna set him down and let him take her hand and pull her out the patio doors toward the small wooded area in the castle gardens. Sienna looked back over her shoulder and mouthed “thank you.”. Sebastian nodded in acknowledgement, glad she felt free enough to embrace the moment. He watched the attention ‘Senna’ paid to Hans’ animated chatter with a fond smile until he sensed someone else standing beside him.

      “Jurgen has gone for his nap and Sienna is playing with Hans, so that means I have a whole half hour free!” Violetta announced with a slightly frazzled grin. “Just enough time for two old friends to catch up. Walk with me in the gardens?”

      The last was more an order than an invitation. Sebastian winced internally. He had known this interrogation was coming since he and Sienna had arrived the previous day.

      “It's good to see you again, Sebastian,” Violetta started. “Though I must admit, these weren’t the circumstances I expected to receive your first visit since my marriage.”

      “I'm sorry. I should have come before now. I just…” He shuffled uncomfortably at the mild rebuke.

      “It's okay, Sebastian, I understand." She paused. Here it comes, Sebastian thought, bracing himself. "So, you and Sienna? Are you engaged?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “What do you mean ‘not exactly?’” Violetta’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “We've been friends for a long time, Sebastian, but I warn you, if you break my little sister's heart…”

      "No! It's not like that! I proposed. She said no."

      Violetta stared at him. "Then why are you here? The Wolf of the West is not a love-sick puppy. How long can you be content trailing in her shadow?"

      "I don't know. I just... I need to give her some space, some time."

      "And what if she's not ready? What if she wants to be a free spirit like Olivia? You need a wife, Sebastian, and an heir. Not an adventure buddy. Don't let her break your heart, either."

      Sebastian wanted to deny Violetta's assessment, but they had been friends too long, and she knew him too well. He thought of the tenderness on Sienna’s face as she had rocked little Jurgen to sleep in her arms last night, her devotion and delight playing with her older nephew today. He wanted that with her. But Violetta was right. Sebastian also remembered the way Siena lit up any time she described her plans for the future, from her current quest to all the ones yet to come. Sooner or later, Philippe would demand Sebastian return to his duties in Vitalia. What if Sienna wasn’t finished with her adventuring by then?
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        * * *

      

      Aurora sensed O enter the Hall of Memory behind her.

      “I’m ready,” she announced without turning around. “I’ve decided; I want to check on Rosa first.”

      “Understandable. Let’s see, Rosebud’s mirror is…”

      “This one.” Aurora stood beside a frame on the left, no different from any other.

      “Yes.” The surprise was evident in O’s tone. “How did you know?”

      Aurora shrugged, unable to explain the connection that drew her to this mirror more than the others. “It just… feels… like Rosa.” She glanced at him, wondering if he thought her assertions were fanciful, but his face looked thoughtful.

      “It seems you have a little sensitivity to the psychic vibrations that connect us all. I was not expecting that. It makes sense, though, that the strongest draw you feel is to your sister. So, ready to begin? Take my hand; I’ll accompany you and anchor you. Then touch the mirror’s surface with your other hand and step into the past.”

      Aurora swallowed nervously, her throat suddenly dry. She reached out to the mirror, letting Rosa’s energy guide her. Her fingers hesitated of their own volition over the glass, but she pushed her hand out, determined to see this through. Her hand plunged through the now-permeable surface and the rest of her body was pulled through too.

      There were a few moments in a vast gray void where direction had no meaning. Voices, snippets of conversations long past, and fleeting images floated by on all sides. Aurora swiveled her head, trying to follow them, which quickly led to a greater sense of disorientation. A squeeze on her hand brought her back to herself before she could be swept away by the nothingness. She squeezed back, grateful for O’s presence even if she couldn’t see him. She refocused on Rosa’s essence, the intangible thing that had called to her even outside the mirror, and followed it to where it was strongest.

      Suddenly, the gray world was gone. Aurora blinked stupidly in the sunshine, the bright light a shock after the numb nothingness. Her vision cleared, and she realized where she was.

      “I’m home!” she told O. “This is the terrace that leads to the salons. Rosa must be in her rose garden. Come on!” She stepped forward, intending to run across the lawn to the gardens. But with a sickening lurch, that one step took her directly into the garden where Rosebud was lying in the sun. “Ugh, what just happened?” she asked O, who was still holding her hand.

      “This is a place of dream and memory. Your thoughts direct your movements. You wanted to be in the Rose Garden, so here we are.”

      Aurora nodded weakly. It made sense, in a nonsensical sort of way. Her rebelling stomach back under control, she turned to the person she had travelled here to meet.

      “Rosa, I’m here!” No reaction from the girl on the ground. Concerned, Aurora knelt beside her. “Rosebud? Are you okay?” She gently shook her shoulder, trying to wake her, but her hand went straight through Rosebud, unable to connect. “Rosebud!”

      Rosebud woke with a start, but Aurora’s relief was short-lived. Rosa was looking at the entrance to the garden, completely ignoring the sister beside her.

      “She can’t see me, can she? I can’t interact with her?”

      “No,” O confirmed. “This is the past. You are a witness only, not a participant.”

      Aurora shivered. She wondered how she could be incorporeal and yet still feel cold. The sky darkened, and she realized the cold was part of Rosa’s memory. She heard heavy footsteps enter the garden, each one like an echo of doom. To Aurora’s surprise, Sir Boris von Schurke appeared. He was taller than she remembered. Broader too. Perhaps it was just the angle she was viewing him from, but crouched on the ground beside Rosa, he loomed over them both. There was an ugliness to his face that disturbed Aurora, and she put herself protectively between the brute and Rosa, even though she knew the gesture was pointless.

      “Rosie, I’m going to kiss you,” he leered at her.

      Rosebud scrambled backward, trying to escape him, trying to get to her feet. She stood with her back pressed against the bushes as Boris stalked forward, cutting off the garden’s exit.

      “Rosie, I’m going to marry you.”

      What? Aurora was shocked; Boris was her suitor. Not that she had wanted him as one, but when had his intentions changed? Rosebud screamed and fought her way through the rose bushes to escape his advances. Aurora followed, sickened by the panic she felt rising in her. They struggled against the thorns clinging to their clothes like grasping fingers.

      “You can’t run from me, Rosie. You’re mine now.”

      The thorny bushes gave way to a forest, but still Rosa kept running. Aurora did her best to keep up, dodging tree branches and jumping over trip-hazard roots.

      “Rosie, Rosie.” Boris’ taunting sing-song call surrounded them, pressing in from all sides.

      “Rosa!” Aurora cried in desperation, but her sister didn’t respond. Aurora felt her suffocating terror. It was her own emotions amplified until they were all-consuming. Rational thought fled. She was a hunted animal. Survival was her only goal. And the taunts still followed them.

      Rosie… Rosie…. Rosie… Aurora... Rosie…

      What, what was that?

      “Aurora!”

      That voice. It was familiar. It was safety.

      “Aurora!” She faltered in her pursuit of Rosebud. Strong arms grabbed her. She screamed.

      “Aurora, it’s me!”

      “O?” She slumped against his chest.

      “Time to go back.” He pulled her backward, out of the forest, through the gray void again, until they tumbled onto the floor of the Hall of Memories.

      “Rosa!” She reached for the mirror again, but O held her tight.

      “Absolutely not. You are not going back there. Dreamwalking in this state would be utter foolishness.”

      “But my sister needs me! I have to help her!”

      “She didn’t even know you were there. There is nothing you can do for her right now.”

      “What happened to her? Is she okay?”

      “What you saw was not true past events. Dreams blur many events together, so you will have to sort out what is real and what is not.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t all real, but some of it must be. Which means that whatever is happening, Rosa is in trouble.” The terror-fueled adrenaline dissipated, leaving Aurora feeling shaky and hollow in its absence. Unbidden, tears welled up and started to fall. “She’s my little sister. It’s my job to look out for her. What will I do if something bad happens to her? She’s all I have!”

      “Hey, hey, it’s okay.” O drew her against him, his embrace now comforting her rather than confining her. “You’re wrong, you know,” he whispered softly. “She’s not all you have. You have friends, Aurora. People who will stand by your side and fight for you. You are not alone.”

      She turned to look at him, doubting the belief she heard in his voice. But she couldn’t doubt the sincerity in his eyes. No one had ever looked at her like that, like she was worth something more than being the ornament of the court. Like she mattered. She could drown in that look. Unconsciously, she stretched toward him, like a flower straining for sunlight. He mirrored her movement, until their faces were almost touching. Only the slightest movement from either of them and their lips would meet. Aurora could barely breathe. She had been kissed many times since her coming out ball, and every one had left her cold. But she thought, maybe, this kiss would be different. If she dared to take that step. If she dared to risk the friendship they had built to find out.

      All of this flew through her mind in the space of a heartbeat. She thought she saw the same intent in O’s eyes too. He leaned in and she thought he was going to close that final distance between them, but instead he pulled away abruptly.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t.”

      With that, he disappeared. Just vanished. One moment she was in his embrace, and the next she was sitting alone on the floor. The chill that surrounded her was from more than the draft under the door and the absence of his arms.

      What the blazes had just happened?
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      Aurora wandered around the Hall of Mirrors alone. The events of yesterday had left her too unsettled to sit still and wait for O to arrive. He had almost kissed her! At least, she thought that had been his intention. But why had he said he couldn't?

      And why did it bother her so much?

      To distract herself from her maddening thoughts she had decided see if she could use the mirrors to locate Odette and check on her. She had read the letters and knew the other princesses were worried about her. How wonderful it would be if Aurora could offer information though her magical links! But after two circuits of the room, Aurora had to concede defeat. None of these mirrors resonated with the quiet hum she would expect from Odette. It seemed that unless and until Odette joined the other princesses in this Dreamworld, Aurora could not contact her either.

      Something was niggling at her. She walked around the room, counting carefully. Yes. There were definitely twelve mirrors present. But there were only twelve others trapped in that first Dreamworld with her. And if Odette did not have a mirror of her own, then that meant there should only be eleven. So, who did the twelfth mirror link to? She had a suspicion, but before she could test it out, she heard O's light tread on the stairs outside.

      She turned eagerly to see him. Her heart was fluttering strangely. How would he be today? Might they come closer again, and this time complete the kiss?

      "Have you decided what you need to see today?" he asked with no preamble.

      Aurora was taken aback. He was acting the same as always, as if nothing had happened between them yesterday. Well, nothing had happened, but something almost happened, right? Was it such a misstep for him that he just wanted to forget it and erase his lack of judgment? Aurora swallowed. That stung. But if he wanted to feign ignorance then she wouldn't be the one to bring it up, or plead for his attention. She adopted her own armor of brusque efficiency.

      "Princess Izabella of Anglia was kidnapped by a mage in the real world, about a year after we escaped the Piper. I think knowing why she was targeted will shine more light on my own situation."

      O didn't offer an opinion either way, and she huffed internally at his lack of engagement. But he was here. He was her anchor. The rest, she would do herself.
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        * * *

      

      Aurora stepped out of the gray fog and into an unfamiliar castle. O did not accompany her this time, but she could feel the magical tether that connected her to him, anchoring her and showing her the way back. She looked around. Princess Izabella was standing beside her father, King George of Anglia. He dominated the room just by standing in it, and Aurora found herself standing to attention even though he couldn’t see her. King George, her mother’s brother, was every bit as imposing as she recalled from childhood visits. He had not lost the muscled physique or ramrod posture from his military days, though those days were long behind him.

      She didn’t recognize the room, so she deduced it must be in the Hessenberg Castle, and the coats of arms on the walls supported that theory. Which meant that the three people on the other side of the table must be the Hessenberg royal family. King Ludwig was much shorter than George, and not in nearly such good shape. His hairline was receding, and his roundness suggested he enjoyed meat pies more than military practice. But what he lacked in imposing presence he more than made up for with genuine warmth. His smiles reached his eyes, and he welcomed Izabella with such openness that Aurora felt reassured for her cousin’s happiness in her new home. While the kings signed the peace treaty that would see their children married, Aurora saw the small smile of encouragement Kronprinz Frederick gave Izabella when no one else was looking, and how Iza’s eyes softened when she looked at him.

      King Ludwig signed with a flourish and passed the parchment to the scribes around him to be properly notarized. “We’ll have the wedding at Midsummer. You’ll be a von Hessenberg in just a few months, Princess.”

      “Oh pfft.” His wife waved his words away. “The agreements are signed now; the wedding is just a formality. Welcome to the family, my dear.”

      “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

      “Please, call me Marlena. There is no need for titles between us. You are my daughter now, too.”

      “I am delighted you think so, Marlena.” Everyone turned at the deep voice. King Ludwig looked perplexed by the new arrival; how had he made it into the inner sanctum of the castle? He subtly gestured for the guards to take action, but the stranger noticed and waved his hand dismissively.

      “No need for that, Ludwig. I won’t be here long. I have just come to collect on the debt that is owed to me.”

      “What debt? Who are you?”

      “I’m Baron Noname. Hasn’t your good wife told you of me? I’m her fairy godfather, after all. She owes everything to me.”

      “I owe you nothing!” The venom in the Queen’s voice surprised Aurora. She looked back at her. The Queen was vibrating with anger. No, not just anger – there was fear in her eyes.

      “You owed me your hand for spinning that straw into gold for you. I agreed to a deferred payment schedule so you could marry your prince, but now the bill is due.”

      “After Fredrick, we had no more children. I thought…”

      “Yes, it was a clever attempt to renege on our agreement. I would almost admire it, except I don’t like being cheated. You promised me three of your daughters. You have just claimed this one as your daughter, so I am claiming her as my payment.”

      “Take me instead! That was what you really wanted, wasn’t it?”

      “That was then. You are twenty years too late to be useful to me. And delayed payments accrue interest. One aging queen is not worth three princesses. So I will take this one with me now and return for the rest of the debt when you have the means to pay it.” He caught Izabella by the arm, and she gave a frightened yelp.

      “Unhand my daughter.” King George’s tone was dangerously low.

      “Ah ah ah, Your Majesty. She’s not your daughter anymore. You just signed her away, remember? She’s Marlena’s daughter now, and that makes her mine.”

      “Please, sir.” Fredrick took Izabella’s free hand and squeezed it, but kept his focus on the Baron. “Is there some other price you would accept? Gold, jewels, land? Name it, and if it is in my power to grant it is yours. But please, release my fiancée. She has nothing to do with whatever pact my mother made with you.”

      “What use is gold to me when I can make my own? But your plea intrigues me. What do you care for the fate of this girl? Your parents arranged the match for you. Your families have been feuding for generations. Why intercede on her behalf?”

      “Because she is innocent of this mess. And she is innocent of her family’s history, as I am of mine. She is a good person – we have not known each other long, it’s true, but I know she is kindhearted, loyal, generous, and honest. She is the woman I intend to marry, and to spend my life making happy, if you will just give us that chance.”

      “Hmm, I disagree that you are innocent of your history. Children inherit more from their parents than just hair color or crowns. However, I like your passion, so I will give young love a chance. You were to be married on Midsummer’s Day. If you can find and retrieve your princess by then, you may keep her. Otherwise, she is mine forever.”

      “Don’t make deals with him!”

      Fredrick ignored his mother’s shout. “You have a deal.”

      “Done. Time to go, sweetheart.”

      “Fredrick!” Izabella clutched his hand tighter, panic flaring.

      “I will find you, Iza. I promise. I’m coming for you.”

      The Baron tugged Izabella away from Fredrick. His back stiffened, and he turned to glare directly at Aurora. “Don’t presume to follow me. I don’t like spies.” She looked behind her, but there was no one else he could be talking to. How could he see her? No one else had seen her. No one else could see her now.

      The Baron pulled Izabella close to him. “You have until the sun sets on Midsummer’s Day.” He threw something at his feet and with a flash a plume of purple smoke obscured him and the princess entirely. When the smoke dissipated, they had disappeared.

      Purple filled Aurora’s vision also, as her perspective left the scene. Dread curled in her stomach as she realized the power she was up against. Knowing that her cousin’s story had a happy ending – that she was now happily married to her prince and expecting their first child – did little to alleviate the emotions of that moment in time. She felt the tug of her anchor, and allowed it to pull her out of the memory and back to O and the present time.
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        * * *

      

      Her exit from the memory was somewhat more graceful this time; she staggered a little, but didn’t fall in a heap. But she could still feel those eyes boring into her, and she shivered involuntarily.

      “Aurora, what is it?”

      “The Baron, the one who abducted Iza, he saw me. How could he see me? No one else could see me, not even Rosa. He threatened me, O. How could he see me?” Her words tumbled over each other, hysteria beginning to rise.

      “Take a deep breath. Deep breaths, Aurora. That’s it.” She latched onto his voice and his instructions, not caring that he was ordering her around, as she got her heart rate back under control.

      “This Baron, he’s a mage?” She nodded. “That could explain it then. He must be a dreamwalker too.”

      “What does that mean? Can he follow me here?” Cold dread washed through her as she realized the danger she could have placed herself in.

      “No, you’re safe here. There are some who have learned to dreamwalk who can sense when they are being watched, but that it shouldn’t mean that you were identifiable. The Baron knew another dreamwalker was present, but that’s it. And it was, what, two years ago when he took Princess Izabella?”

      “Nearly three now.”

      “If he was going to follow you, he would have done it then, not now. You’re safe, Aurora. No one can find you here.”

      She knew he meant to be comforting, but his words had the opposite effect. If no one could find her, how would they manage to rescue her?
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      “What is that smell?” Rosebud’s stomach lurched in hunger.

      “Campfire.” Puss pointed through the trees to where six men sat in a small clearing. Rosebud started to move toward them but stopped at a hiss from Puss.

      “What do you think you are doing? They could be dangerous!”

      “But they’re soldiers.”

      Puss stared at her, as if this was the dumbest argument he had ever heard. But then her stomach growled again and he relented. “Wait here.”

      She watched Puss approach the camp. He mewled in that pathetic way cats have and rubbed against the leg of the man tending to the fire. Rosebud was too far away to hear what they were saying, but the man cut a little meat off the animal on the spit and offered it to Puss, who gobbled it up quickly. Another man joined them and reached down to stroke Puss. He arched his back in pleasure and butted his head into the soldier’s hand to encourage a scratch behind his ears.

      Rosebud recognized all the moves – Puss used them on her at least once a day – and felt a bit miffed that her so-called friend had so quickly abandoned her for some food and affection. No sooner had she thought it, though, than the cat pulled away from the men and darted back into the trees. The soldiers were surprised and started calling for the animal. Rose ignored them and focused on the gray streak coming toward her.

      “Okay, I didn’t reveal myself, but they are the type of soldiers that feed scraps to a stray cat rather than try to set him on fire, so I think we’re good.”

      “Why would anyone try to set a cat on fire?”

      Puss gave her a dark look. “Why, indeed? Come on, follow me. But wait for my signal.”

      Puss led the way through the trees, taking a slightly more circuitous route to find the easiest path for Rosebud to follow. He entered the clearing to a hearty welcome from the soldiers.

      “There you are! You shouldn’t run off like that, cat. The forest isn’t safe for a little guy like you on your own. What if you met a wolf?”

      “He’s not alone. He has me.” Rosebud stepped out of the shadow of the tree line. The soldier talking to Puss assessed the newcomer comprehensively, but clearly concluded that a young boy was no threat.

      “I thought I told you to wait for my signal?” Puss chided. All heads swiveled to look at him.

      “Your cat can talk?” a soldier said to Rose, dumbfounded.

      “I am not his cat. The boy and I are travelling companions.”

      “And where might you be travelling to?”

      “Carabas,” Rosebud answered honestly, before Puss could prevaricate. “The witch who lives there kidnapped my sister. I’m going to get her back.”

      The soldiers shared a look and seemed to come to a consensus without saying a word. The one who looked to be in charge turned back to Rose. “It happens we are travelling that way as well. If you like you can travel with us, at least as far as Tambridge. It is safer than travelling alone – no offence to the cat. And it would be quicker too. You look like a light thing; you could ride behind us on the horses.”

      “Thank you, sir. That would be wonderful.”

      “I guess I best do more hunting. That won’t be enough if there’s another mouth – or two – to feed,” one of the soldiers muttered. He picked up his bow and stomped into the forest’s depths. Puss ran after him, ready to prove his worth as a hunter. Rosebud looked stricken by the implication that she was leaving these kind men short of food. The leader saw her expression and hastened to reassure her.

      “Oh, don’t mind Jared. He’s always grumpy. It’s just his way. I’m Gabriel, by the way.”

      “Buddy.”

      “What about the cat? How come it can talk?”

      “He has not told me his story, but his name is Puss. Or, at least, that’s what he told me to call him.”

      “Puss it is, then. These chaps are Gunther, Lucien, Hubert and Alphonse.” Rose nodded to each of the men, hoping she would be able to keep their names straight.

      “Where are you from, Buddy?” Hubert asked.

      “Steinburgstadt.”

      “What did you do there?”

      Rose panicked slightly. She hadn’t considered much of a backstory for Buddy beyond a name, origin, and destination. Puss didn’t pry, so it hadn’t mattered until now. One of the horses whinnied at that moment and inspired her. “I was a stable boy at an inn in the city. I looked after horses for the guests.”

      “Good, you can look after our horses on the journey then,” Jared said gruffly, tossing a brace of rabbits beside the fire. He was scowling less than before; he seemed almost cheerful.

      “That was quick,” Alphonse commented.

      “Thank the mouser. Seems mice aren’t all he’s good for catching. Never seen game found and caught so quickly.”

      “It was my pleasure,” Puss acknowledged with assumed modesty.

      Soon the smell of roasted meat permeated through the clearing. Rosebud's mouth watered as she waited. It smelled so good after days of berries and cold dried meat. She brushed the horses down and brought them to the river to drink. She took each horse individually because she wasn't certain she could handle more than one at the same time. Her cover story as a stable boy wouldn't be very convincing if she lost control of the horses.

      By the time all five horses were watered, Rose was exhausted. She tied them to trees near the edge of the clearing so that they could have some movement to eat grass without being able to wander off.

      She sat down by the campfire and accepted the slices of rabbit Alphonse cut from the spit. There were no golden plates to eat off, no servants to offer her sauces. But as she sat listening to the cheerful talk of strangers who accepted her as she was, Rosebud thought it might be one of the best meals she had ever had.
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        * * *

      

      "Who is today’s target?"

      Aurora considered O’s question. "I think Izabella is still the best person to focus on. In her time as the Baron's prisoner, she may have seen or heard something that will help me. After all, the Baron is clearly a mage, and magic is what I need to learn about."

      “Ready when you are.”

      She reached out to the mirror and relaxed, letting herself merge into the stream of memory. It was getting easier for her to navigate; she accessed Izabella's memories relating to her captivity almost immediately. Of course, there was a flaw in her plan that she hadn't anticipated. Izabella had been a prisoner for a long time, and there were days where she spent most of her time alone. She never sought the Baron out, so how could Aurora use her to spy on him?

      Frustrated, she wished the time would move more quickly. To her surprise, the images before her started to blur, like flicking the pages in a book. She concentrated and was able to slow and speed up the passage of time. Anytime the Baron came into view, she watched the scene, but Izabella was so disengaged that he said very little to her that interested Aurora. She kept flicking through the images, hoping for something that could help her. A flash of green caught her attention. She flicked back slowly, trying to identify it. When she found it, she could have hit herself for being so stupid.

      Selena stood in Izabella's room, dressed in a green tunic. Her red hair was pulled back in a braid. She only stayed talking to Izabella for a moment, but it was enough. Selena was Aurora's key to finding answers! The Baron was her father. Her memories would be full of him. Maybe Aurora could gain some insights by following her instead.

      Aurora tugged on the anchor to return to O. He was surprised she had cut her dreamwalk short. He peppered her with questions as she circled the mirrors to identify Selena's “hum,” the resonance of her essence from one of the mirrors.

      "It's Selena I need to follow, not Izabella," Aurora told O distractedly. "Ah, here it is. Are you ready?"

      She placed her hands in front of the mirror, but didn't touch the surface until she was certain O was back in place and focused on being her anchor. She leaned forward and pressed her hands against the glass.

      Nothing happened.

      She pushed harder – so hard that the mirror itself pushed back a bit in the room – but still the surface stayed solid.

      "I don't understand!" she fumed. "Why can't I get into Selena's memories when I could access Rose’s and Iza's memories easily?"

      "There are a few possibilities," O said, once she had stopped trying to force the mirror's compliance. "Firstly, what is your connection with Selena? Rosebud is your sister, and Izabella is your cousin. Familial ties may make dreamwalking easier to access. Have you any blood tie to Selena?"

      "Just the blood vow we all made when we escaped the last Dreamworld. But that's what enabled her and the others to join me in this Dreamworld, so it must be active to at least some degree."

      "The other option is magic," O said. "Selena was raised by a mage, correct? And has been trained in magic herself and wields it proficiently?" Aurora nodded; both were true. "Then it is possible that she has warded herself to prevent such intrusion. As you discovered, the Baron is a dreamwalker too, so if she wanted to avoid her father, she would need that protection. You may need to give up on the idea of dreamwalking through Selena's mind."

      Blast it. Everything O said made a lot of sense. No way would Selena leave herself vulnerable to the Baron again. But that didn't mean Aurora was giving up. There was too much at stake to abandon viable leads just because it became a bit difficult. I can write to her, Aurora decided. If I ask, she may lower her protections for one day so I can find the information I need. She turned to O to tell him, but then decided against it. There was something in his manner that suggested he didn't want her to talk to Selena or explore her past. Probably best not to worry him – or give him a reason to disappear for a few days again.

      "Perhaps that's enough for today. Can we try dreamwalking again tomorrow, when we are more rested?"

      "Good idea, Princess. Shall we eat now?"

      She let him precede her from the hall of Memory. At the door, she glanced back at Selena's mirror, confident she would unlock its secrets on the morrow.
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      Sienna danced up the gang plank onto the Bonnie Lass, the boat they had chartered to take them downriver to Tambridge. Sebastian admired how sure footed she was. The rolling of the river's ebb didn't seem to register at all. Sebastian ascended with a little more care.

      Captain von Spatz greeted him as he stepped aboard. Sebastian joined Sienna at the railings to wave goodbye to Violetta and Albrecht, who had come to the port to see them off. He watched as they faded into the distance. Sienna didn't wait with him. As soon as they had casted off, she had moved to the prow of the boat. She faced into the spray, her hair and her red cloak billowing behind her.

      Her focus was on the quest before her; everything else she left behind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Aurora was just finishing breakfast when O arrived. She put down her napkin with a smile.

      "Care to join me?"

      “No, I have eaten already. Please, I didn't mean to rush you."

      "No, I'm finished. Shall we get started?"

      "So eager." O smirked as he fell into step beside her. "Who do you plan to follow today?"

      "I think I'll try Selena again."

      O frowned. "We could try. But I thought we already agreed that she is unlikely to be successful?"

      "I have a good feeling about today. I think it's worth trying again." Aurora didn't tell him about the letter she had read that morning, now carefully hidden in the pocket of a dress in her wardrobe. Suddenly, Rule #24 seemed a little bit more relevant. She wasn't sure what exactly it was about Selena that set off O, but it was clear he did not want her to travel Selena’s memories.

      Aurora stood in front of the mirror. She hesitated before putting her hand to the glass, hoping that whatever blockage had prevented her access before had been removed by Selena dropping her wards. If dreamwalking did require a blood tie beyond their vow, then Aurora would be stuck. She looked at O. He nodded that he was ready, though he looked nonplussed at her insistence in pursuing Selena again. Aurora took a deep breath and squashed the flutter of apprehension in her stomach. She touched the glass. To her immense relief, it rippled under her fingers, and she stepped through. She didn't mind the fog so much anymore. It felt more like a comforting blanket wrapping around her, her familiarity with the steps reassuring her. She didn't know quite what she was looking for. Something before Izabella was taken, maybe. Something to indicate why. What was the catalyst that precipitated these events? Something formless in the mist seemed to draw Aurora in a particular direction, if you could call it a direction in this nothingness space. She allowed it to lead her and found herself observing a younger Selena, about the age she had been when Aurora first met her. She seemed to be sneaking along, anxious to avoid detection, though as far as Aurora could see there was nobody else there. Selena shivered and looked around, perhaps sensing another presence, though she lacked the perception of the Baron to realize how she was being watched.

      Aurora figured it was as good a place to start as any and watched to see what it was that had attracted Selena's attention. A small glint of light from the end of the tunnel seemed to be her objective. There was a tiny window looking down into a study room below. Aurora crouched behind Selena and peered over her shoulder. In the room was the Baron who had kidnapped Izabella, another man who had his back to them, and a young woman with long blonde hair and a frustrated expression. The other man was entreating the Baron for something, but from his expression the Baron was not in favor of the proposal.

      Thank you, Selena, Aurora thought. She figured now that the other girl had left a trail in the mist for her to follow, to bring her to this precise moment, this memory. She listened closely.

      "Cara has Northaven locked down," the Baron argued back. "Aoife is in position in Bretonnia, ready for our signal. And the Queen of Hessenberg is still in my debt.”

      “But what of Vitalia, Orella, Siverus?" The man leaned forward in his earnestness. "There are still too many players unaccounted for to be certain we control the outcome.”

      "What you are suggesting is a grave risk. We have our plan. Why jeopardize a decade of planning by moving too soon?"

      "Because the thirteen are isolated now and easier to target. We need to strike quickly before the girls start marrying and forming alliances. Several are already of marriageable age. Back me up here, Carabosse."

      Carabosse! This was the witch who cursed her! Aurora leaned even closer, straining to catch every detail.

      “Hamelin is right," the blonde woman agreed. "It has been ten years and Northaven still has not released the seers he holds captive. How much longer must those women wait for justice?" Wait, her country had imprisoned mages? No, not the country, the king. Her father.

      "And other countries are following suit." The woman was still talking. "Anglia started it. Mage rights are being eroded every day in Herzvorak. Should we wait until they put us in cages to protest? We need to topple the monarchies now, with the first strike of the revolution.” Aurora felt sick. Her mother was an Anglian princess before her parents married. Her father's sister had married the King of Herzvorak. No matter which way she turned, her family was at the center of the subjugation of magic.

      “And how are we meant to topple a dozen monarchies simultaneously?” The Baron wasn't convinced by the strategy.

      “By using the life force of a dozen princesses to power the spell.”

      “It will be difficult to coordinate that many assassinations so that the first successes don’t make later targets impossible to reach. And to maintain secrecy with that many assassins in play.”

      “My dear Baron, assassins will not be required. We need their life force – their energy, their essence – not their deaths. Live subjects can be drained repeatedly if you allow them to replenish between sessions. That’s how we will garner enough power.”

      "An interesting solution." The Baron smiled; he was warming to the idea. "Do you have the means?"

      "Hamelin's music can compel them to expend their energy. I can create a Dreamworld to hold them in. But to give Hamelin access to the princesses we need an access point."

      The Baron laughed. "So that's why you are here. You want Selena."

      Selena jerked beneath Aurora when she heard her name. She pushed back from the window and scrambled back along the narrow corridor. She passed through Aurora's spectral form, which gave Aurora an uncomfortable jolt as she felt herself ripple apart and come back together. Selena was already out of earshot of the room below, and Aurora was pulled after her, as the source of the memory. She followed Selena's race through the castle to get back to her own room. There was a knock on the main door of her room just as she was shutting the door to the servants' passageway behind her. She threw on her dressing robe to hide the fact that she was not dressed for bed as she should have been at this hour. She opened the door a crack and looked out.

      "What is it, Ratzinger?"

      A short, weaselly man with small beady eyes stood outside. There was something about him that made Aurora's skin crawl. "Your father wishes to speak with you, milady." The words were polite, but the tone was sneering.

      "Tell him I will be with him as soon as I dress. Where is he – the library?"

      "No, he is in his study. And his visitors are still here, so make sure you look presentable."

      "Of course." Selena's curt response carried a reprimand for his impudence toward the lady of the house. She closed the door in his face before he could say anything further. She cast the robe aside, stripped out of her sneaking attire, and quickly laced up a dress that she could manage without needing to call servants. Aurora followed her as she made her way back to the Baron's study – but to the main door this time. She knocked to announce herself then opened the door and stepped inside.

      "Ah Selena, come here."

      "Yes, Father?"

      "My friends and I have use for you. Mage Hamelin needs your assistance with a spell.”

      Selena turned to look at the unprepossessing man her father pointed to. Aurora stifled a gasp. She was cautious about drawing the Baron's notice, but she had just realized that Mage Hamelin was none other than the Piper who had tormented them four years ago.

      "What do you want me to do?" Selena asked him.

      "This spell is aimed at some girls about your age. I need a conduit to help power and direct the spell. Sympathetic magic, if you will."

      Aurora felt a wave of emotion from Selena. Revulsion, resentment, resignation. There was anger there too. She was thinking something that infuriated her; Aurora caught a stray edge of the thought but couldn't fully understand it. Something about being a living poppet. Yet none of it showed on Selena's face.

      "I've already said you will do it," the Baron said sternly. Aurora perceived the rebuke via her link to Selena. The Baron was displeased that she had not immediately accepted.

      "Of course, Father," Selena replied blandly.

      "Go with Hamelin. He'll need you nearby to work this magic."

      "You want me to leave?" A little surprise colored Selena's voice, but it was nothing like the hurt and abandonment that lanced through her in that moment. For the first time, Aurora wondered what it might have been like for Selena growing up with the Baron as a father. She controlled her reactions too much for it to have been a happy childhood. Aurora recognized the signs all too well.

      "Yes. Get what you need and go, girl. You leave tonight."

      "Very well, Father." Selena walked out of the room steadily with no hint of her inner turmoil, and closed the door behind her. But rather than go straight to her room, she listened at the door once more.

      "Yes, she is a very good choice." The Piper's oily voice made Aurora shiver. "She is just what I need." The words wrapped around Aurora. The voice. The memories. Suddenly, the dreamwalk was suffocating her. She didn't wait to see what Selena did next. She had already found out what she needed to know from this memory. She pushed herself away from the phantom of her past and clawed her way out of the fog, desperate to escape.
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        * * *

      

      Aurora was shaking when she came back to the hall of memories. She couldn't help it. O grasped her arms, trying to get sense out of her.

      "What is it? What upset you so?" he kept asking, but it took a while for his words to penetrate.

      "I saw him," Aurora whispered. "I saw the Piper. I saw his face."

      "The Piper?"

      "He was the mage who imprisoned us in the last Dreamworld. He played magical pipes that wove a spell of compulsion and obedience around us. We never saw his face, not in all the months he held us. He always wore that creepy mask. And I just saw his face."

      "Are you okay?"

      "Yes. No. Maybe? I don't know. He has been the bogeyman of my childhood, the literal monster in my dreams. It frustrates me that he still has so much power over me. But he always did. He controlled my life awake as much as asleep."

      The terrified panicked feeling was subsiding as she talked to O. Somehow, just verbalizing her history stripped it of some of its power over her. Previously, she only had Rosa to talk to, and she needed to be strong for her little sister. She couldn't show Rosa how scared she was back then. And now there was no point in discussing such things and dredging up the nightmares again. They both remembered. They both understood. No words were necessary.

      But O was a mage too. He understood in a way her parents couldn't and wouldn't. And here, in this Dreamworld of his making, seemed a suitable setting to whisper secrets previously unspoken.

      "How do you mean, he controlled you when you were awake? How did he exert his power over you outside the confines of the Dreamworld?"

      "Oh, I don't mean he controlled us magically. Just that we felt his impact on our lives every day. Every night he made us dance. Dancing has been a source of dread for me ever since. When I was a little girl, I loved to dance. I dreamed about going to balls and dancing with handsome princes.... But the reality is that by the time I was old enough to attend balls, the concept of dancing had been poisoned for me. And it didn't help that my parents were determined to marry me off to whatever suitor could be prevailed upon to take me, parading me around the aristocracy like a cow at market. I have never been to a ball that I enjoyed."
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        * * *

      

      Never enjoyed a ball? O found the idea deeply saddening. No one had the right to steal her happiness like that, to leach the joy out of a favored pastime. He would make it better. All she needed was a better memory to wipe out the stain of her experiences to date. He was sure he could create the perfect evening for her. It was the least he could do. He wanted to cheer her up – she was stretching herself too much with the dreamwalking. He admired her dedication, but worried about her endurance. What she needed was a little fun, and he knew just the thing.
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      Rose whistled a jaunty tune as she walked through the streets of Tambridge. It really was a very picturesque city. It was a beautiful day. The sun was shining, the birds were singing, and she had slept in a proper bed for the first time in a week. It had made such a difference to fall into the mattress last night! She hadn't wanted to get up this morning, but her stomach reminded her that there was real food available rather than campfire fodder. That eventually prompted her to get up and face the day.

      Now, with a full belly and little to do, she was passing her time admiring the city. She still had to get from here to Carabas, and she wasn't entirely sure how she would achieve that. A horse would definitely be preferable to walking. Carabas was a five-day ride from Tambridge; she didn’t want to consider how long it would take her on foot.

      She pondered the issue of the young stable boy with too much money again. Being part of the soldiers’ party had kept anyone from asking questions at the inn when they arrived yesterday. But acting as a solo agent was bound to raise some eyebrows again. Perhaps in a small city like this, which was larger than the towns she had passed at the start of her journey, she could find some people less inclined to ask questions, provided she had the right money available. She kept an eye out on her meander through the streets, though she suspected such people would not be on the main boulevards of a busy port town.

      A shoemaker’s shop sign caught her eye. Elven Leathers it declared, with a picture on it of the daintiest shoes she had ever seen. It gave her an idea. A little bell over the door tinkled as she entered. The man behind the counter looked up. From the leather in his hands, she deduced he was the shoemaker.

      “How may I help you, young master?” He spoke cordially. Neither her age nor her rough clothes attracted disdain from him, and this endeared him to her immediately.

      “Do you take custom orders?” she asked.

      “Of course.”

      “I would like to commission four shoes. Four very tiny shoes. To fit a cat.”

      “I'm sorry, what?”

      “I would like to buy little shoes for my cat,” Rose repeated. She felt silly saying it – she fully appreciated the absurdity of the request – but she was determined to do this for Puss. She handed the shoemaker a gold coin. “A down payment for your services.”

      Once the shoemaker got over his initial shock, he seemed quite enchanted by the challenge. He asked questions about the size of the cat and the color of the leather she wanted. He wanted so many other details, her head started to spin. He was taking it quite seriously, as a true craftsman should.

      “I'm only passing through Tambridge. Would it be possible for this to be done quickly?”

      “I need to work on them overnight,” the shoemaker said, “But they’ll be ready first thing in the morning.”

      “Perfect. Another coin, for your speed.”

      “Thank you, master.”

      Rose left with a big grin on her face. She couldn’t wait to see Puss’ reaction when she gave him his new boots.
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        * * *

      

      The Rangers were waiting on the pier when the Bonnie Lass moored in Tambridge. They were easily recognizable by their distinctive red cloaks. Sienna had consciously chosen to wear her cloak today also. Sebastian wore his as a matter of course.

      They thanked Captain von Spatz and alighted from the ship. Sienna let Sebastian take point as he greeted his men. The leader of their group was Gabriel. He had two other Rangers with him, Lucien and Alphonse, and three more back at the inn where they had secured lodgings for the whole party.

      “This is Sienna,” Sebastian introduced her, drawing her into the conversation. Gabriel frowned disapprovingly at her red cloak. Sebastian noticed too but Sienna surreptitiously squeezed his arm to let him know to let her handle it.

      “Gabriel. Ranger, reconnaissance. At your service, ma'am,” he said in a clipped tone.

      “Sienna. Ranger, intelligence,” Sienna replied, putting her hand out and forcing him to shake it as equals.

      “You’re a Ranger?” Lucien blurted out. Gabriel glared at him, though the same thought was clearly written on his own face.

      “Of course,” Sienna replied guilelessly. “Why else would I be wearing a red hooded cloak? It would be very poor taste to wear one if you hadn't earned it. Especially when traveling with the Commander of the Red Hoods.” Her words were mild, but they all heard the rebuke.

      “Shall we go to the inn so we can meet the rest of the team and discuss the mission?” Sebastian suggested blandly. The three men were happy to comply and avoid the awkward tête-à-tête with Sienna. Sebastian looked at her and they shared a small smile. Gabriel hurried ahead, leaving the other two Rangers to escort them through the streets of Tambridge.

      Gabriel had commandeered the parlor of the inn so they could talk uninterrupted by the other guests. He had clearly warned his companions of Sienna’s red cloak and status because they maintained their bland composure when they were introduced.

      “So boss, what's the mission?” one of the Rangers – Hubert she thought – asked when they were settled.

      “We are here as support for Sienna. Sienna, do you want to share the details of the mission?” All heads swiveled toward her. Some were curious, some confused.

      “This information cannot leave this room.” She paused, making eye contact which each of them to gain their acknowledgement and agreement. “The Crown Princess of Northaven has been abducted. The Marquise of Carabas may have information about her location. Our mission is to escort the second princess to Carabas.”

      “Carabas, you say?” Gabriel mused. “We met a young lad on our way here, and he's heading on to Carabas too. Perhaps he could join our party? He’s just a little thing, but he’s good with the horses.”

      “Sure, I don't see why not.”

      “His name’s Buddy. He’s staying at this inn too. Alphonse, see if Buddy’s in his room and get him to come down to meet the Commander.”

      “Where are we meeting this princess?” Gabriel asked, turning back to her.

      “Princess Rose and her retinue should be arriving in Tambridge today or tomorrow, I expect. Though I suppose they could be here already.”

      “This is the largest inn in town. For a royal traveling party, this is where they would stay. Unless they are staying at a private residence. Even so, I'd expect we'd have seen the Northaven soldiers by now if they were here already.”

      Alphonse came back into the parlor with a young boy in tow. Sienna did a doubletake when she looked at the “boy.” Despite the short hair and men's tunic, she was looking at Princess Rosebud von Northaven. She saw Rose’s eyes widen in recognition too. And a touch of panic.

      “What are y–?”

      “Hi, I’m Buddy,” Rose said, cutting across her. “I hear you are going to Carabas?”

      Sienna was too shocked by Rose’s denial of their association and her identity to answer immediately. Sebastian stepped in to fill the silence and agreed that “Buddy” could join them.

      “So, Buddy,” Sienna said, when she had recovered a little. “How did you come to be travelling with these Rangers?”

      “We met him in the forest,” Alphonse replied.

      “He was alone?”

      “No, I was with him,” said a new voice, from near the floor. Sienna looked down. A tabby cat had sauntered into the parlor. A tabby cat… wearing boots?

      “This is Puss,” Rose said.

      “I, too, have business in Carabas,” the cat said. “I respectfully request to join your travelling party also.”

      Sienna blinked, but given the other magical occurrences she had been dealing with lately, a talking cat was not so remarkable. “If Ro-Buddy vouches for you then you might as well come too.”

      “Yes, absolutely,” Rose agreed hurriedly.

      Sienna did a quick headcount. “Gabriel, can you arrange transport and provisions for nine people and a cat, please?”

      “Mostly done already, but I’ll add some more provisions as we have extra mouths, and another horse for Buddy and Puss. It will be ready by morning.”

      “This talk of provisions is making me hungry,” Sebastian announced once the arrangements were complete. “Let’s see what the inn is serving for dinner.”

      Sienna tried to catch Rose’s eye, anxious to talk to her alone, but Rose studiously avoided her and made sure to stay within earshot of the other Rangers. Sienna fumed silently but bided her time. She knew exactly when she would be able to catch Rose.
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        * * *

      

      "Rosebud Marie Van Northaven." The anger in Sienna's voice was unmistakable.

      Rose winced. She had known she couldn't escape Sienna here in Dreamworld.

      "What did you do?"

      Rosebud wilted before her. "I told you I was going to Carabas."

      "You said you had company. You let me to believe that you were properly protected."

      "I have Puss for company."

      "Rose..."

      "Okay, okay. I cut my hair, then... Well, it was easier to travel as a boy. No one noticed me. No one was looking for me."

      "But your hair, it's still long here," Sienna said, reaching out to touch Rose's curls.

      Rose shrugged. "Yeah, I noticed that the first night I came here. I don't know why. Maybe it's because this is the real me?"

      "Maybe." Sienna shrugged, equally unsure. "Selena would probably know."

      "Probably," Rose agreed with a tentative smile, hoping that the scolding was over. Selena was by far the most knowledgeable about magic among the princesses, having been raised by a formidable mage herself.

      "But why keep up the pretense now?"

      Rose sighed. Sienna was not going to give up on this. "I like being Buddy. Buddy can be strong."

      "Buddy can be vulnerable," Sienna replied. "A nobody servant boy does not have protections the way the princess of this country does."

      "Exactly. And that's why I want to keep it a secret."

      "Rose..."

      "No, Sienna, please. Don't tell them. Just let me be Buddy for a while. We're the League of Princesses, remember?" she added slyly. "Always come to another princess's aid and help them? This is how you help me."

      Sienna clenched her jaw. "Okay, fine, I'll keep your secret."

      "Thank you, Sienna."

      "Get some sleep while you can. We depart for Carabas in the morning. We have some long days of riding ahead of us."

      Rosebud took the chance to escape before Sienna could start any more recriminations. She could tell that her idol wasn't too happy with her at present, but Rosebud was getting to keep her Buddy persona, and that was more than she had hoped for.
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        * * *

      

      Rose descended to the breakfast room with some trepidation, worried that Sienna might have changed her mind. But there were no shouts of outrage when she entered. Jared grunted in greeting, which was positively pleasant by Jared standards. Rose took a bowl of gruel and sat down opposite him, glad that he neither expected nor welcomed conversation.

      Gabriel sat with Sebastian and Sienna. Rose strained to hear their discussion. Gabriel had gathered the necessary supplies and secured fresh horses and wanted to know at what time they would leave.

      Sebastian turned to Sienna. “Are we waiting here for the princess or meeting somewhere else? When will she be joining us?”

      Sienna glanced over at Rose. “I spoke with the princess last night,” she replied. “She’s happy for our group to go on to Carabas, and she’ll meet us afterward.”

      Rose sighed in relief. It seemed Sienna would honor her desire for secrecy, though she noticed how carefully she had picked her words so as not to have to outright lie.

      “In that case, we can leave as soon as breakfast is done,” Sebastian concluded. If he had noticed Sienna’s awkwardness, he gave no sign.

      “Right, let's get going then,” Gabriel said. The rest of the soldiers quickly got up, and Rose moved with them, determined to draw as little notice as possible.

      It was a bright summer’s day, already warm despite the early hour. Puss declined to ride with Rose, choosing to walk in his new shoes instead. Once they were beyond the city limits, where there was more space and the horses could move faster, Jared scooped Puss onto his horse so he wouldn’t get left behind. Rose moved her horse up beside Sienna's. “Thanks,” she said. “You know, for letting me stay as Buddy.”

      Sienna smiled fondly. “You’re right. We are sisters. I’ll look after you.”

      “Thanks Sienna.”
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      Aurora picked up the gold embossed card and read it for the umpteenth time.

      Please join me for dinner at 3pm.

      That was it. No explanation. O had never invited her to dinner before. There was no need. Food appeared when she was hungry, and he certainly never waited for an invitation to join her.

      With the invitation was a box containing a dress. She assumed O intended that she wear the dress to dinner. But that put “dinner” in another context entirely. This wasn't just a dress. She had plenty of those in the wardrobe. This was a ballgown. It was the kind of gown worn for a special occasion. It was exquisite, one of the most beautiful garments she had ever seen. It was finer than many of the dresses she had worn to balls with her suitors. Nervous excitement churned in her stomach. Was O courting her? Was that what he intended with his unexpected invitation?

      Aurora held the dress against her in front of the mirror and stared at it in amazement. It was a deep forest green and emerald, reflecting the color of her eyes. Lacework and beading adorned the decolletage and arms, that would let little glimpses of skin peep through. It was simultaneously decent and daring. Her mother would have palpitations if she saw Aurora in a gown like that. The old Aurora would never have considered it. But she was braver now, no longer drifting through her life in a passive fog. It was ironic that she felt more alert and awake now, when she was trapped in perpetual sleep, than she had in her previous life. She couldn’t find any lacings on it, so she bundled it up and pulled it over her head. She marveled at how easily it slipped on and how light it was. It was like it was made of the finest silk. It barely weighed more than air against her skin, yet it had the fullness of multiple petticoats. She twisted this way and that, trying to understand the secret of how it could be simultaneously so voluminous and so light.

      The gong struck, reverberating through the house. Aurora took a deep breath. She looked at herself one more time and smiled. She walked down the grand staircase carefully, slowly, with poise, the way Frau Heinkle would be proud of. O was waiting for her on the landing. The look in his eyes made butterflies flutter through her stomach and told her she was beautiful. She wasn't used to men looking at her like that. They either looked at her possessively, like she was property they hoped to acquire, or they looked at her with dispassionate admiration for her beautiful features. It didn’t occur to them that there could be anything more than the surface to see.

      O's look said that he saw everything about her and that he liked it.

      She joined him on the landing. He bowed deeply to her. She curtsied in return and took his proffered hand and they descended the remaining part of the staircase together. How often had some Earl or Lord or Duke escorted her to dinner this way? They either ignored her completely, paraded her like a prize heifer, or talked at her about their own interests, never considering she might have any of her own. O did none of that. Though they walked in silence, she could feel his attention on her.

      She moved toward the dining room she had always eaten in, but the tightened grip on her arm halted her.

      "Not tonight. Today, we're going somewhere special."

      She looked at his face inquisitively, but his secretive air made it clear that he would not be revealing anything before he was ready. Suddenly, Aurora knew where they were going. Her pace slowed as they approached the great doors of the ballroom. She didn't want to go in there.

      O sensed her hesitation. "Trust me?" he whispered.

      The question took her by surprise, but she nodded slowly. She did trust him. With a sweep of his hand, the doors opened inward and they stepped into the ballroom. Aurora gasped at the sight. It was nothing like the ballrooms she was used to. Heavy velvet drapes covered all the windows, blocking out the afternoon sunshine that would have broken the illusion of their nighttime rendezvous. But it also served to make the space seem more intimate and less cavernous. A table was set up in the middle of the room, but that was not where O led her first. He brought her to a side table.

      "I thought you'd like to see the deserts to come before we start the meal," he said wryly.

      She laughed. He knew her so well. And all her favorites were here. Rich chocolate pastries and gateaux. There were some she didn't recognize too. O pointed out some honeyed milk-balls from Mystika. She was skeptical, but certainly willing to give them a try. She was tempted to skip dinner and just start with dessert! Before she could grab a spoon, O guided her toward the table. When she saw what was on it, she was glad she had resisted starting with dessert. Though somehow the castle always managed to serve her favorite foods, this was a particularly special spread. This was something O had chosen for her, not the magic of the castle.

      There were no servants to wait on them, which Aurora could only see as a relief. Every dinner party in her past had come with too many eyes watching and judging her. There was a heady excitement in being able to partake in the spectacle while still having the freedom to relax and be herself.
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        * * *

      

      O couldn't help smiling. It was all going even better than he had hoped. Aurora was enjoying herself. She was as excited as a child with her first pony, discovering the exhilaration of learning to ride. They talked about everything and nothing, so easy together. It made his heart glad. She was remarkable. It angered him how little her parents seemed to have valued her when she was with them. He couldn't understand how anyone could know her and not recognize the precious brilliance of her mind, the wonder of her presence.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “It always confused me that while the king is the most important piece, it is the queen that is the most powerful piece on the board.”

      "Why is that confusing?"

      "Because, normally, the queen has no power. Women are there to support their husbands, not to protect them."

      “But you are heir to the throne of Northaven. As queen, you will have power.”

      “I may be the heir, but it will be my husband who sits on the throne of Northaven. Women are not suited to ruling.”

      “Is that what you think or what you’ve been told? How do you explain Siverus thriving with Queen Christabelle as its monarch?”

      “I’m not Queen Christabelle. My parents have always said I lack the aptitude for leadership.”

      “Your parents think you are ineffectual?” Incredulity colored his tone.

      "I'm trapped inside my own mind. Not really much more ineffectual one can get."

      "But you're not powerless here. You've managed to investigate, to move forward and gain knowledge. Do you not see that knowledge can be its own source of power? Not all battles are fought with swords."

      Aurora mused on this. It was an unusual way to look at the world to her, having grown up with parents who had constantly lamented that she wasn't a son, and who valued military might more than anything. It seemed a strange concept that she could have power in this world. And yet she wasn't helpless. She had taken charge of herself. Yes, she needed assistance from the princesses outside this Dreamworld. But they needed assistance from her too, and she was able to supply it.

      O pushed back from the table and walked around to stand beside Aurora's chair. He bowed courteously. "May I have this dance, my lady?"

      "Dance?" Aurora's stomach churned.

      "Of course! We can't have a ball without dancing."

      He offered her his hand but she just stared at it. He must have read the panic on her face because his eyes softened. “You used to love dancing. You said you trust me. Let me help you rediscover that joy.”

      She hesitated. She wanted so much to reach out to him, to throw off the shackles of her past. O was different from her suitors. Could he really help her find the simple joy in dancing again? She swallowed nervously.

      "There's no music." It was a feeble objection, and she knew it.

      "We can fix that." He waved his hand and clicked his fingers. The gentle strains of a string quartet started playing. Aurora laughed at the unnecessary dramatic flourish. They both knew that he could have created music with the merest thought. So could she, for that matter. But his theatrics distracted her and broke the grip of fear. She took his outstretched hand and stood beside him

      He looped his arm around her waist, pulling her closer to him and into the dance. O was an excellent partner, light on his feet and never treading on hers. They spun around effortlessly. As they danced through the room, more candles flared to life to illuminate the space in a warm glow. Music and magic filled her senses. An unfamiliar sensation bubbled up in her chest. Happiness, she thought. I'm dancing and I'm happy. And it's all because of him. She stared into his eyes, and suddenly realized just how close they were. How intimately he held her. They stopped moving. They just stared at each other. If she stood on tiptoe their lips would meet. But she didn't move. Couldn't move. Pinned in place by the dark depths of his eyes. They swirled with turbulent emotions. Could he be feeling this too?

      O broke eye contact first and looked away.  "No. Damn the consequences," he muttered and turned back to her. He claimed her mouth in an explosive kiss. Aurora was breathless, lightheaded. She twined her arms round his neck, pulling him closer, crushing their lips together, matching his desperation with her own. She had been kissed before, but it was nothing like this. This was like swallowing sunshine.

      O pulled away. Aurora smiled at him, a silly grin she couldn't help. Then she saw his face and her smile faltered. He frowned at her. "Why are you still here?” Aurora stared at him in bewilderment. Where else would she be?

      O's confusion cleared but his expression grew darker.

      “Oh, I see. How foolish of me." He stepped back from her, putting distance between them. "Please forgive the liberty I took. Good evening.” He bowed stiffly, and disappeared. Poof. Gone. Just like when he had nearly kissed her that day in the hall of mirrors. What was it about kissing her that drove him away? Why did it upset him so? It wasn't a bad kiss. Understatement. She had thought the kiss was wonderful until his sour reaction spoiled it.

      The music was still playing, but the magic of the night was gone. She felt foolish standing in the grand ballroom alone. Suddenly, her dress was a hindrance and frivolous and wrong. Everything was wrong. She ran from the empty ballroom, through the empty castle, back to her empty room. The setting sun lit her room with a warm orange glow, making her fancy dress feel even more ridiculous. She stripped it off as quickly as she could, drew the curtains, and crawled into bed.

      A tear rolled down her cheek. Another followed, and she didn't bother to wipe them away. For three years, she had been courted by every eligible man in Northaven and beyond and she had endured it, hoping that there was a 'true love' out there for her. But in all that time, she had only found one man whose company she welcomed. And her kiss repulsed him so much that it caused him to run from her not once but twice. She sniffed miserably as the truth settled heavily on her heart.

      True love's kiss was not going to save her.

      There was no way for her to break the curse.
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      “Sienna, I need your help.”

      “Sure, what's up, Rose?”

      She had waited until they were in Dreamworld to approach Sienna so none of the rest of their travelling party could overhear, but still she felt awkward asking.

      “There's no nice way to say this, but… I need to wash my clothes and I don't know how to.”

      Sienna laughed, which wasn’t the reaction she was hoping for.

      “I mean it,” she insisted. “There’s mud everywhere and the material is stiff with dirt. I can’t bear to put those clothes back on in their current state. Laundry is not exactly something a princess learns. I'm hoping you might know as part of soldier training?”

      “Well, I can’t claim to be particularly experienced, but I do get the basics. Why didn't you go yesterday when all the washing was happening? Someone could have shown you then.”

      “Because the soldiers were there! I didn't want to reveal the fact that underneath these clothes I’m not exactly… Buddy-shaped.”

      “Ah! Yes, I understand. Tomorrow morning, let’s go down to the river together early. I'll show you how to wash your clothes, and I'll keep an eye out so that no one else sees you.”

      Rose smiled in relief, knowing she didn’t need to spend another day in dirty clothes. “That would be wonderful, thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      Sebastian gathered wood for the campfire while Alphonse cooked fish for breakfast. Jared and Lucien had caught the fish yesterday, and Gabriel and Hubert had taken the late-night watch, so he felt collecting wood was the least he could contribute.

      He looked toward Sienna’s tent. She would normally be up by now, but there was no sign of her. He was debating calling her when he heard her laugh coming from the other side of the trees. He drew back a little so he wouldn't be seen. Sienna was not alone. The horse boy, Buddy, was with her. They were both wet – had they gone swimming together?

      They were laughing with each other, walking side-by-side, heads more closely together than Sebastian was really comfortable with. He had thought he sensed some recognition from Sienna when they first met Buddy. But then she seemed not to know him, so he dismissed it. Now, all those questions came flooding back.

      They had been riding together and conversing a lot on this trip. Maybe the young boy just felt more comfortable talking to someone closer to his own age. That also reminded Sebastian that Sienna was closer in age to Buddy than to him. Logically, he knew Sienna had given him no reason to doubt her. Yet the anxious knot of jealousy wouldn’t leave his stomach.
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        * * *

      

      For the first day after the ball, Aurora moped. O didn't come to visit her. She had expected his avoidance, but it still stung. She moved listlessly through the castle, unable to settle on anything. The melancholy that had plagued her first days in the Dreamworld descended again. She welcomed it in a perverse way. If her spirits were so low that she had to take to her bed then nothing could be expected of her. Her lethargy continued through the second day, but when a third day still showed no sign of O returning, she started to get mad.

      Where did he spend his time when he wasn't with her? Why was he so secretive about it? Why was he so secretive about everything?

      He knew all about her life. He knew her favorite foods and how to decorate her rooms to best please her. She didn't even know his name!

      It was time for that to change.

      She marched through the castle to the hall of memories. Twelve mirrors, but only eleven princesses. She stood in front of the twelfth mirror and lightly ran her fingers around its frame. The hum, the resonance, of the mirror was stronger today. Was that because her connection to O was stronger since their kiss or just because he wasn't here today to distract her? It didn't matter. She was certain that this was the mirror that linked O to her Dreamworld. After all, if he could travel to her dreams then she must be able to travel the same path in reverse to visit his. If he wouldn't tell her about himself, then she would have to find out on her own.

      She cast an anxious glance at the center of the room, where O usually waited when acting as her anchor. She had no anchor today. But the fire of indignation burned away her doubts. She had dreamwalked often enough now, she knew how to handle herself. It was time to step into O's past and learn the truth. Before she could second-guess herself again, she pushed her hand through the glass and stepped inside.
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        * * *

      

      She knew at once that there was something different here.

      For one, the usual gray fog was absent and a shimmering white mist swirled around her instead. When the mist cleared, the scene before her was like nothing she had seen before.

      The memories she had visited on previous dreamwalks had been slightly blurry. It wasn't so much something she saw as something she felt; she knew those were memories she viewed. This place – she wasn't sure it was a memory – was not blurred. If anything, the focus was too sharp. It was full of razor edges and needle points. It was equally surreal, but felt more threatening somehow, like any wrong step could leave her shredded to ribbons.

      Aurora picked her way carefully through the spiky landscape. Part of her was surprised that she had gotten this far at all. O was more paranoid about his privacy than Selena, and yet he left himself unwarded. Perhaps it was simply that as he was powering the spell that had formed her Dreamworld he couldn't cut off access between them without cutting off the spell too? He also probably thought she would just sit in the castle and wait for him, just because he told her to, like a good, meek princess should. Well, he had another think coming. She was done being the pawn in everyone else's game. It was time to start playing by her own rules.

      She saw movement ahead, refracted through the prisms that coated each surface. She advanced slowly, hoping to catch O unawares and observe him. She wasn't sure how sensitive he would be to a dreamwalker watching him. But when the figure turned around, it was not O. It wasn't even human! It looked like a short man, stocky around the middle so he was egg-shaped. But there was nothing humorous about his appearance. His skin had a slightly green cast, as if he were seasick, but it was leathery looking too. Too many wrinkles gathered around his joints, like his skin was a hand-me-down from someone much larger than him. His face was squashed flatter than normal human proportions which made his already overly-large eyes seem to protrude even more.

      His overly-large eyes that were looking directly at her!

      "What's this?" he crooned, his voice rasping like sandpaper over stone. "A pretty changeling come to visit me."

      "I beg your pardon, sir," Aurora stammered, drawing on her proper princess lessons to find the diplomacy to deal with the repulsive creature. "I am looking for someone else."

      "But you have found me, so no need to keep looking. You can't wander into a greelak's territory and not pay the toll for safe passage."

      "Price? I don't have any money."

      "I don't want money. Thirty days of your time and you may continue on."

      "Thirty days! I cannot stay thirty minutes!"

      "You cannot leave either – there is nowhere for you to go." His voice had dropped lower, and there was a threatening glint in his eyes. Aurora was deeply uncomfortable. Learning O's secrets was not worth subjecting herself to any longer in this – thing's – company. She reached for her anchor, but remembered with a jolt that she didn't have an anchor for this dreamwalk. She felt along the pathways in her mind, but though she could see a way back to the Hall of Mirrors, she couldn't catch it. It kept eluding her reach, leaving her stranded in this unfamiliar environment. Her fear rose steadily, but she tried to suppress her panic.

      Then the creature grabbed her.

      Her panic spiked, and she screamed. He wasn't supposed to be able to touch her! Selena had walked straight through her in her memory. How could this thing physically interact with her? His touch was like dried out parchment, but his grip on her wrist was strong. He started dragging her along. She tried to resist, but her struggles were in vain. She couldn't break his hold. Where was he taking her? Why couldn't she break out of this memory? Though she no longer believed it was a memory; his words were too specifically directed at her, not some past O that she couldn’t see. She was trapped in this warped reality. And no one would ever know what had happened to her.

      “Princess!”

      The anxious shout in that familiar voice filled her with hope.

      “Over here! I’m here!”

      “I’m coming!” And then he was there. She had no idea how O had found her, but she wasn’t alone anymore. The greelak pulled her closer to him and hissed at O defiantly.

      "She was trespassing. That makes her mine."

      "She is under my protection. I left the doorway open; that is an implicit invitation so she is not trespassing. Now, release her." The creature hesitated. "Now, greelak. Do not force me to make it an official command." Aurora stared at him in surprise. There was an edge to him here, a fierceness she hadn't seen before.

      With a huff, the creature let go of Aurora and pushed her toward O. She stumbled, and when she recovered her footing the greelak had already vanished, scuttling through the underbrush.

      "O! I'm so glad to see you. I – "

      "Shush. Not here." He wrapped his arms around her and the spiky nightmare disappeared. The transition to the hall of memories was so quick that Aurora didn't even see the white mist as they passed through. She turned to her savior but her smile froze at his thunderous expression.

      "What the blazes were you thinking? Have you any idea what a greelak can do to a mortal? How many times have I warned you about needing an anchor? Do you really have such little concern for your own safety, or did you disobey me out of pettiness?"

      Aurora felt the tears well up. The relief of her rescue mixed with her remorse and O's angry shouting overwhelmed her stoic barriers. She let herself cry unchecked. The nausea churned and her sobs turned slightly hysterical. She tried to gulp air, unable to breathe properly past the lump in her throat. This wasn't the dainty distress of a damsel; it was the gut-wrenching heartbreak of a woman who had had too much.

      Strong arms encircled her and the gaping hole in her chest that had threatened to swallow her started to recede. O rocked her gently. He was murmuring something into her hair but she couldn't make out the words. The words didn't matter though. His presence told her she was safe, and that was all she needed to know. Gradually her tears subsided. O stayed with her through it all. She looked up at him nervously. Her face was blotchy and her eyes were undoubtedly red and puffy. This was the first she had seen him since their kiss and this was not the impression she had wanted to make.

      "Thank you for coming for me," she whispered, her voice hoarse from crying.

      "Always," he said softly.

      "How did you find me?"

      "You were in my world. I knew the moment you crossed the threshold. And then I heard your screams." He pulled her closer against him. Aurora dropped her eyes, unable to meet his.

      "Why, Aurora? Why did you try something so foolish?" He wasn't angry any more, just disappointed. Somehow, that was worse.

      "I just wanted to get to know you better," Aurora confessed wretchedly.

      He shook his head sadly. Aurora wasn't sure if the sadness was for his secrecy about his past or for her recklessness in trying to uncover it. If she had hoped that he would provide some of the missing details of his life, she soon realized how futile that hope was. He was as reserved as ever.

      "Let's get you to bed." Aurora wanted to insist that they talk, but actually sleep sounded really good right then. The whiplash of emotions between terror and relief and regret left her wrung out, and with evening approaching her curse was dulling her senses. O scooped her up into his arms. She gasped in surprise but thought better of protesting. There was something comforting about the way he held her close to his chest, even with so much unresolved between them. She lay her head on his shoulder and let herself pretend that he cared for her the way she wanted him to.

      He laid her down on her bed and tucked the blankets around her, then pulled the curtains and turned the lamp on low. Her eyelids closed, too heavy to stay open. She felt the press of lips against her forehead and heard him whisper, “Goodnight, sweetheart.”

      Though perhaps she was already asleep and just dreamed that part.
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      Sienna waited at the entry point to Dreamworld where Princess Natashya usually appeared. She wasn't surprised that Natashya wasn't here yet. Over the last few weeks that had become the pattern, as Asha stayed up past midnight to spend her time with Odette. But as a result, Sienna hadn't seen her for a few nights and wanted to see how she was doing.

      A ripple of light heralded the princess's arrival in Dreamworld. Sienna knew at once that something was wrong.

      “Asha, are you okay?”

      The normally stoic Princess Natasha looked on the verge of tears. “I just said goodbye to Odette. If we can't break the curse tomorrow, if I can't get help for her, this may have been the last time I’ll see her in human form.”

      “Tomorrow is the Midsummer Ball?”

      Natashya nodded. “I have to leave well before sunset, so I'll only see her as a swan tomorrow. I don't know if we can do it. I still don't have the golden ball. Without that, I don't know how I'm going to convince the nobles of the danger she's in. If I have to, I’ll sacrifice my anonymity, but I’d prefer to reserve that as a last resort.”

      Sienna swallowed a lump in her throat. Asha’s fears for Odette mirrored her own for Aurora. What if they couldn’t get answers from Carabosse? What if she wouldn’t even receive them?

      “It’s going to be okay, Asha. I know it.” The reassurance was as much for herself as for her friend. “You have the information. You have credibility. And Alexi will be at the ball, too, to back you up. You can do this. We can do this. Tomorrow, Rose and I will arrive at Carabas Castle to find the solution to breaking Aurora’s curse. This time tomorrow night, you and I will meet here again and celebrate our successes in freeing our friends.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      Me too.

      “Tomorrow will be a big day for all of us.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, this is Carabas Castle.” Sienna looked up at the structure looming above them and shivered involuntarily. There was something foreboding about it, even on a clear day.

      "So, do we go in?" Rose asked hesitantly.

      "A smaller party would be better than all of us," Sebastian said to Sienna.

      She nodded. "I don't want her to feel we are threatening her. A diplomatic approach is probably best."

      "Sebastian, I object," Gabriel interrupted. "We are here to ensure your safety. You cannot leave us behind."

      Sebastian cocked his eyebrow at the outburst from his soldier, and Gabriel reddened. "Do you really think two Rangers are insufficient to protect one boy and a cat?" he asked, amused.

      "Two...?" Gabriel trailed off. Sebastian narrowed his eyes at him and his voice grew harsher.

      "Yes, two. Princess Sienna earned her right to that red cloak as much as you did. Please take our horses and set up camp. Hopefully we will return with good news shortly."

      They walked to the doorway and knocked. The door was opened by a lavishly dressed footman. He looked straight at Sebastian, ignoring the rest of their party. Sienna gritted her teeth but accepted that this was not something worth making a fuss over.

      “We request an audience with Carabosse, the mistress of this castle,” Sebastian said.

      “And who requests an audience with the Marquise?”

      “Prince Sebastian of Vitalia, Princess Sienna of Orella, and attendants.”

      The footman straightened up at the impressive titles before him. He ushered them into a parlor room.

      “If you’ll wait here, Your Highnesses, I will check if the Marquise can receive you.”

      “Marquise, indeed!” Puss hissed. Rosebud nudged the cat with her foot. This was no time for his grumpiness. Luckily, the footman did not seem to hear. They stood in silence in the parlor; there was nothing left to say and they were still uncertain of their reception. Finally, another servant entered the room. He wore a chain of office that suggested that he was more senior than the footman they had met initially. He gave an obsequious bow.

      “Your Highnesses, it is most irregular to appear without warning or invitation, but the Marquise has graciously agreed to see you.”

      “We thank the Marquise for her hospitality and generosity,” Sebastian said, taking the lead. Sienna fell into step behind him, allowing him to act as the spokesman for their party. They followed the servant to the receiving room. Truly, it could have been the ballroom, it was so large. The floor was polished marble, rich tapestries hung on the walls, and everything seemed brushed with gilt.

      “Strewth, could it be any more tasteless,” Puss complained. Sienna shot a look at Rose, who picked Puss up and held him so his mouth was muffled by her sleeve.

      At the top of the room, the Marquise watched them languidly, waiting for them to cross the hall to stand at the foot of her dais before she would acknowledge their presence. Carabosse was not what Sienna had expected. For one thing, she looked a lot younger than someone who had already been at the height of her powers sixteen years ago. She lounged in a throne-like chair carved from a dark stone. Granite, maybe? She wore black robes, but her hair was long and blonde. She looked more like a fairy princess than a wicked witch. It was disconcerting.

      “My lady,” Sebastian began. Carabosse held up a hand to stop him.

      “Ah, ah, ah. I didn't say you could speak yet,” she chided. Behind Sebastian’s back, Sienna and Rosebud exchanged a glance. This wasn't going well.

      "Uh, why are you taking that guff from her?" Puss asked.

      "Who said that?" Carabosse looked around sharply.

      "I did." Puss jumped out of Rosebud's arms and sauntered toward the throne.

      Carabosse looked at him with distaste. "A talking cat," she sneered. "How droll."

      "My lady," Sebastian began again. "We seek answers that we believe you can provide."

      "Indeed. And why would I provide these answers?"

      “Because you were asked to. Show a little respect for your betters,” Puss replied. Sienna’s heart sank. A confrontation was no way to convince the mage to help.

      "My betters? You dare to talk to me this way? I am a Marquise."

      Puss snorted. "Good on ya, mate. But you got a prince and a princess standing in front of you, so I think you'll find that you're outranked."

      Carabosse's eyes narrowed. She clearly did not like the implication that her importance was diminished. "I am also a sorceress," she cried. "Fae born! You should watch what you say."

      "Sorceress? Yeah right. No way is a bit thing like you a power to be reckoned with."

      "You don't believe I am powerful? Perhaps a demonstration is in order." The air around her started to waver. Her dress billowed out in a wind that touched only her. But it wasn't just her dress. It was her. She was growing bigger, stretching. As the transformation continued, Sienna's jaw dropped open. A black scaly dragon about half the size of the ballroom was now standing before them.

      "You want power?" The voice rumbled. "I'll show you power!"

      The dragon reared back and exhaled flames toward them.
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        * * *

      

      Sebastian realized what was happening a moment before it did. He dived at Sienna and knocked her to the ground. Sickly green fire passed harmlessly over their heads. Had he not pulled her down, it was possible she could have been badly hit. He looked up. It seemed Buddy had been knocked out of the blast range in the process. Which was good, if somewhat of an accident.

      "Are you okay?" he asked Sienna quietly. He could feel the tremors shaking her body, but he could also see her determination to stand strong in the face of the mage's intimidation tactics. Sebastian stood up and took Sienna's hand to help her up too. When they looked back at the dais, they got a shock. Puss was circling the dragon with an air of condescension.

      "Yes, indeed, very good show." Puss stammered slightly on the words. So, bravado not nonchalance, Sebastian thought.

      "A large showy dragon," the cat continued. "Definitely impressive. Bigger is better, right?"

      "I have always thought so." The dragon sounded smug.

      "But it's just... Bigger is so cliché, you know? It's all about the big splash, and the details aren't as important. Me? I've always preferred the subtler detailing that indicates precision control. Something small like a mouse – no ‘wow’ factor there, is there, mate? It's all in the execution – that's the real display of power, if you ask me."

      What was he doing? Sebastian stared at him in confusion. Why was he antagonizing the mage when she had just made it clear that she could incinerate them on the spot if she wished to?

      "You think I can't manage small?" Carabosse frowned at the cat. "My control is perfect. My detailing is so fine, you can see the whiskers and every strand of fur on the coat. Look at this!" There was another flash, and the dragon disappeared. A small gray mouse sat on the step in front of the granite throne.

      "You see?" she gloated. "Aren't I an excellent mouse?"

      "Exquisite," said Puss, and he pounced on her.

      Before the other three could react, Puss swallowed the mouse whole. "And that was the end of the wicked witch," he muttered in satisfaction.

      Suddenly, his limbs spasmed. Buddy rushed forward to help him, but Sienna held the boy back. The cat started to rise into the air, stomach first, as if invisible strings were pulling him off the ground. A light burst through him, radiating from his skin, and colored smoke filled the air.

      "Puss!" Buddy screamed, before dissolving into a coughing fit brought on by the smoke.

      Almost as soon as it had started, the light show stopped. The sudden dimness left them all blinking in confusion, trying to regain their night vision. They looked to the throne where Puss had been. There was no sign of Carabosse, but an unfamiliar man lay in tattered clothes on the ground. As they watched, he began to stir. He pushed himself upright. He looked at his knees in front of him, and seemed disproportionately excited by them. He turned his hands in front of his face, then patted his facial features, his grin growing larger with each passing moment.

      "I did it! I'm back! I'm free!" he exclaimed.

      "Who are you? Where is Carabosse?"

      "It's me, Puss. Or, to finally introduce myself properly, Peter, 6th Marquis de Carabas. That witch killed my father, stole my birthright, and cursed me into that unnatural shape. I've been a cat nearly twenty years, but I'm finally me again!" His glee infused every word; he was all but dancing on the spot. Sebastian was surprised, and yet not. An intelligent, talking cat was suspicious anyway, and once magic was involved, anything was possible. He envied the other man's autonomy to break his curse. Though Sienna never seemed bothered by his scars. He looked to the lady in question, standing beside the cat's companion. Buddy looked furious.

      "Where is Carabosse?" he demanded.

      "Gone!" Puss – no, Peter – crowed. "I defeated her, just like we came here to do!"

      Buddy closed the distance between them in a heartbeat and slapped Peter across the face. Hard.

      "You selfish twat!" Buddy screeched. "I didn't come here to kill Carabosse, I came to ask her about a curse. I can't question a dead witch! You have destroyed my only chance to save my sister!" He burst into tears. Sienna rushed to his side, and he buried his head in her shoulder as she comforted him. Sebastian's stomach clenched at the tenderness he saw on his beloved's face, directed at someone else.

      "What is going on here?" The question came out more sharply than he had intended. Sienna drew back from Buddy, but still kept an arm around him.

      "I think some introductions are in order," she stated. Buddy gave her an alarmed look, which she either didn't see or chose to ignore. "Sebastian, this is Princess Rosebud von Northaven. She's Aurora's sister, and the reason we knew to come to Carabas."

      Buddy was a girl? And not just any girl, a princess! Sebastian looked closer. What he had mistaken for youthful features on a boy he now discerned could be feminine contours instead. But his – her – hair was so short! She had put in effort to hide her identity, and it had worked. But what must it have been like for a princess used to luxury travelling alone except for a company of soldiers? At least they were his Rangers! Sebastian shuddered to think what could have happened to a sheltered girl had she fallen in with less honorable company.

      Puss – Peter – whatever his name was – looked equally surprised at Sienna's words. But he was a cat who had just revealed himself as a man. By comparison, a boy revealing himself to actually be a girl was not nearly so noteworthy.

      "You used me!" Buddy, er, Rosebud, screamed. "I thought we were friends, but you just wanted a quicker way to get to Carabas. You knew why I was coming here, what I needed, and you still killed Carabosse first chance you got. You are a selfish, manipulative—“

      "Carabosse cursed me too," Peter interjected, trying to justify himself. "The only way I could regain my true form was to defeat her. And I did!"

      "Did it never occur to you that you could have defeated her after Rosebud had questioned her?" Sebastian asked coldly. "If you had shown some patience and consideration for others, you could have both achieved your goals in coming here. Instead, you have doomed a princess."

      The Marquis opened his mouth, but no words came out.

      Sebastian walked to the two women and stood beside them. "Shall we go? There is nothing worth our time here. I'm sure the Marquis has a lot to do to get his house in order."

      The Marquis looked torn between chagrin and defiance, but what the ex-cat felt was of no import to Sebastian. He ushered the princesses from the castle. Sienna glared back at the Marquis before she left, but Rosebud never lifted her head. The weight of the world seemed to have settled on her shoulders.

      Sebastian was glad to see the Rangers had set up camp.

      "Did you get what you needed?" Gabriel asked, coming to attention when he saw them.

      "No."

      "Where's the cat?" Jared asked gruffly.

      "Long story." Sebastian was in no mood for explanations. “We'll stay here tonight, then start for Tambridge again in the morning.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      Sienna tried to talk to Rosebud once they reached Dreamworld, but the younger girl was too distraught to engage with anyone. She went straight to Aurora's room and locked herself in with her sister. It was left to Sienna to explain to the others how their quest had failed.

      “Carabosse is dead?” Katrina repeated in disbelief. “Does that mean the spell is broken?”

      “That wasn’t the release clause, so no,” Selena replied.

      “Plus, we are all still here in Dreamworld, which means Aurora is too,” Eva said glumly.

      “All Carabosse’s death means is that she can’t tell us any other way to break Aurora’s curse,” Sienna concluded. They fell silent, lost in their own thoughts.

      “Did you hear that?” Sienna strained to listen.

      "Hello?"

      The timid call galvanized Sienna into movement. She followed the voice, not waiting for the others, and skidded to a stop when she saw her.

      "Odette? Odette!"

      “Sienna?”

      “You’re here! You’re human!”

      “Is this the new Dreamworld Asha told me about?”

      Sienna had no time to answer before a flash of light announced another arrival. She did a double-take at the figure of Princess Asha’s twin brother. “Hello, Alexei. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

      “Hello, Sienna. To be honest, I wasn’t expecting to be here. I still don’t even know where ‘here’ is.”

      She smiled kindly at his bewilderment. “Don’t worry, we have all night to fill you in. Where’s Asha?”

      Alexei looked behind him, and Sienna's heart sank. Asha wasn't with them.

      “Could she have arrived somewhere else?” Alexei asked uncertainly.

      “No, I don’t think so. This should be her entry point.”

      “She was right behind me. There was enough sleeping potion left. She should have fallen asleep by now.”

      “Something’s wrong, isn’t it?” The concern in Odette's voice was clear.

      Eva came over and put her arm around Odette. “Natashya will be okay; she’s stronger than she looks.”

      Alexei flicked his head between Odette and the princesses, and the end of the corridor where Natashya should have appeared. “I need to go back. What if she needs help?”

      Sienna grimaced. He didn't know. “You can’t go back; the sleep spell we are in won’t release us until dawn." He opened his mouth to protest, but she cut him off. "There’s nothing we can do to help Asha now. She’s on her own.” She let him see her own concern, so he would know she wasn't being blasé about Asha's welfare. He unclenched his body, accepting the situation and his inability to change it.

      Sienna reached out and squeezed his hand. "Trust her," she whispered.

      He squeezed back. "I do."

      "Odette!" Princess Katrina ran across the hallway to greet her. She enveloped the older girl in a bear hug and immediately started quizzing her about what had caused her absence from Dreamworld. Sienna could only understand about one word in four from Katrina, and Odette looked completely overwhelmed. Sienna took charge.

      "Everyone, let's gather in the library to talk. Odette can fill us all in together so she doesn't have to keep repeating herself."

      "And someone will explain to me what this place is?" Alexei added.

      Sienna laughed. "Of course." She ushered the princesses toward the library, and the newcomers fell into step behind her. She didn't miss how Alexei instinctively took Odette's hand or the look she gave him when he did. She had a feeling there would more revelations to come before they saw dawn.
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        * * *

      

      Aurora was still taking it easy three days after her near-miss in the world within O’s mirror. She had no desire to repeat that encounter, nor to risk dreamwalking without an anchor again. O wouldn’t show up until later, so after breakfast she decided to go to the music room. Playing the harp usually soothed her, and she hadn’t been taking time to practice recently.

      After a few warmup scales, she segued into one of her favorite pieces. The Concerto for Harp and Flute in B minor was a party piece she and Rosa often duetted. Her fingers found the strings effortlessly, and she lost herself in the haunting melody. Footsteps in the corridor surprised her. It was earlier than she was expecting O, but she welcomed the company.

      Twang!

      The harp protested her sudden stop, but it no longer had her attention. She stared at the figure in the doorway to the music room, wondering if she was hallucinating. It wasn’t O.

      “Natashya?!”

      Princess Natashya of Siverus, one of the League of Princesses, was standing before her. Here, with her in Dreamworld. She jumped up. Natashya ran toward her and suddenly they were hugging and laughing and crying, all at once.

      “Oh, it’s so good to see you!” Natashya wasn’t even one of the League she had been particularly close with, but she represented the outside world and the reassurance that she hadn’t been forgotten.

      “Sienna is on her way to Carabas to confront the witch that cursed you,” Natashya said, bolstering that reassurance. “She’s going to find another way to break the spell so we can release you from this Dreamworld. We’ll have you out of here in no time.”

      Aurora couldn’t find words to reply. Her friends were fighting for her. She was going to get out! The obvious question, buried in the excitement of reunion, surfaced again.

      “How did you get in here, Natashya? It’s still daytime.”

      “It must be the fae sleeping potion I took. It was strong enough to pull Alexei into Dreamworld with Odette last night, and it seems to let me enter during the day.”

      “No fae potion is potent enough by itself to do that. It works for you because you are faekin.”

      “O!” Aurora exclaimed, pleased to see him and to have the chance to introduce him to one of her friends. But he wasn’t looking at her; he was staring intensely at Asha, who had stepped between her and O. Aurora turned to her in confusion. “Asha, it’s okay. O is my friend.”

      “He is a liar. You can’t trust him.”

      Natashya’s harsh words shocked Aurora. “Why would you say that?”

      “He wears a false face. Why would he do that, if not to deceive?”

      “I assure you, Your Highness, this is my true appearance,” O responded smoothly. Her accusations didn’t seem to bother O. He barely hid his amused smirk.

      “Then why is it you look just like my brother Jack?” Natashya was not disarmed by his charm.

      “Family resemblance? We are family, after all.”

      What? His casual remark stunned Aurora.

      “Aunt Crystal is full blood fae, my mother’s sister.”

      “My mother’s name is Christabelle.”

      “That’s her human name. Her fae name is Crystal.”

      “But, she’s the Queen of Siverus. I am her heir. You are saying we’re not really royalty after all?”

      “On the contrary, Crystal is Fae Royalty. My mother, her sister, is Queen Diamond of Faerie. Crystal is the Queen of Siverus. Being fae doesn’t change that. But she gave up the Faerie Courts when she left to marry your human father. Siverus was the closest compensation to what she had rescinded.”

      “You are the son of the Faerie Queen? Then, I know who you are. My mother told me bedtime stories about you. You’re the Dark Prince of the Fae, Ob–”

      “O is fine,” he interrupted hurriedly, with a furtive glance at Aurora. Her eyes narrowed. So, even Natashya knew his real name, but still he wouldn’t share it with her?

      “Do you have brothers or sisters? Do I have other cousins I don’t know about?”

      “I only have one half-sister, but she’s on my father’s side, so you’re not related to her.”

      “But Queen Diamond, she’s my aunt? What’s she like?”

      Aurora tuned out the happy prattle of Natashya and O exchanging family stories. She had known O was a mage, and she had suspected he might be fae-kin, a first-generation descendant of a full-blooded Fae, given the level of power he wielded. But he wasn’t fae-kin. He was fae. Full-blooded fae. Which was bad enough, but he wasn’t just any full-blooded fae, he was royalty.

      “I don’t have long left here, Aurora,” Natashya said, breaking Aurora’s reverie. “Hopefully you don’t either.” Natashya stood up and Aurora rushed to meet her, suddenly bereft at the thought of losing one of her friends, even if she and Natashya had never been particularly close. Without consideration for propriety, she enveloped the older princess in a hug, and felt arms tighten around her in return.

      “We’re coming for you, Aurora,” Natashya whispered to her. “No princess left behind.”

      A lump formed in Aurora’s throat, cutting off her words. She could only nod in response, as Natashya shimmered and faded out of Dreamworld. A tremor shook Aurora. The keenness of the loss surprised her, but there was another matter to deal with first.

      “So, you’re not just fae, but fae royalty?” Her harsh words ripped the silence in the room, and wiped the satisfied smile off O’s face.

      “What?”

      “You lied to me. You’ve been lying for weeks.”

      “I never lied to you!”

      “A lie of omission is still a lie! You let me believe you were a mage. You kissed me.” Aurora had been imagining there might be a future for them when she woke up, but a human and a fae couldn’t make a lasting pair. She didn’t want to leave Rosebud and her life to live in Faerie, and as the prince and heir, O would never leave the Fae Courts. “Why? Just some fun to pass the time? I don’t know why I expected anything else. You’re just like all my other suitors.”

      “That’s not true!” O was so indignant that the words came out like a growl. “How can you say I’m like them?”

      She turned away from him, unable to articulate how betrayed and used she felt, and afraid she might cry in front of him if she tried. How could he still try to claim the high ground after the secrets he kept?

      “If that’s how you view me, then I’m sure you don’t want me around,” O said coldly. “I shall remove myself from your company.”

      Aurora waited until she could no longer sense his presence and then sank to the floor, sobbing uncontrollably as her heart cracked.
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        * * *

      

      Sienna smiled at Sebastian as he pulled his horse alongside hers.

      "Why didn't you tell me about Buddy?" he asked.

      "It wasn't my place to tell. Rose had kept her identity concealed; she didn't want me to expose her to everyone."

      "I'm not 'everyone,' Sienna."

      "But it wasn't my place to tell," Sienna reiterated.

      "I understand." Sebastian nodded, and then maneuvered his horse to the top of the caravan again to lead with Gabriel.

      Sienna felt a strange niggling in her chest as she watched him. He said he understood, yet he still seemed put out. What did he expect from her? It wasn't my place to tell. Sienna repeated the thought to herself, but doubt was creeping in. If Rosebud didn't want the soldiers she had travelled with to know her identity, that was one thing. But Sebastian was meant to be Sienna's partner. She knew she could trust him, so why hadn't she asked Rose to make an exception for him? The embarrassing truth was she had just never considered it. She hadn't been treating him much like a partner, had she? More like a lieutenant there to follow her instructions.

      Sebastian was a world-class strategist. He could help her with her planning, share the burden she was carrying. Instead, she had shut him out. Was she still trying to prove that she could do everything by herself? Who exactly was she proving herself to? Her father had given his blessing, Axel had given his respect, and Sebastian had full confidence in her, else he wouldn't be following her on these half-baked quests. Sienna shook her head. It seemed it was the little voice inside she was competing with. She was so determined to demonstrate her competency, she had forgotten that the most important part of leadership is knowing when to ask for help and who to delegate to. She needed to do better. And she would start with apologizing to Sebastian.

      But when Sienna focused ahead again, she got an unpleasant jolt. Sebastian was now riding beside Rosebud. Since her identity was revealed, Sebastian had insisted that the princess have the comforts appropriate to her station. She had bought some dresses in the town of Carabas that morning. She had discarded her muddy stableboy clothes, and was looking more like herself now, even with the short hair. Sebastian had clearly noticed the difference. Riding beside her, he leaned over to talk to the pretty princess, earning a smile in return. Sienna told herself that Sebastian was just being considerate of the other royal in their party, but it rang hollow.

      After her faux-pas with Sebastian, maybe he was reconsidering the idea of shackling himself to a woman who wanted to be a soldier instead of a lady? His previous choices were all high-born ladies who acted with propriety – Princess Lacey, Lady Camilla, even her sister Violetta. And blonde – Lacey and Camilla were both golden-haired. Like Rosebud.

      Being challenged by a friend or colleague was one thing. But what man really wanted to be challenged by his wife? Maybe Sebastian was starting to think that. Maybe he would prefer a docile damsel as a wife rather than an argumentative adventurer. Sienna's heart cracked at the thought she might be losing the person she loved most. And the worst part was that she had brought it on herself.
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      Aurora heard O enter the library, but she didn't look up from the papers in front of her.

      O cleared his throat. "Good morning."

      "Good morning," she replied, still not looking at him. After he disappeared for three days, she had no desire to welcome him with open arms. And she was still angry about all he had hidden from her about his past, his status, his everything. She wasn't surprised that he was acting as if none of that had occurred. She was beginning to expect that from him. But whereas before his absence had sent her spiraling back into depression, she had used her time alone far more productively on this occasion. In many ways, she wanted to shout at him, now that he was here, and push him away again. But that was her personal feelings talking. And she had a job to do.

      She had been piecing together the clues from all of her dreamwalks and from her knowledge, charting out the history of her fellow princesses and their brushes with magic and spells. She thought she could see the picture now, but she needed some more information, which meant she needed to dreamwalk again. Like it or not, she needed O to be her anchor. Throwing him out in a fit of pique wasn't an option.

      "I need you to anchor me today," she told O, finally looking at him. He seemed surprised, and maybe a little hurt, by the lack of a more cordial greeting. But his feelings were not her concern right now.

      "Those mages I saw in Selena's memories, they spoke about some seers being held captive by my father. I need to find out more about them. I need to go back through Rosa's memories, to see if we saw something – anything – that could help me understand."

      “What makes you think you can find anything?”

      "They were prisoners in my home for ten years. No, they are prisoners in my home." Aurora felt bile rising again as she thought of what her father had done for his ambition. How could O be so calm about this? Didn't he understand? She had been complicit in this abominable act. It tainted every memory of her childhood home.

      "There must be something Rosa and I witnessed that can help me learn the truth."

      "But you don't remember anything. Why put yourself through dreamwalking through memories if there are no memories to find?"

      "What we think we remember is just an interpretation applied to the events we witness. There are details we don't consciously remember, but that are still part of those memories." O's pursed lips told her that she was on the right path – and that it was a path he didn't want her to follow. Her resolve firmed. "I know what I'm looking for. I may see something now that Rosa and I overlooked at the time. It is the least I owe these women for the suffering my family has visited on them."

      O relaxed his stance, a silent acquiescence to her will. She walked to the Hall of Memory in silence, readying herself emotionally to plunge back into her sister's memories.
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        * * *

      

      She was searching without any idea what she was searching for. There were no triggers she could use to pinpoint the right memories because whatever Rosa knew, she didn't know she knew it. Aurora watched the moments of her life replay through the eyes of her sister. She tried to ignore the foreground. The subconscious memories she sought would be lingering in the background and at the edges of conscious remembrance. As each review proved fruitless, she pushed herself farther back in time to the next event.

      There! Aurora backtracked to the memory and immersed herself in it. She and Rosebud were in the gardens near the rosebushes. There was nothing unusual about them playing in the garden. Aurora didn't even remember that specific occasion. There were two women sitting on a bench to the side, and a third standing beside them. Even that wasn't unusual – members of the court often took a stroll in the gardens. It was a good way to see and be seen. What caught Aurora's attention was the number of soldiers standing watchfully around. Soldiers wouldn't normally be in the princesses' gardens. Their watchful supervision of the three women made it clear that they were unusual somehow.

      Aurora stared at the women, trying to absorb every detail. Were these the prisoner mages Carabosse had spoken of? The older woman was seated on the bench with her face turned up to the sun. Her hair was white and wispy, her face lined, her skin almost translucent, like parchment. Despite the hardships of her life etched on her body, an aura of peace surrounded her, as if the troubles of the world could not impinge on her reality.

      Not so the young girl beside her on the bench. Aurora looked closer. The “girl” had to be at least the age Aurora was now, yet she acted so much younger. She looked around her fearfully, and flinched at the slightest movement or noise, burrowing into the woman beside her for protection. The third woman, the one standing up, seemed to be the mid-point between the others in everything. She was an adult, but not old. She was aware of her surroundings yet still looked to derive some pleasure from the gardens, even while she retained her vigilance. They didn't look like mages. They looked the same as everyone else.

      Past-Aurora threw the ball too far and Rosa failed to catch it. It rolled past her and she ran after it. The old woman picked it up and handed it back.

      "Here you go, Your Highness."

      "Thank you."

      It was a fairly innocuous conversation, but suddenly there was a flurry of activity. Frau Heinkle, their governess, called for the girls to pull them off to somewhere else. Past-Aurora followed the call at once. Rosa was a little slower as she gathered up her toy. The soldiers equally had jumped to life. They dragged the women up out of their seats. Aurora could sense Rosa's emotions from that memory. She was not concerned; she didn't notice the actions around her. Aurora, with the benefit of future knowledge, saw that these soldiers were not helping the women; they were corralling them. Aurora blinked rapidly. There were four women now. Where had the fourth one come from?

      The fourth woman walked toward Aurora, making every indication that she could see the dreamwalker. Aurora shuffled nervously. It hadn't worked well for her when the Baron had sensed her presence.

      "You are here at last, child. I have been waiting for you."

      Aurora stared at the new apparition in the dream. "You've been wai... You can see me? Who are you?" she asked nervously.

      "I'm her," the apparition responded, pointing at the middle of the three women. "I sensed you watching me so I came to find you."

      "You're a dreamwalker?"

      "I am a seer. Dreams are my medium, my playground. But look, your host is about to disappear, as is mine." She pointed behind Aurora where Rosebud and her younger self were moving off to play in another area, guided by Frau Heinkle. The soldiers were bustling the three women away too.

      "If you want to follow, take my hand."

      "What?"

      "Take my hand and I'll lead you into my memory. You can jump into my dreamwalking."

      Aurora didn't give herself time to think or to second-guess herself. She reached out and clasped the seemingly insubstantial hand. She felt a tug, a shift as she moved from one Dreamworld to the next, and the loosening of the cords tying her to her anchor with O.

      "Who are you?" Aurora asked.

      "My name is Celestine. I am the Seer of Dreams. My companions are also seers. Sybille scries using water, and little Cassandra uses mirrors. We are kept here so that we may look where the king directs us and tell him of things he should not know."

      Aurora shuddered at the strange foreboding. She followed Celestine and together they followed... Celestine. The other one. Oh, this was confusing! The two dreamwalkers followed the three seers in the memory back inside the palace, down the stairs. And down again. From the coldness, Aurora sensed they must be underground. She had a vague sense of where this part of the castle was, though she had never been there herself. She followed the rough stone corridor until the guards stopped at a heavy barred door. They opened the door, and the three women were roughly shoved inside.

      Aurora and Celestine drifted in after them, unhindered by walls or locks. Aurora looked around the room in horror. It could barely be called a room. A cell was a more apt term. The walls were stone. The floor was dirt. There were no windows. The only light came from three small candles, and the only color in the room a faded blanket on one of the cot beds.

      "This... this is where you live?" Aurora asked, sickened.

      Celestine smiled sadly. "Bless your compassion, child. We have been here a long time. This memory you witness was the first day we had been allowed to see sunlight in two years. The king thought we would be more willing to use our gifts if it was the only connection we had to the world beyond our walls. And he was right. Cassandra is practically addicted. She gets jittery if she's away from her mirrors for too long. Wait. This is the part you need to see."

      "What? I don't understand."

      "This is my memory, child. I know what comes next. This is the part you need to see."

      King Ferdinand barged into the cell. Aurora stared at her father. His face was red, the way it got when he was so angry that he couldn't even find words. He paced back and forth. The tension was palpable. The youngest witch cowered into the corner, gathering her mirrors close to her. Celestine stood calmly awaiting his words. The dreamwalking Celestine beside Aurora expressed the sadness that her younger counterpart could not.

      "What is the meaning of this?" the king screamed, his words no longer contained. "I give you a boon, a favor, and this is how you repay me? I let you wander the gardens and you seek out my children? How dare you?"

      "We did not seek them. But we were drawn together. Our fate and theirs are intertwined."

      "Nonsense. My children have nothing to do with you. Stay away from them."

      "Princess Aurora has been cursed. If she succumbs to that curse, you will not only lose your daughter, you will lose your kingdom as well."

      "Are you threatening me?"

      "No, Sire. I am showing you the future, as you have ordered us to do. If you wish to save your kingdom, you must first save your daughter. You must release us and free her of her curse."

      "Release you? Give up the knowledge and power that you bring me? I can't do that! The kingdom would be destroyed.

      "You will lose the kingdom if you don't."

      "No. No, you said I would lose the kingdom if Aurora falls into the sleep curse. But there is another way to stop it. I just need to find her true love. True love's kiss, job done."

      "True love is not so easy to find."

      "Nonsense. There are plenty of eligible men in this kingdom and in the others. Aurora is nearly thirteen. She's old enough to be courted. I'm sure she can find one that is appealing to her. I'll host a ball every week if I have to. I will find my daughter a husband. I am not losing my kingdom, and I am not giving up my seers. Thank you for your assistance. The way forward is clear now."

      The king clanged the cell door behind him when he left. Without an audience, Celestine slumped to the floor, her poise and defiance melting away in the solitude.

      Aurora looked between the vision from the past, the dreamwalker beside her, and the door her father had left through. This. This was the moment her life had changed. When he decided to parade her among the nobility, to offer her to any man who would have her. This was why. And all so that he could keep these three women imprisoned. She looked at her dreamwalker companion.

      “I'm... Celestine, I'm so...” Words failed her. “Sorry” seemed completely inadequate.

      "Now you know, child. Now you have a choice to make. Choose wisely."
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        * * *

      

      The tears blurred Aurora's vision and choked her words. O's concern was evident, but she couldn't reassure him. She could barely breathe past the horror of the truth.

      Her father was evil.

      It was not a word she used lightly. Her time with the Piper made her all too aware of the evil in the world. She never thought she would have to apply it to one of her own family. But it fit.

      All these years she never questioned the conduct of those around her. She never stopped to challenge the motives that drove her parents. She hated the balls, the parties, the social engagements, the suitors, but she went along with them. She accepted it all passively. In doing so, she was complicit in the evil her father was perpetrating.

      Now that she knew, she could not go back to the fogged innocence she had existed in. Returning to her life outside Dreamworld was not enough. Reparations were due, and she must find a way to pay them. She had to change her own attitude. She wouldn’t accept anymore; she wouldn't look the other way. Too much depended on someone being willing to give voice to the silenced. She was that someone.

      She could change herself, but it wasn't enough. The bigger challenge was to change her father.

      But the first challenge was to find a way to escape the confines of this sleeping spell.
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      “Absolutely not!”

      “It is the logical next step, O. You know it is.”

      "It is too dangerous. There is no portal to guide you back, no threshold to cross. You could lose yourself inside your own mind!"

      "Look around us, O. I'm already trapped inside my own mind!"

      “This isn’t a joke, Aurora.” The worry in his voice stopped her levity. No, it wasn’t a joke. But neither was it a thoughtless whim.

      “O, there’s no other way. I’ve exhausted the memories of the other princesses connected to me. There is more to this story, but it is trapped inside my own memories. I need to remember.” She put a hand on his arm to stop his agitated pacing. “Yes, there is risk involved. But if this gambit pays off it will be worth it. And you’ll be here with me to guide me back.” O huffed out a frustrated sigh, but his shoulders slumped in acquiescence. It wasn’t endorsement, but it was the best she could expect.

      She sat in the middle of the hall of memories, surrounded by mirrors on all sides. She didn’t have to be in this room, she realized; she wasn’t using any of the portals today. But it felt right, somehow. Like her friends were standing guard around her from their mirrors.

      She lay back and closed her eyes. She could still feel O's disapproval radiating toward her. She blocked him out. She blocked everything out. She had to focus only on herself.  She turned her mind inward.

      Ugh, this wasn't working. Not having a physical anchor like the mirror to ground her thoughts, how was she meant to...? Okay, deep breath, Aurora. You just need to go inside yourself.

      She took a breath and tried again. There was a whooshing sensation, like she was drowning, like she was under water. Falling down, weighted, as the world disappeared above her, slightly blurry and out of focus. Her life replayed itself. Not in images, but in feelings. Snatches of words. The memories that never leave. She pushed past the barriers, back further and further, past conscious thought. To a time she didn't really remember and yet was still there in her mind.

      She stopped when she felt there was nowhere else to go. She waited, just absorbing her surroundings. There was a feeling of contentment here, of absolute peace. She was warm, comfortable. Aurora shook her head, trying to separate her mind from the mind of past-Aurora. The senses of her infant self couldn't discern the differences in light and tone around her, and yet they were recorded. Aurora focused on those snatches of a time passed and forgotten. A light voice, ethereal like wind chimes tinkling, blessed her with the gift of beauty.

      This must be my Naming Day, Aurora realized. From her vantage point in the crib, Baby Aurora could not see the room and thus Aurora's field of vision was limited too. She listened intently. Another voice granted her the gift of song and music. Then voices got sharper. Something was happening. This must be the moment Carabosse came.

      "What are you doing here?" King Ferdinand snapped.

      "I've come to pay homage to the princess," Carabosse said silkily. "I assume my invitation was simply... mislaid. Seeing as you have invited all the nobility, you wouldn't forget the Marquise of Carabas, would you?"

      "You are no marquise," Queen Elizabeth sneered. "And you were not invited."

      "Your Majesties, I would advise you to treat me with respect. The Fae are not the only ones who can grant blessings on newborns. Fae-kin can too."

      "Are you threatening me?"

      "No, Your Majesty." There was a weariness to Carabosse's voice. Hearing it, Aurora almost felt sorry for her. "I just want you to release my sisters. That binding should never have been made. Release them, and you won't hear from me again."

      "You may have made a mistake, but the binding is still valid. I have no wish to give up that advantage."

      "Then I shall have to give you an incentive." Carabosse's voice had hardened. She was no longer pleading. "Mages can enter service from the age of sixteen. If you do not release the seers you hold from their contract, then your daughter can enter service when she turns sixteen."

      "What? My daughter is not a mage."

      "No. When she turns sixteen, she will fall into a deep sleep, so her unconscious mind can provide sustenance for those who travel the dream planes. If you want to save your daughter, your heir, then you must release the seers. If you release them before this date, I will lift the spell. If you do not, the spell will take effect, and nothing will revive her."

      "I believe you are forgetting something." Another voice cut across the din. The crowds hushed.

      "What are you doing here?" Carabosse sneered.

      "The Laws of Magic require that every curse must have a release clause. You have not named one."

      There was charged silence.

      "Very well, then. Your Majesty, you have shown a contempt for those around you, shown that your heart is made of stone. As such, you are incapable of love. If, after my enchantment takes hold, this child receives a kiss from one she truly loves, who truly loves her in return, she will be freed. But to learn to love, she must have an example. And to be loved, she must be lovable. With you as parents, she will have neither. There is my clause. I have fulfilled the terms."

      There was a moment's hesitation before the other voice reluctantly agreed.

      "Time is ticking, Your Majesty," Carabosse told him. "You have a choice to make. Choose wisely."
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      A kiss from one you truly love, who truly loves you in return.

      Why had no one told her the actual wording of her curse before? All her adolescence spent trying to find a “true love” for nothing. While her true love, if she ever met him, would indeed meet the criterion, the hypothetical stranger was not the only option. Romantic love was not the only option. There was already one person Aurora truly loved without reservation: her sister, Rosebud. And Rose loved her too, she was sure of it. Which meant that Rose might be able to break the spell!

      Her delight with this new insight was sullied by another realization. She had recognized the other mage at the Naming Ceremony, the one who had insisted on the release clause.

      It was O.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Aurora…”

      “You’ve known the true wording all along. Can Rosebud save me? Of course she can – that’s why you were asking so much about her. You worked out that Rose could break the curse weeks ago. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I wanted to, but the Mages’ Code…”

      “Oh, don’t hide behind that Mages’ Code bull again. This is about your sister, isn’t it? It’s her, the one who cursed me. Carabosse is your sister, isn’t she?”

      “Half-sister, yes. My father had a liaison with a human girl. He stayed a summer with her but was gone before the leaves started to turn. When her family found out she was pregnant, they cast her out of their house. The Old Marquis of Carabas took her into his household and employ when everyone else shunned her, to Anna’s eternal gratitude. When her daughter was born, she named her Carabosse in his honor.

      “Anna worked hard on the Marquis’ estate, never forgetting the ruin that he had saved them from. But Cara resented the lords for looking down on them. She discovered the magic within her early on and honed it to entice the aristocracy. She dreamed of being accepted among them, but they took no notice of her. The longer they ignored her, the more she lashed out. She was just a lost child crying out for affection. By the time I learned of her existence, too much time had passed. She no longer wanted anything to do with the Fae. But she’s still family, and I feel responsible for her. That’s why I’m looking for a way to mitigate the damage her curse is causing.”

      “So, I’m just another one of Carabosse’s messes that you have to clean up.”

      “That’s not what I said!”

      She barely heard him over the blood pounding in her ears. The betrayal squeezed her chest, stealing her air. “Get out.”

      “Aurora, please. If you would just…”

      “GET OUT!” She unleashed her anger and her hurt and let the emotional maelstrom consume her. She reached for her connection to the Dreamworld and exerted her will, forcing him away from her. He struggled to remain, but he was in her Dreamworld, and she was in charge. She pushed him toward the mirror that was his portal to her mind. The surface rippled as he was pressed against it, then it swallowed him. The storm died down. She was alone.

      The silence was deafening, the pain in her chest agonizing. She resolutely ignored both. It was time she ended her captivity. She needed to write to the League and update them that Rose could break the curse.

      They just had to find her first.
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        * * *

      

      “Sienna?” Rose called uncertainly. “Aurora’s letter. It's addressed to you.”

      Sienna took the letter in surprise. She could feel the curious eyes of the other princesses gathered round while she opened it.

      “Dear Sienna,

      I'm writing to you because I’ve found a way to break my curse, but I need your help to implement the solution. I discovered the true wording of the curse that Carabosse placed on me. ‘A kiss from one you truly love, who truly loves you in return.’ Rosebud fulfils these criteria. A kiss from her will release me, so I have two favors to ask of you. One, work out where I am, and two, fetch Rosebud and bring her here to me.

      I am asking you, rather than Rosa, because if anyone has a hope of working out how to achieve this, I know it is you. How can I help? I have neglected my paintings of late, but I can restart those efforts. If there is anything else you need, let me know. If there are other tests or experiments or information that I can provide you with, just say the word. Now that I know the secret to unlocking my curse, I am more anxious than ever to uncover my location.

      Thank you from the bottom of my heart.

      Your friend and sister,

      Aurora.”

      Sienna conveyed the gist of the message to the other princesses. Then the letter was passed around as each person read it themselves, to see what further information could be gleaned from it.

      “Well, the second request is easy enough to achieve,” Sienna said wryly, “Seeing as Rosebud is already with me. But we still need to find Aurora.”

      “Before you detoured to meet up with Rosebud,” Asha suggested, “You were looking in Behr. Did you find anything there?”

      “No. We didn't get much time to look before we had to change course.”

      “While these pictures are good enough to help us identify Behr as the region, none of us know the area well enough to be able to pin it down more precisely than that,” Izabella said mournfully.

      “We don't,” Sienna agreed. “But my sister does. Or, rather, Albrecht does. His father is the Duke of Behr, after all. He’s lived there his whole life.”

      “But how are you going to show him these paintings? If we had another fae potion we might be able to get Violetta here, but not Albrecht.”

      “If we can't get them here, let's get the pictures to them. Who here are strong artists technically?” A few princesses raised their hands. “Divide the paintings among you. Study them. Study them really hard. In the morning, when you wake up, paint them. Recreate them as closely as you can. Every detail matters. That’s how we will transfer them from Dreamworld to our world.

      “Once you have each painting completed, send it immediately to Schloss Behr. Rose and I will arrive in Tambridge tomorrow and will sail upriver to Behr straight away. We’ll meet with Violetta and Albrecht again and get their opinions on where in Behr these places could be. If anyone can think of other identifying features that we could ask Aurora to assess for us, please write them down.”

      Sienna smiled in satisfaction as the League burst into action.

      “We're getting our girl back.”
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        * * *

      

      Aurora eagerly read Sienna’s reply. She sighed in relief when she realized Sienna already had Rosebud with her. Now she understood why she had gotten such a panicked impression from Rosa during her first dreamwalk. Any why Rosa’s answers had been rather vague the past few weeks. At least she was with Sienna now. She trusted Sienna to look after her little sister.

      She counted up the days, trying to estimate how long it would take Sienna and Rosa to get back to Behr. More days than she would like. Waiting was hard when freedom seemed so close.

      Freedom.

      The thought sobered Aurora. She was not the only one imprisoned by magic. There wasn't anything she could do for the seers until she was free herself, but her being free didn't mean they would be free too. Carabosse had not succeeded petitioning her father. The threat to her own life had not swayed him. Aurora had no illusions about her own influence with her father. Especially when weighted against the powerful advantage of having personal seers. She had seen Celestine’s memories. She knew there was no way King Ferdinand would relinquish his advantage and free the seers unless he was forced to.

      But how do you force a king to do anything? His word is law, even for his heir.

      Law.

      A thought was trying to form. Aurora chased the tail end of it. Something about the law. Yes, the king made the rules, but Northaven had laws dating back hundreds of years, put in place by prior monarchs too. Could there be some leverage she could use? Surely this imprisonment must be unlawful somehow. These women’s only crime was being different, and that should not be a crime.

      “Castle?” she asked the empty room. “I need books on law. Specifically, the laws of Northaven and any precedents from across Fable relating to the interaction of magic and the monarchy or to the imprisonment of mages. Could you collate them in the library, please? Oh,” she added, “Maybe a glossary of legal terms too?”

      She went to the library, confident she would find what she needed. As expected, the table beside the window was piled high with the necessary books. In a nice touch from the castle, there was a pot of tea as well. Aurora smiled, sat down, pulled the first book toward her, and got to work.
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      It was a morose group that alighted from the Bonnie Lass onto the pier at Behr. The castle carriage awaited them and whisked them back to Schloss Behr. Sienna had not had much opportunity to speak with Sebastian or spend much time with him. Rosebud was always with them. In the confines of the ship, there could be no privacy. Now, in the carriage, she felt the same undercurrent of tension between them. She felt awkward with Sebastian. When had that happened?

      Violetta and Albrecht welcomed them back. Over afternoon tea, they recounted their stories and the current plan. Albrecht confirmed one drawing had been received already, and Sienna anticipated more would arrive in the coming days.

      “Should we make a start and look at the drawing you have?” Albrecht asked.

      “I hope you don't mind but I would just like to be alone now,” Rosebud excused herself. “May I go to my room, please?”

      “Of course. Let me show you where to go. Sienna, why don't you come with us?” Violetta suggested. Her tone made it clear it was not a suggestion to be ignored.

      They brought her to the aptly named Rose Suite. When she sat down, she looked more like a wilted flower than a blooming bud. Even though she was a rival for Sebastian's affections, Sienna couldn't help feeling deeply sorry for her and the pain she was going through. Violetta offered instructions for calling servants should she need anything, but Sienna wasn't sure how much Rose was taking in. The sisters withdrew with a promise to send supper to Rose in her room if she didn't want to join them in the dining room.

      Once the door was shut behind them and they were alone in the corridor, Violetta turned to her little sister. “What is going on between you and Sebastian?” she asked bluntly.

      Sienna was taken aback. She hadn't expected the question. “What do you mean?”

      “You both look miserable and have barely spoken to each other since you arrived. Did you have a fight?”

      The truth came tumbling out. “I don't think he likes me anymore. I'm too much of a soldier, not a lady. Not like Rosebud.”

      “What has Rosebud got to do with this?”

      “I think Sebastian likes her.”

      “Sienna, that is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard. But there is clearly something going on. The tension between the two of you is painful to witness. You need to talk to him.”

      “I don't know what to say.”

      “Do you love him?”

      She didn’t need to think about it. “Yes.”

      “What do you want, Sienna? What are you looking for? Saving your friend is admirable, but what are you looking for?”

      “I don't know.”

      “If you don't know what you’re looking for, how will you know if you find it? If you don't want Sebastian then let him go. If you do want him, let him know.”

      Sienna sniffed. Violetta made it sound so simple. “I need to talk to him, don't I?”

      Violetta didn’t bother answering. Her arched eyebrows said more than words could.

      “You're right, Vi. Thank you.”

      “I'm always right,” Violetta replied with an exaggerated flick of her hair. “That's why I'm the Brains of Orella.”

      They burst into giggles and hugged tightly.

      “I love you, sis.”

      “Love you too, little one. Now, go talk to your Prince.”
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        * * *

      

      “Sebastian, can we talk?”

      His face became immediately guarded. “Of course, Sienna.”

      How to start? “We haven't had much opportunity to talk in the last while. There’s always been other people around. I just wanted to say that I'm sorry I didn't tell you about Buddy. Yes, Rose asked me to keep her secret, but I shouldn't have kept that from you. I really appreciate all that you've done for me and your support. But I recognize that we have not been partners in this endeavor, the way a couple should be.

      “People grow apart,” Sebastian said carefully.

      Oh gosh, he was trying to let her down gently. This was it. She wouldn't hold him, that wasn't fair. She could be brave and say it.

      “I know I'm not what you need in a wife. Though you will always be the finest man of my acquaintance, I bear you no ill will if you wish to marry Rosebud.”

      “What?” Sebastian sounded shocked. “Why would I want to marry Rosebud?”

      “I saw the way you’ve been with her since Carabas. You're so attentive, so solicitous.”

      “I was being nice. She just lost the only way to save her sister. Would you prefer I had ignored her?”

      “No, of course not. Just… she's a proper princess – delicate and refined and not running around with swords. She would make a good royal wife.”

      “She's just a child!”

      “She's not that much younger than me.” Did Sebastian think she was a child too?

      “Sienna, you are so much more mature than your age. How could you think I would be interested in Rosebud? In anyone? I pledged myself to you, remember? There is no one else for me. If you still want me, that is. It's funny that you were jealous of Rosebud. I was jealous of the time you were spending with Buddy, when I didn't know who Buddy was.”

      “Why?” What had Sebastian to be jealous of?

      “You want adventure, to go on quests and missions. A young man like Buddy could be the right companion for that. You have options. You don’t have to settle for me.”

      His uncertainty over her feelings for him devastated her. How could he not know how much he meant to her? How much she wanted him in her life? The answer was painfully obvious: she hadn't shown him. She didn’t want a lackey or a shadow. She wanted an equal who could stand by her side, who would welcome her at his side.

      She wanted him. Always.

      "Ask me again."

      "Ask you what?"

      "Ask me to marry you."

      "No, Sienna. You don't have to do this to prove yourself to me. You want adventure. I'm okay with that; I knew it when I signed up." His lip quirked in a half smile, but Sienna was in no mood for his depreciating humor.

      "Sebastian, every day with you is an adventure, and I want all my adventures to be with you by my side. Rescuing Aurora was my quest, but I don't want to quest solo. I want to be with you."

      "But what about the expectation to produce an heir? I love you, Sienna. I would marry you tomorrow if I could, but I don't want you to look back and regret the opportunities you missed out on or for you to look at me as the one who took those chances from you."

      "I promise you, this is not a knee-jerk reaction or an ill-conceived gesture. I know what I'm saying. I'm saying I love you, Sebastian. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. And I want everyone to know it."

      Emotion suffused Sebastian’s face. He dropped to his knee, unshed tears making his ears bright. "Sienna, I love you. Will you be my partner and confidante? Will you share my life, decisions, and consequences and let me share yours? Will you marry me?"

      Tears welled up in Sienna's eyes too at his beautiful words. "Yes, Sebastian. A thousand times yes!" She reached out to him as he stood up, both drawn to each other like magnets. Their kiss was full of hope and wonder, promises and futures, passion and tenderness. Full of love.

      "Well, it's about time!" They sprang apart guiltily at the sardonic commentary from the doorway. Violetta smiled smugly at the two of them. "I thought you would never get over your morose moping and talk to each other! At least I didn't have to drag you to Fokklor to make you see sense, like with Marianne. Come here, little sister." Violetta enveloped Sienna in her embrace. "I am so happy for you," she whispered to her youngest sister. "He is a very lucky man."

      "I'm lucky too," Sienna whispered back.

      Violetta pulled back from Sienna and looked Sebastian up and down. "It seems the Prince of Vitalia will wed the Princess of Orella after all. Though I doubt you, me, or Philippe could have predicted this would be the outcome of our childhood pact to be each other’s fallback marriage option."

      "No, indeed," Sebastian said with a sheepish grin.

      "No need for that, Seb. I know you can appreciate the true worth of my sister because you can see she is more than just a beautiful face."

      "That she is."

      "I'm standing right here! You're making me blush," Sienna protested the praise.

      "Violetta, could you excuse us for a moment. I need to make Sienna truly blush."

      Violetta laughed. "I'll tell Albrecht and get the prosecco to celebrate."

      Sebastian waited until she was out of the room and then pulled Sienna toward him. "Now, let's see you really blush." Sienna was quite certain she had discovered new shades of crimson by the time they separated. The intensity of the kiss made her long for the time when they could be alone in their own home. Though the unknown brought with it trepidation, there was also the exhilaration of discovery. Spending her life with Sebastian was an adventure she would never tire of. She wrapped her arms around him and lay her head against his chest. The steady rhythm of his heartbeat was the most comforting sound in the world, even if it was a little erratic at present. She silently thrilled that she had caused that reaction in him.

      "We'll wait to officially announce our engagement until we rescue Aurora," Sebastian murmured. She looked up at him in surprise. "I don't want the engagement to mean that you are pulled away from your quest before it is complete," he explained.

      "You are wonderful. Have I told you that?" Sienna kissed him again, to emphasize her opinion.

      "Feel free to tell me again," Sebastian said with a delighted grin. So she did.

      "But we don't need to wait to tell our families, Sebastian. My father and your brother will want plenty of time to draw up the marriage contracts and associated trade agreements. We might as well let them get started while we finish our quest. Just because we announce our engagement doesn't mean we have to rush to the altar. But I don't want to keep you a secret anymore. I want everyone to know that you are mine."

      "Always. And you are mine, Carissa."

      "I love you, Sebastian."

      Their kiss was cut short by a voice from outside the room. "I'm coming back now," Violetta called out in a theatrically loud voice. "Please do not distress my eyes further with any emotional displays!" Sienna and Sebastian burst out laughing, and Violetta and Albrecht laughed with them as they joined the couple in the room. Albrecht was carrying the prosecco bottle and glasses himself. He gave a half shrug in response to Sebastian's questioning glance.

      "This is not a moment to be shared with or witnessed by servants," he explained. He handed a glass to each person and filled them. "A toast. To my sister-in-law and the man who won her heart and hand. May happiness surround you all the days of your lives."

      Sebastian smiled and wrapped his arm around Sienna. "It already does."
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      “This is North.” Sienna pinned a large N above the fireplace.

      Sebastian handed her the two pictures taken from northern aspects of the castle. They locked eyes and she couldn’t help the grin that spread across her face. She affixed the pictures to the wall beside the N, still smiling. Rose gathered some other pictures against the opposite wall, to represent South. East and West followed quickly. They joined Violetta and Albrecht at the table in the middle of the room and looked around at the panorama they had created.

      “Now we just need to find the spot where we can see all these things.”

      “Let's start with the mountains,” Sienna suggested. “That's how we recognized this area as Behr in the first place. Does anything look familiar, Albrecht?”

      Albrecht turned slowly, looking at the horizon line.

      “What about that?” Sebastian pointed to a smudged shadow on the side of a cliff face.

      “That’s… odd-looking,” Albrecht said.

      “Could that be the Eagle’s Beak?” Violetta asked. “If you look at where the shadow falls… could that be an outcrop when viewed from another angle?”

      They stared at it again. “Possibly.”

      “What's this Eagle’s Beak?”

      “It's the local name for one of the peaks in the Behr Mountains.” Albrecht pointed to the spot on the map, and Sienna marked it with a red X.

      “If that's to the east of the castle, that means the castle must be over on this side of the map.”

      “There are a lot of trees,” Rose offered, examining the pictures. “Maybe there's a forest nearby?”

      “Where are the forests?” Sebastian consulted the map. “There are a lot of forests here.”

      “Behr is quite wooded,” Albrecht agreed.

      Sienna looked at the pictures too. “These don't look like the trees we sailed past on the way from Tambridge,” she said. “Are the forests here mixed?”

      “Er, I don't know. I never really looked at the trees much,” Albrecht admitted sheepishly. “But Herr Blumental would know. I’ll see if I can get him to join us.”

      “Herr Blumental has been the groundskeeper for Schloss Behr going on fifty years,” Violetta explained to the others. “I think he knows every blade of grass by name! If there are differences, he’s sure to be able to tell us something.”

      Herr Blumental was a wizened old man. Liver spots dotted his pale skin, and his fingers had callouses that spoke to a lifetime working with his hands. He walked with a cane, but there was a sharpness to his eye that defied anybody to call him weak or old. Sienna liked him immediately. He squinted at the painted trees.

      “How good an artist is this friend of yours?” he asked gruffly. “These trees are too straight. Like a child drew them. Sticks with green on top. The only trees that grow in straight lines like that are poplars. The only places poplars grow are on the banks of the River Behr or near the Colton Marsh.”

      “Aurora painted the trees to the south of her. North of the river, you wouldn’t be able to see Eagle’s Beak from the angle she painted in the east. Where is this marsh?”

      Albrecht pointed to the marsh. Sebastian and Sienna peered at the map together, debating which clump of forest was most likely to be the poplars in the paintings. Sienna put another red X on the place they agreed. They marked sightlines from each landmark in the direction Aurora could see them from. Even allowing for imprecision in the directions, the intersection area was very small. Sienna jabbed her finger at the page.

      “There. That’s where we’ll find Aurora.”
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        * * *

      

      Sienna and Rosebud gathered all of Aurora’s paintings into the sitting room of her suite. They stared at each one, looking for any differences between these pictures and the reproductions in Schloss Behr. A light rap on the door announced Princess Natashya.

      “How are you?” she asked.

      “As prepared as we can be, I think,” Sienna responded. “I just hope we have the right location.”

      “And that we’re right about how to break the curse,” Rose added. “After the disaster at Carabas…”

      Sienna heard the uncertainty in Rose’s voice. She knew how worried she was – what if she wasn’t the solution Aurora hoped for? But they had to trust Aurora and hope she was right.

      “I guess you’ll only know when you get there,” Natashya said.

      Sienna nodded in agreement. “I think this is it. I’m sure we are right. Violetta and Albrecht agree, and Albrecht has lived in the area for over a decade.”

      Rosebud yawned and triggered a yawn from Sienna too. Natashya smiled at them both. “Good luck on your trip tomorrow. I’ll leave you to get some sleep.”

      “Not so fast!” Sienna chased after her. There were a few things she wanted to ask her best friend privately. “Odette said that you went back to Avigny today. Why?”

      “I needed to see Tobias before I leave Bretonnia tomorrow.”

      “How did that go?”

      “We’re engaged. I think.”

      “You think?”

      “Well, we never said it explicitly. But he’s coming back to Siverus with me tomorrow, and he said he wanted to spend his life with me, so…”

      Sienna laughed. “You’re engaged! Oh Asha, I’m so happy for you. Seems like I’m not the only one leaving on a big trip in the morning.”

      Natashya smiled. “I'm just going home,” she replied coyly.

      Sienna snorted. “Going home with a fiancé in tow.”

      “Well, yes, I guess that does make it a bit different,” she admitted, blushing.

      “Teasing aside,” Sienna said. “How are you doing? Are you nervous?” Natashya was intensely reserved.

      “No, not nervous at all. I’m… I think I’m happy.”

      Relief washed through Sienna. Anyone who could put that smile on Asha’s face had her approval. “Good. You deserve to be happy.”

      They all deserved to be happy. Hopefully, tomorrow would bestow happiness on the Northaven sisters too.
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        * * *

      

      “Is this it?” Sienna stared at the crumbling castle dubiously.

      Sebastian checked the pictures against the visible landmarks in each direction. “It matches the pictures the princesses sent us.”

      “Let’s go then.” Rosebud marched up to the door with more bluster than bravery. Sebastian rolled up the pictures and put them back in his bag, and he and Sienna hurried to catch up with their young companion.

      The hinges groaned as Rose pushed the door open. “Shouldn’t the door be locked?” she asked Sienna.

      “The whole castle should be undetectable to anyone who doesn’t already know it’s here. Maybe locking the doors seemed superfluous at that point?”

      They walked into the deserted hallway. It was obvious the castle had been unoccupied for some time. Cobwebs crowded every corner, and a thick carpet of dust lay on the floor. Despite its decrepit appearance, Sienna recognized it immediately. It was the same layout as the dream castle they had been visiting every night for nearly two months. She looked at Rose and saw the same excitement reflected on her face.

      “This is the right place.”

      The two princesses led the way to Aurora’s bedroom. Perhaps the relief of being so close to the end of their quest made them relax their vigilance. When the mage attacked them from behind, they were caught completely off guard.

      They all spun around, Sebastian and Sienna instinctively moving into formation to shield Rose. Sebastian drew his sword. “Buddy, find Aurora,” he instructed, without taking his eyes off their attacker. “Go!”

      Sienna’s heart hammered in her chest. She watched to ensure Rose got away, trusting Sebastian to cover her. He was batting aside the crackling balls of light the mage was throwing at them. Sienna watched closely: the mage wasn’t aiming to hit them, just to pull them away from the staircase leading to Aurora.

      “I won’t let you hurt her!”

      Suddenly, it clicked into place for Sienna. “O?”

      The mage stumbled, startled by his name. Sebastian used the window of distraction to dart forward and press his sword to the mage’s throat.

      “Sebastian, no! You are O, aren’t you?” She moved closer to them.

      “How do you know that?”

      “You look like Jack, my friend’s brother. Asha told me about you. Princess Natashya, I mean. Your cousin, I believe?”

      “And who are you?”

      “Princess Sienna of Orella. This is Prince Sebastian of Vitalia.”

      “Sienna? The League of Princesses?”

      “I see you’ve heard of us,” she said with a wry grin.

      “But you shouldn’t have come here! By entering this sanctuary, you have broken the wards concealing it. Anyone can find it now, can find Aurora.”

      “Aurora won’t be here. We’ve come to release her.”

      O’s gaze flicked to the staircase behind her. “That boy… he’s Aurora’s true love?” he asked flatly.

      “Boy? No! That’s Princess Rosebud, Aurora’s sister.”

      “Rosa’s here?”

      “Yes,” Sebastian responded curtly. “So, are we good now?”

      O doused the remaining sparks from his fingers. Satisfied, Sebastian sheathed his sword. Sienna refrained from rolling her eyes at their posturing by ascending the staircase. Both men fell into step behind her, and they went in search of the Northaven sisters.
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        * * *

      

      Rose pushed open the door to Aurora’s bedroom and stepped in quietly. She hesitated inside the door. This room felt vibrant and fresh compared to the gloom in the rest of the castle. It was the only part of the castle she had seen that matched its version in the Dreamworld. It was also eerily similar to Aurora’s bedroom back home. That aspect had faded through familiarity at nights, but it was brought back to her sharply now, adding to her unease.

      In the silence of the room, she could hear the blood pounding in her ears. Her erratic pulse had less to do with the confrontation downstairs than with her fear of what was before her. What if it didn’t work? She slowly approached the bed and the perfect statue lying on it. She perched on the bed beside her sister and took her hand in hers. It was cool to the touch, colder in real life than when they were in Dreamworld. While not the chill of death, it was clear she wasn’t really among the living either.

      A tear trickled down Rose’s cheek. Another followed, and then more. She let them flow unchecked. “Please wake up, Aura. I miss you so much. I need my sister back. I love you.” She kissed Aurora’s forehead and stared anxiously at her face. There was no change. Rose collapsed across Aurora’s chest sobbing. She felt like her heart was breaking; to be so close and still so far apart. Gentle arms wrapped around Rosebud, comforting her.

      “I love you too, sis.”
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        * * *

      

      Aurora awoke to the sound of frantic banging on her bedroom door. It took her a moment to recognize her surroundings. She was no longer in the Dreamworld bedroom, reminiscent of her bedroom at Northaven, but in Schloss Behr. Beside her, Rosebud sat up groggily. They had stayed up half the night talking to each other and fallen asleep in the room together.

      “Sienna?” Rose called.

      The banging stopped and the door opened. “Oh good, you're both here. You're okay.”

      “What?” Aurora looked at the other princess dazedly. Why was she so anxious?

      “There was no Dreamworld last night. There was no one to meet. I just… I wanted to make sure you were both okay.”

      Oh. She hadn’t considered how the breaking of her curse might affect her friends, or that it might cause them worry. “We’re fine, Sienna. Thank you.”

      “Oops, sorry for waking you, then. See you at breakfast.” Sienna backed out of the room awkwardly. Aurora waited until she was gone before turning to grin at Rosa.

      “We have the best friends.”
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      The clink of silverware and china and other happy sounds of breakfast were interrupted by a persistent tinkling, chiming sound.

      “What is that noise?”

      They all stopped eating to listen.

      “Sebastian, it's your magic mirror,” Sienna realized.

      Sebastian went to his suite above the breakfast room to retrieve the mirror. It was at an obnoxious volume by the time he reached it, as the volume increased the longer he took to answer it.

      “Eva or Philippe?” he wondered aloud, as he headed back downstairs. He activated the mirror and saw his sister’s worried face.

      “Is Sienna okay?” she said, before he could even say hello.

      The worry in her voice took him aback. “Sienna is fine, Eva. What's going on?”

      “Did she find Aurora?”

      “Yes, they’re right here with me.”

      Sienna reached across Sebastian’s shoulder and plucked the mirror from his hand.

      “Eva, I'm fine. We got Aurora. She's awake.”

      “So that's why Dreamworld didn't happen?”

      “Yes! Don’t worry, we're all safe.”

      “Oh, I was so worried.”

      “I know! I was too, when I woke up,” Sienna confessed. “Aurora, Rosebud, come over here. Princess Eva wants to say hello.”

      “Hi Eva!” Rose said cheerily. Aurora was a bit more restrained.

      “It's great to see you, Aurora. I’m glad you’re okay,” Sebastian heard his sister say. “I’ll tell the others to stand down, Sienna. I’ve already had Natashya reaching out this morning. She may try to find you as well. Watch out if you are close to any mirrors!”

      “I never thought I’d say it, but I miss Dreamworld,” Sienna admitted. Sebastian put his arm around her. He wasn’t following the full conversation, but he recognized the wistfulness in her tone.

      “Me too,” Eva replied.

      “I got used to talking to any of you whenever I wanted. Having to wait a week or more for a reply to a letter seems so slow now.”

      “At least you and I can stay in immediate contact, as long as Sebastian is around.”

      “I'm planning to stick around for a long time,” he interjected, making the three of them laugh.

      “Talk to you later, Eva.”

      “Bye, Sienna, Bye, Seb.”

      The excitement over, they sat down again and tucked into the food while it was still hot.

      “So, Aurora, I suppose you want to be getting home soon,” Albrecht said, as they finished breakfast. “Shall I write to your parents and let them know that you're here? You can either wait for them to send an escort to bring you home, or we can escort you to a rendezvous point, if you’d prefer?”

      Aurora set down her teacup and considered her next steps. “That's very kind of you, sir, but no. I don't think I want to tell my parents where I am.”

      “What? Won’t they be worried?”

      “They were happy to leave me and forget me rather than pay the ransom for my release. I’m not certain that my freedom will come as a pleasant surprise to them. Honestly, I wouldn't put it past my father to send Boris von Schurke to meet me and force me to the altar before ever I return home.” Rosa shivered at von Schurke’s name. Aurora quickly moved on, not wanting to cause her sister distress.

      “But my freedom and return does need to be a surprise. There are things I need to say to my father. Things he would prefer to deny. To do that, I have to confront him publicly. It’s a sad situation when you need witnesses to ensure your safety when speaking to your own father.”

      Sienna reached across and squeezed Aurora’s hand. Aurora squeezed back. Despite the heavy burden she carried, it was good to know she was not alone. That there were people who did care for her and supported her.

      “If you want to maintain secrecy for this journey, then I don't think you should take any of the official transports,” Sebastian said. “It's hard to stay inconspicuous on a royal liner or coach.”

      “Captain von Spatz might be an option,” Sienna suggested. “He is discreet and competent. He conveyed us without fanfare, so should be able to keep your journey low key also.”

      “That will get you to Tambridge, or even the coast, if you'd prefer. If you like, I can recall my Rangers to meet you wherever you dock and escort you to the palace.”

      “It wouldn't be good to arrive flanked by representatives of a foreign army,” Sienna cautioned. “But they could bring you as far as a nearby town, then you could do the final leg unaccompanied?”

      “I like that idea,” Aurora said. “Arriving alone, without needing guards, is a greater show of strength.”

      Sebastian frowned. “What about your safety? You said you wanted witnesses.”

      “The court gathers each morning to fawn on my parents; they will be my witnesses. I don’t want any suggestion of foreign interference when I confront my father.”

      “The Rangers could come with us as far as Tannendorf,” Rosebud suggested. “It's only a few leagues outside the capital, but it’s enough for privacy.”

      “That would work,” Aurora said. “If we connect with the Rangers at Tambridge and they escort us to Tannendorf, I think that's a good combination of safety and secrecy.”

      “We sailed up from Tambridge with Captain von Spatz a few days ago, so he’s probably not in port any longer,” Sienna mused.

      “He makes that journey regularly,” Albrecht said. “I'm sure he'll be back in a few days. I’ll send one of my stewards to check the port schedule as to when he might be expected back.”

      “In the meantime,” Violetta said to Aurora, “You are our guest here. Take time to recover, to reconnect with your sister. We’ll get you home. But we’ll do it on your terms.”
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        * * *

      

      Captain von Spatz waited on the dock to welcome them aboard. “Another royal! I'm going to have to rename my ship the Bonnie Royal Lass at this rate.”

      “We’re sorry to inconvenience you, Captain,” Aurora said. “Thank you for accepting our passage.”

      His countenance changed at once. “Your Highness, I meant no disrespect. I am delighted to have you aboard, and honored to assist your return home. We’re ready to set sail when you are, ma’am. Just let us know.”

      “Thank you, Captain.” She was relieved that his put-upon manner was just for show. She was relying on his discretion, and didn’t want to incur his disgruntlement.

      She turned to Sienna and took her hands. “There are no words to express all I owe you and my thanks.”

      “No words are needed. We promised to always come to each other’s aid. No princess left behind. Sisters forever.” Sienna pulled Aurora into a tight embrace. “Let me know once you get home and how things go. I hate that we will be out of touch for so long. I've gotten so used to being able to talk to everybody instantly each night.”

      “I’ll do that,” Aurora promised.

      “We’ll be staying here a day or two more but then will be traveling to Port Royale via Orella. Send your letter to Port Royale. If it arrives before we do, Eva will collect it and let us know. We can still communicate with her through the magic mirrors she and Sebastian have.”

      “Good luck,” Sebastian wished her.

      “Thank you. Thank you both so much.”

      “Bye Buddy,” Sebastian said affectionately.

      “Take care of yourself, Rose.” Sienna hugged the younger girl.

      “I think I've had enough adventure for a while,” Rosebud admitted. “Suddenly, a quiet life in the palace doesn’t sound so bad.”

      “There are certain attractions to being settled,” Sienna agreed, sharing a smile with Sebastian.

      Aurora and Rosebud climbed the gangplank on to the deck. They waved goodbye as Captain von Spatz cast off.

      “Are you okay, Aura?”

      “Getting there,” Aurora said, taking Rosa’s hand. “But there is a still a long way to go.”
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        * * *

      

      Rosebud watched Tambridge grow larger as they approach it. It looked the same, yet she was changed from the person she had been the previous two times she had passed through. She saw a familiar figure waiting on the pier, his red cloak billowing behind him. She waved at Gabriel, but if he saw it, he didn’t acknowledge it.

      “If you ever need anything, Your Highness, I am always your humble servant,” Captain von Spatz assured Aurora before they alighted. Rose smiled brightly. She had come to like the gruff captain very much. She followed Aurora onto the pier to the waiting Ranger.

      “Greetings, Your Highnesses,” Gabriel said with a formal bow. “We have a carriage waiting for you.” He led the sisters to a sturdy but comfortable coach. Lucien and Alphonse were mounted on horseback, their faces impassive. Rosebud felt a little awkward. The men she had traveled with so comfortably were now circumspect around her. The difference between a princess and a horse-boy. Hubert was sitting in the box seat of the coach. He gave Rose a cheery wave, which made her feel a little better.

      Gabriel handed Aurora and Rosebud into the coach. “We depart at once, Your Highness,” he said, still only talking to Aurora. “We are planning to reach Braunstein today and spend the night there. Gunther and Jared, two of my Rangers, have already gone ahead to secure the accommodation.”

      “Thank you.”

      Gabriel closed the door, gave a nod to Hubert, and they were moving.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Aurora leaned against the headrest of the coach and closed her eyes. She was exhausted, emotionally as much as physically. She knew she needed to retain the element of surprise when she confronted her parents if she hoped to sway the king. But she was so grateful not to have to deal with the details of how to get there without recognition or risk. She was glad to have these Rangers to ensure her safety and, more importantly, Rosa’s safety, on the way. When all this was done, she would write to Sebastian directly and thank him.

      They made good time to Braunstein. It was nice to sleep in a bed again rather than a ship’s berth. She and Rosebud chose to share a room. Neither of them really wanted the other out of sight. Gabriel was happy because it made them easier to guard. He set up a rotation outside their door and Aurora slept, confident no harm would befall them.
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        * * *

      

      The next day was a long and uncomfortable ride in the coach. Despite its opulence, there really was no way to ride in such a contraption for several hours without feeling the discomfort of it. They stopped to stretch along the way, and took a proper break each night at a new town. Grosswiesn, Bevtoft, Harzelt … The days gobbled up the miles. Each night brought her closer to the capital and the confrontation that awaited her there.
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      “Their Highnesses. Princess Aurora and Princess Rosebud.”

      The announcement caused mild interest from the courtiers gathered in the main hall of Haven Palace, but Aurora focused on the dais, where her parents sat on their thrones. Their shock and confusion were evident. She narrowed her eyes. Sir Boris von Schurke sat at the king's right hand, in the seat for the heir.

      “You seem surprised to see me, Father. Perhaps you weren't expecting to, seeing as you refused to pay the ransom when I was kidnapped?”

      Kidnapped.

      The word rippled around the court. Suddenly, everyone was silent.

      “Aurora, dear, you have been unwell. Perhaps we should speak in private.”

      “Unwell? Is that what you’ve told the court to account for my absence of nearly two months? Did you even notice that Rosebud was also missing? No, Father. We will not speak in private. These are words that everyone needs to hear.” The crowd murmured but she spoke louder, pressing on before her father could cut her off.

      “On my Naming Day, I was cursed to fall into an enchanted sleep on my sixteenth birthday, which only true love's kiss could break. You kept this a secret from everyone, unwilling to admit to your own fallibility. But I have lived with this knowledge all my life. All of those parties, balls, lavish feasts to entice foreign nobility that you forced me to attend, all in the hopes of finding a way to break the curse. But in all that time, you failed to mention that it has always been within your power to break the spell. The condition was clear: release the three women you have falsely imprisoned, and I would not have to pay the price. But those women are still in captivity. Because of you.”

      “All this over some criminals?” one of the nobles scoffed.

      Aurora fixed him with a steely glare. “They are not criminals. They are mages. Seers, to be exact.” She raised her voice so she addressed the whole court. “Those seers are the reason my father has made many advantageous choices over the years. All of those parties, they cost money. They drained the resources of the palace. But still,” she turned back to her father, “Rather than take the solution that was available, you chose to raise the taxes, to make the people bear the burden of your selfishness.”

      “To give up such an advantage would be lunacy. Northaven has prospered because of it.” King Ferdinand tried for nonchalance, but she could hear the thread of anger through his words. She swallowed, but she refused to back down now.

      “No, you have prospered. You knew in advance about the storm that hit Seapoint two years ago. You had plenty of time to shore up the defenses, to build a sea wall. Instead, you let it happen. You let it happen because it gave you a reason to raise taxes for the rest of the country. To force the nobles to pay for more. And because you had already bought excess grain from Hessenberg personally and knew you could resell it for inflated prices once the Seapoint crops were washed away.”

      “You let Seapoint be destroyed?”

      Aurora didn't see who had spoken, though from the outraged tone she guessed it was one of the nobles from the region, possibly the Marquis of Seapoint himself.

      “As for you, von Schurke. My father’s choice for my true love. Is that why you think you can sit on my throne?”

      “Princess, I am indeed relieved to have you returned to us. It has been a great worry.”

      “So great a worry that days after my kidnapping, you proposed to my sister that you would marry her instead and leave me to my fate?” Von Schurke glanced at Rosebud furtively. He hadn’t expected that information to come out.

      “You were given the task of saving the Crown Princess. You turned your back on it for a more personally advantageous option. Furthermore, when my sister then also disappeared, it seems that rather than searching for either of us, you and my father decided to make you the heir, without heed of the actual succession line. That, sir, is treason.”

      “That’s enough, Aurora. You’ve made your point,” King Ferdinand barked. The fury in his eyes was unmistakable, and she was glad of the foresight that prompted her to hold this discussion in front of the court. The king recalled the audience, too, because he made a visible effort to bank his temper. “Perhaps we could have handled things a little differently, but I did promise that the Crown of Northaven would pass to your true love who released you. It is appropriate that we would prepare for the transition.”

      “But Father, Boris didn't release me. He didn't even look for me.”

      “Well then, to whom do I owe my kingdom?”

      She smiled, as her net closed around him. “To your daughter, Princess Rosebud Marie von Northaven. She was the one who broke the curse.”

      Ferdinand blanched.

      “Aurora,” Rose said anxiously. “What are you doing? I don't want to be queen!”

      Their father heard her. “Just as well. It’s entirely inappropriate for a woman to attempt to rule on her own.”

      “Would you say that to Queen Christabelle of Siverus?” Aurora asked with false sweetness. There was no answer to that. No one willingly invoked the wrath of the Snow Queen.

      “The law says that succession is through the male line or, where no male child is born to a line, to the oldest daughter. I am your heir, Father. Not my husband, whoever he may be. I will be Queen of Northaven.”

      “Long live Queen Aurora!”

      She whipped her head around in surprise. Who had said that? She wasn’t the queen. Her parents looked equally startled.

      “I am the queen!” her mother snapped.

      “Are you?” Lord Beltan, Keeper of the Records, shuffled forward. The crowd parted respectfully. Though his body was frail, his mind was as sharp as it had ever been. He peered at Queen Elizabeth over his horn-rimmed spectacles. “The allegations made here today accuse you and your husband of treason.”

      “How can it be treason? I am the king!”

      “Treason against the Crown, my Lord. You have broken faith with the people of Northaven. The king is a servant of his people, not the other way around. Your selfish actions have proven you are unfit for the role.”

      “Long live Queen Aurora!” The chant started up again.

      Another man stepped up beside Lord Beltan. Aurora recognized him: the Earl of Tamberg, an ambitious rising star of her father’s Privy Council. “You knowingly left Seapoint to suffer. You deliberately blocked a trade agreement with Karjala because it would have brought advantage to Tamberg at the expense of the capital. You squandered taxpayers’ money and crippled our people with debt to pay for a farce to free the princess when you already had the means. You are not fit to be king.” Aurora was shocked by his boldness, but he wasn’t done. He turned to address the court. “I move to remove King Ferdinand from power, for crimes against the people of Northaven.”

      “This is treason!” the King objected.

      “I second that motion.”

      “Aye.”

      “Aye.”

      “We’ll have Aurora for our monarch. She has the decency to lead with honor.”

      The agreement rippled around the court, and Aurora felt the nobles gather behind her. This had gone further than she had expected. She only wanted her father to accept the error of his ways, not incite a coup!

      “Treason!” the king shouted, his face a dangerous shade of red. “Seize those traitors!”

      “We are not the traitors, Ferdinand, you are. Guards, take the former king and queen into custody.”

      The guards hesitated, looking between their monarchs and the angry mob of nobles assembled in opposition. The captain stepped toward the king. “Apologies, sir, but I must do this.”

      His men quickly flanked the royal pair also.

      “This is outrageous!” the king spluttered. Lord Beltan walked forward and removed the crown from Ferdinand’s head. With respectful bow, he offered it to Aurora.

      “Your crown, Your Majesty.”

      “What will we do with the traitors?” one noble shouted.

      “Throw them in prison!” another suggested.

      Aurora glared at him. “Those people are your former rulers and my parents. Show some respect, or be evicted from this court.” The mob subsided, uncertain now that their baying for blood had been decried.

      She stepped away from the mob, to talk to her parents privately. Rosebud hurried to her side.

      “I'm sorry that it came to this, Father,” she whispered. “All I wanted was for you to release the seers.”

      “You should have, Ferdinand,” Elizabeth hissed. “They clearly weren’t any good if they couldn't predict this.”

      “But they did, Mother. They warned Father that should he let my curse take hold he would lose the kingdom. Instead of trying to save me, he tried to find a way around it. He brought this on himself.”

      “How do you know that?” Ferdinand hissed.

      “Because I was there, Father. Because my dream state was designed to fuel the seers. Their fate and mine entwined. As you were told. As you refused to believe.”

      Aurora stepped back from her parents. Her father was too angry to hear sense, her mother too outraged to listen. It hurt her heart to have such antagonism between them.

      “The former king and queen, Ferdinand and Elizabeth von Northaven, are hereby exiled to the Summer Palace on Sommerø Isle. You may have it as your home, and bring what servants are willing to travel with you. But you are not to return to mainland Northaven without express written permission from the Crown. Let me be clear, this may not be a prison, but it is an exile. I am Queen of Northaven and you will respect that. Guards, please escort my parents to their quarters. Do not leave them unguarded. They will be escorted to Sommerø Isle in the morning. Tonight, they remain under guard in their quarters.”

      “Yes, Your Highn– I mean, Your Majesty.”

      Aurora sat on her father's throne. Her throne, now. Rose sat down on the Heir’s Throne beside her. Her wide-eyed shock echoed the anguish Aurora was feeling. This was not how she had imagined her homecoming. Now what did they do?
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      “Your Majesty, I appreciate this transition has been very sudden.” Lord Tamberg’s smug smile was not as winsome as he thought. “As you have not been involved in the governance of Northaven thus far, I advise that we immediately set up a Council to advise you on policies and decisions that you may need to make.”

      “And I suppose you would lead this Council?” Aurora said coldly.

      “I am very well qualified,” he agreed, missing her tone completely. “I have been involved in the government of this country for many years.”

      “And you have done an excellent job in your role.” Tamberg’s smile faltered. “Let me make myself abundantly clear on this point: I am the Queen of Northaven. I am nobody's pawn. Do not presume that because of my age, my gender, or the manner by which I have ascended to the throne, that I am anything less than my father's daughter.

      “I do not need a Council or a husband to tell me how to think. I will rule Northaven fairly, for all its citizens. But I will do so my way. I will not aggrandize the nobility at the expense of the people. Seeing as that was the very reason you cited for the removal of my father from his position, I’m certain that everybody here holds that ideal as firmly as I do.” She glared around the room. Lord Tamberg couldn't hold her eyes. Some of the other nobles shuffled uncomfortably, as if chafing under her rule already. But there were others who looked straight at her and smiled. She saw the Marquis of Seapoint in the crowd, and he gave a nod of approval.

      “Long live Queen Aurora!” he called.

      Everyone echoed the chant, even those who had thought they were getting something different when they made their move against their monarch. But she was queen now. She would do what was right by all her people. And the first people who needed her help were the seers she had come to save.
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        * * *

      

      “Open the door, Jailer.”

      “But Your Highness…”

      “It's ‘Your Majesty,’ and I gave you an order.”

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      “Your Majesty, this isn't wise,” Lord Tamberg objected. “As your advisor I strongly advise that you reconsider this course. You don't know what crimes these women have committed. It isn’t safe.”

      “Their ‘crimes’ are nothing more than being different. Different enough that my father thought he could exploit them and that no one would object. Well, I am objecting now. And if you are not part of the solution to right this wrong, then you are part of the problem. So, decide. Because I don't take advice from fools.”

      She turned her back on him and watched as the jailer found the right key to open the heavy door. Curious onlookers behind her clamored to catch a glimpse of the cell’s occupants. Aurora turned to glare at them.

      “Back off. Give them some space and some dignity. I will go in alone.” Aurora stepped into the dark hole which she had only visited in her dreams. The old woman was asleep on a narrow cot bed, cradling her bowl of water like a child. The youngest, Cassandra, scrambled back when the door opened, huddling fearfully in the corner beside her mirrors. Celestine turned her head to the doorway and smiled.

      “You have come at last,” she said serenely.

      Aurora kneeled on the floor beside her and clasped her hands. “I am so sorry it took me so long, but I am here now. It's time to leave this place. You don't have to stay here anymore.”

      Aurora turned to Cassandra and reached out her hand. “Would you like to see sunshine? We can go to the garden.” Cassandra looked uncertainly between Aurora and Celestine, but the calm smile and graceful nod from the latter convinced the child to overcome her trepidation.

      She got to her feet hesitantly and reached out to take Aurora’s hand. Aurora clasped it, afraid Cassandra might blow away if she let go. Her hand was so fragile!

      Celestine woke the old woman and explained. “Come, Sybille. We are leaving now. The child is grown.”

      Sybille looked to where Aurora stood and smiled. Her eyes were filmy white, her sight long gone. “It's good to see you, child. I have waited a long time for you.”

      Aurora was disconcerted by the juxtaposition between the unseeing eyes and the clarity of sight that the woman still possessed. Holding Cassandra’s hand, Aurora led the mages from their prison. Celestine supported Sybille as they walked out.

      The crowds gathered in the corridor quickly shuffled back to make room for them to walk through. One glance at their queen's face and they all wisely realized this was not a time to try her. Aurora led them upstairs and out the nearest doorway to the castle grounds. Cassandra covered her eyes, the light too bright after her captivity in the darkness. But Celestine raised her face to the sun and allowed its warmth to soak into her. She led Sybille to a bench and sat her down. Aurora called for food and medicines to be brought at once. Rose brought a toy kite to show to the youngest Mage, who was fascinated by the idea of play. Aurora stayed with the older mages for the whole day. She refused all suggestions that she should leave their care to someone else, knowing in her heart that the reparations owed were more than she could ever repay them.

      As the sun began its descent and the air got cooler, Aurora brought the ladies back inside. Cassandra started to cry the moment they crossed the threshold back inside.

      "I don't want to go back to the dark," she sobbed.

      Aurora's heart broke a little. "You don't have to go back there, sweetheart. You never have to go back again. I have a new room for you, with lots of light." Still uncertain, but willing to trust, the child took Rosebud’s hand and clung to her. Aurora led them to the rooms she had had prepared. She brought them into the first of the three suites. The seers looked around in amazement, the space and the light being a novelty to them. Cassandra stood at the window and looked out. Rose showed her how to open the French doors and stand on the balcony. She gave a whoop of delight when she stepped outside into the fresh air again.

      Aurora introduced Celestine and Sybille to Frau Hildegard, whom she had appointed to look after them. "Frau Hildegard, please see to the care and comfort of my guests."

      "Of course, Your Majesty."

      Aurora realized the three women wanted to stay together from the way they never moved too far apart. She saw no point in insisting that the other rooms be used if it would actually cause more anxiety and upset to the people she was trying to help. She took her leave of them, entrusting them to Frau Hildegard's care. Rosebud and Aurora stepped away from the room. In the quiet of the corridor, Aurora slumped a little. Her task was done. She had freed the prisoners her father had kept. But it had been an emotionally exhausting day.

      "Time for bed for us too, maybe?" she suggested to Rose.

      "Your Majesty," Lord Tamberg interrupted them. "I'm sorry, but there is a supplicant to see you and requesting an audience at once. I think it's better not to keep him waiting, given the nature of his petition."

      Aurora sighed, and drew on her strength to straighten up. Rose gave her hand a squeeze of support.

      "Who is it, Tamberg?" Aurora asked.

      "The Marquis of Carabas."
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      "What?!"

      The name evoked strong reactions in both sisters. Rose could feel her heart thudding erratically in her chest. Aurora was the first to recover her composure and gave a meaningful glance to Rosebud to do the same. Rose did her best to mimic her sister's poise. Lord Tamberg managed to portray merely a mildly curious face in response, though he was clearly itching to know the details of the sisters' response to the supplicant's name.

      Rose followed Aurora into the receiving room. The man waiting for them was not what she had expected. She had been so angry the last time they had met that she hadn't taken in any of the details of his changed appearance. He was carefully groomed and beautifully dressed now, every inch the marquis he claimed to be. Rose didn't know how she felt about that. It was like looking at a stranger. Well, he was a stranger, she supposed. He wasn't her Puss anymore.

      The Marquis waited until Aurora was seated on her throne, then bowed deeply to her. "Your Majesty, I thank you for receiving me despite the late hour. And Princess Rosebud," he said looking at her straight on. "It's good to see you again, too."

      He faltered and, in that moment of uncertainty, Rose saw her cat again. Her friend. She fidgeted nervously as Aurora reclaimed his attention. Short hair was all very well for a servant called Buddy, but it wasn't quite the look for a princess. She knew there had been several comments about it in court since she had returned. Their opinions didn't bother her, but strangely she felt self-conscious now that the marquis was seeing her in this way.

      One of the advisors passed the file to Aurora. She glanced at it, then closed it disinterestedly. "So, what is it you would ask of the Crown, Peter...?"

      "Von Carabas," he supplied.

      "Well, that remains to be seen, does it not?" Aurora said sharply.

      The Marquis gulped. "Em, yes, indeed, Your Majesty. But as you can see, I have already provided all the details to your team, and they have verified my claim. I only need the monarch to endorse it officially. So I have been waiting for an audience. And may I say how good it is to see you returned to us?"

      "Really? It is a pity you did not show that same concern for my wellbeing when you attacked the mage Carabosse."

      "Ah, well, Your Majesty, I did not realize that she had affected you."

      "Had you known that the life of someone you had never met and who mattered little to you was in jeopardy, you would have suspended your own self-serving interests when you would not do that for a friend and companion?" Aurora's tone was acerbic. Rose felt slightly breathless at her sister's defense of her. No one else has ever stood up for her like this. Peter looked between the sisters and finally seemed to realize that Aurora knew exactly who he was and where he was from.

      He bowed his head. "I made a mistake. I know that. I... I saw the chance I had been waiting for for twenty years and I took it. And I didn't think of anybody else and I'm sorry. But I want to make it right. To both of you." He looked directly at Rose and their gazes locked. But then Aurora spoke, pulling his attention back to her.

      "I will recognize your right to the Marquis of Carabas title, but there is something I want you to do. Three mages have been imprisoned here. They need care, and rest, and to be away from this castle. I want you to take responsibility for them, to help them recover from their ordeal and make a new start."

      "Mages?" Peter asked apprehensively.

      "These are not the people who hurt you. They have been hurt in the same way, trapped here by Carabosse's spell. Unintentional, perhaps, but they are as much her victims as you are."

      "Then I will do everything I can to make it better for them. Thank you, Your Majesty."

      "You are welcome, Marquis. I will expect regular reports."

      "Of course." He paused. "I have one more request."

      Rose was shocked by his audacity, but Aurora merely raised her eyebrows. The Marquis recognized the rebuke, but swallowed and pushed ahead regardless. "I want permission to court Princess Rosebud."

      "What?" Rose couldn't help the gasp of surprise that escaped her. She looked at Aurora to see how her sister had taken the request. Aurora was contemplating the Marquis shrewdly.

      “If I allow this, I will have to extend the same courtesy to any and every other noble who asks it of me. My sister is fourteen. She does not need to be beset by suitors.”

      “You were younger when you came out.”

      “Yes, and it ruined my childhood. Would you have me do the same to Rose?”

      “Strewth, no! I don’t want to ruin anything! I just…”

      Aurora sighed. “This is not my decision. Did it occur to you that perhaps Rose would not welcome your suit?”

      His expression was a comic cross between shocked and stricken. “I didn't mean… That is, I thought… I…”

      Aurora looked at Rose with a small smile at his discomfort. “Your call, sis,” she whispered.

      Rose smiled back, her heart filling with love. No one had ever looked out for her like Aura did. She looked back at the man before her and thought about the question. Did she want to spend time with him? Did she want to let him court her?

      “I don’t know you,” she said slowly. “And you don’t know me. I knew a cat called Puss, and you knew a boy called Buddy. Peter von Carabas and Rosebud von Northaven are strangers. But I think that I, Rosebud, would like the opportunity to get to know you, Peter. And we’ll see from there.” The smile that lit up his face warmed Rosebud’s heart. She was sure they would be friends again soon.

      “Why don't you join us for supper tonight,” Aurora asked, her voice much warmer now then than it had been before. Peter broke eye contact with Rose to look at the queen.

      “I would be delighted to accept, Your Majesty.”

      “Please, you may call me Aurora.”

      “Let me walk you to supper,” Rosebud suggested, skipping off the dais to stand beside Peter. She couldn’t wait to catch up with him and restart their friendship. He offered her his arm and she linked happily, letting go of the tension she had been carrying for weeks. They chatted animatedly as they walked off together.
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        * * *

      

      Aurora stood on the balcony, hidden in the twilight shadows. Music floated across the garden. Rosa had taken Peter for a walk through the grounds, and he had brought his violin with him. It turned out he was a proficient musician and that his violin had been the thing he had missed most while in cat form. Now he played for Rosa, and the sweet serenade drifted on the breeze. Aurora hoped the evening would help her sister replace the horrid memories of Boris that had tainted her beloved rose garden.

      Aurora sighed. She was pleased that Rosa seemed happy now, and Peter was quite charming once she gave him a chance. He might even deserve her sister, one day. But tonight, Aurora was tired. Physically and mentally wrung out. She longed to escape to her own bedroom and sleep, but if she did that would signal the end of the evening, and she didn't want to spoil Rosa's night. She caught a movement in the room behind her from the corner of her eye. She stepped back into the room to confront the motionless figure.

      "Hello, Aurora," O said softly.

      "O." She was pleased her voice sounded even, but she didn't know what else to say. He must have used fae magic to bypass her guards because he was alone. Her stomach coiled in knots at the sight of him. The silence stretched awkwardly between them.

      He stepped closer to her. "May I have this dance?"

      Up close, the smell of him was intoxicating. She found herself in his arms without consciously agreeing to his request. He led her effortlessly to the sound of the far away music. There was enough music and magic in the room. The dance was painfully reminiscent of the ball O created for her. One perfect night that ended in disaster.

      His thoughts were obviously in a similar direction. "I'm sorry about how our last dance ended."

      Aurora stiffened. "Yes. You made that perfectly clear when you disappeared."

      "What?" O looked confused. "I don't mean the kiss!" he exclaimed. "I don't regret kissing you. I'm just sorry I ran out on you as I did."

      "Then why did you do it?" She hadn't meant to sound so accusing, but it mattered to her. Now that she had him here, he might as well satisfy her questions on that score.

      "I just... I had been trying so hard to not kiss you because I knew the clause to break your curse. I knew a kiss from one who loved you would end the enchantment. But I was bound not to interfere in the magic of mages. But I did it anyway. And I had been worrying for nothing, it seems."

      "You love me?"

      "I know you don't feel the same way. But I wonder if in time, perhaps..."

      "Why would you think I don't feel the same?"

      "Because the curse didn't break. I truly loved you when I kissed you, so that must mean that you did not truly love me in return."

      "How could I? How could I truly love you when I did not know who you truly are? I love the man you showed me, but there is so much more to you that you kept hidden."

      "I don't want to hide anymore, Aurora."

      "What do you want?"

      "I want what you gave him." He tossed his head in the direction of the music and the unseen fiddler outside. "I want the chance to court you. To get to know you in your new role, to let you get to know me. No secrets this time."

      "O, I..."

      "Obsidian."

      "What?"

      "My name. My name is Obsidian. No secrets, Aurora. What do you say?"

      "It will be my pleasure to get to know you better, Prince Obsidian." His smile was radiant and chased the tiredness from her limbs as he swept her into his arms and swung her around in an exuberant spin.

      He set her down gently, but Aurora's head was still spinning and the look of tenderness he gave her did nothing to lessen her giddy feeling. He cupped her face and tilted it toward his. She stood on tiptoe to bring her lips to his, impatient at his pace. She could feel his smile beneath her lips as they kissed, and happiness exploded within her. When she finally had to break for air, she hugged him tightly, reveling at the joy of having him in her arms and knowing he wouldn’t disappear this time.

      "You're still here," she whispered slyly, repeating his own words back to him.

      "Always," he replied, and kissed her again.

    

  







            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    




      Three months later

      Sienna looked around the room, at all of her friends gathered for her. Tomorrow she would wed Sebastian. But tonight Marianne had arranged a party in her honor. Over the last few months, Sienna had finally gotten to know Queen Marianne, and she liked her as much as she had thought she would, on their first, brief meeting. Queen Marguerite and Queen Carmen had been present earlier, but had withdrawn to let the ‘young folk’ talk amongst themselves.

      All of the League of Princesses had made the journey for Sienna. Even Izabella, six and a half months pregnant, refused to stay at home, much to the consternation of her husband and brothers. But as they were all in attendance anyway, they were adequately assured of her wellbeing. Seven-year-old Bianca was determined to stay awake and not miss a moment, though she curled up on the sofa beside Eva, who hugged the child gently. No one dreamed of suggesting she should not be part of the celebration.

      “We have something for you,” Eva said. “A gift from all of us.”

      “Well, from you really,” Aurora said to Eva.

      “Not at all! It was your idea.”

      “But I couldn't have done it without Selena’s knowledge.”

      “That only helped because Asha could work the magic,” Selena demurred.

      “It was easy once I was tweaking an existing enchantment on an object, which is where Eva’s contribution comes in.”

      “It really does seem to have been a group effort!” Sienna said, laughing as they each tried to pass the credit to the others. She opened the small package. Inside was a hand mirror set in a silver frame decorated with rubies. A beautiful piece, certainly, but she wasn't sure why they were all looking at her so expectantly.

      Asha held up a very similar mirror, only hers was decorated with diamonds and blue crystals. “Mirror, mirror, in my hand, show me the strongest in our band.”

      The mirror Sienna was holding chimed. She looked at it and back at Asha, and she knew. She knew by the grins on all the faces around her. She swiped the mirror.

      “Hello Sienna,” Asha said, and Sienna heard the words both in the room and echoing through the mirror. Asha shut off the connection. The other princesses withdrew mirrors of their own.

      “Everyone?” Sienna was stunned. “But… how?”

      “I saw how upset you were at the loss of our connection,” Aurora explained. “I looked for a way we could maintain our closeness without having to be cursed. “I’d seen how Eva and Sebastian could communicate using their magic mirrors. I wondered if we could repurpose that communication channel. I spoke with Eva and she graciously donated her wall mirror to be broken up among us. But it was Selena who knew the spell to redirect the communication enchantment already on the mirror, and to expand the network to cover all of us.”

      “I knew the theory,” Selena agreed. “But if it wasn't for Asha’s ice magic and mirror magic, we would not have been able to complete the enchantment. She has the mage’s touch.”

      “And then everyone else wanted to contribute too. Katrina designed the mirrors and helped us choose the decorations to suit each of us. We all contributed gold, silver, and gems for the frames. The League never has to be out of contact again.”

      Sienna’s eyes welled up. “This is the most wonderful present you could possibly have given me. Thank you all so, so much.”

      “There’s one more part.” Eva unwrapped another mirror, inlaid with pearls and diamonds. “Marianne, we’d like you to have this mirror too, and to join us.”

      “But… I’m not a princess.”

      “No, you're a queen,” Sienna said quite bluntly, unwilling to let her new friend devalue herself. “The League of Princesses may have started through the ordeal we experienced, but now, it's more than that. It's a sisterhood of friends. And you are our sister too. Will you accept?”

      “With all my heart.” Sienna embraced Marianne. Eva joined in. And suddenly all of them were hugging and laughing and supporting each other in the very best iteration of sisterhood.
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        * * *

      

      Crowds thronged the streets leading up to the cathedral of Vitalia’s capital city. Sienna was not easily daunted, but running this gauntlet seemed a bit intimidating.

      “I wish we could have just had a quiet ceremony in the chapel in Port Royale or Trefiumi,” she said to Marianne sitting beside her.

      Her soon-to-be sister-in-law looked at her archly. “There are not many weddings, even royal weddings, where princesses from three countries and a queen are the bride's attendants. Of course people want to see. It's good for them to have something to celebrate, too. Think of it as Vitalia claiming you as one of their own.”

      “Thanks, Marianne.” She wondered what it must be like for the other woman to watch this celebration when her own marriage had happened in a much more reserved setting. Partially, of course, that was because it was still in the wake of the death of King Louis. At least, that was the excuse everyone used. The reality – the ugly, unspoken, reality – was that the people of Vitalia were less willing to welcome a commoner onto their throne.

      Sienna looked at the other ladies gathered with her. She and Sebastian had planned four attendants each, so that she could include both her sisters and both her sisters-to-be in the party. Olivia, her middle sister, had point-blank refused to be in the main party. Sienna wasn't particularly surprised by that. She was just thankful that she had come to the wedding. She had arrived from Eddally the week before accompanied by one of the Eddally princesses. Well, not quite princess, but the closest thing that Eddally had to them. They were already seated in the cathedral with the rest of the guests.

      Thankfully, Asha had agreed to take Olivia’s place in the bridal party. Sienna was very glad to have her best friend beside her on this day. She looked at the four women with her – Violetta, Eva, Marianne, and Asha – and was struck by Marianne's words. Three princesses and a queen as her attendants. No wonder everyone wanted to watch the spectacle. “Okay, let's do this. Let's put on a show.”

      Eva called to the footman that they were ready, and the carriage started its procession through the streets. The five beautiful ladies within waved to the cheering Vitalians. And some Orellans too! Sienna saw with surprise, recognizing the flag on their way up the hill to the cathedral.

      Sienna’s parents were waiting in the atrium of the cathedral. King Stefano was bursting with pride, and his eyes had a little extra shininess to them. Queen Carmen immediately fussed over Sienna’s dress, straightening it out and muttering about creases from the carriage ride. Sienna didn't get annoyed at her nitpicking like she might normally have done. She realized it was her mother's way of showing she cared. After all, Queen Carmen had been planning this wedding for years. The small matter of a changed groom made no difference to that. Sienna had only had one request regarding her wedding attire: that it should incorporate a red cloak. She wanted her dual role as Royal Bride and Ranger recognized. Her mother took care of all the other details. Sienna had to admit she had done a wonderful job.

      “The dress is perfect, Mama.”

      “I'm so happy for you, dear,” Queen Carmen said with a sniff. It was the most emotional Sienna could ever remember her mother being toward her.

      “I love you, Mama.” For all their differences, she knew it to be truer today than ever.

      Carmen drew her dignity around her and blinked her too-bright eyes. “I’ll see you afterward, my dear.”

      “I love you too, Carissa. It is a hard day for a father to give away his little girl. But I am glad it is to someone so deserving of you.”

      “Thank you, Papa.”

      King Stefano offered his arm to his wife and escorted her into the cathedral. Sienna could hear the excited murmurs beyond the doors. The music started and the procession began. Princess Eva went first, followed by Princess Natashya, Queen Marianne, and Princess Violetta. Finally, it was her turn. The doors opened, everyone stood, and she started the walk down the aisle. She put on her best court smile for the crowds. And then, she saw Sebastian standing at the top of the aisle waiting for her, his love written all over his face, easily readable, even at this distance. She wanted to skip up the aisle to him, to reach him quicker. She knew her mother would never forgive the breach in decorum, so she continued her steady pace. But now her smile was genuine, and it lit up the room around her. She barely registered Sebastian’s groomsmen. She only had eyes for him. When he took her hand, the rest of the world melted away.

      The ceremony passed in a blur. The rituals and details faded into insignificance beside the words of their vows to each other: To cherish and support, to be partners and friends, to listen and to seek to understand, and to love. With those words, Sienna knew she was not giving up anything or sacrificing any part of herself. In joining with Sebastian as equals, she was becoming her truest self.
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        * * *

      

      The lively strains of a string quarter underscored the hum of conversation in the great hall of the Vitalian palace. King Juan Carlos of Cadiza wondered again why he was here. He had intended to send his Ambassador to represent Cadiza at the ceremony, but when Bianca heard about the invitation, she insisted they accept themselves. He could not deny his daughter anything, so here they were.

      Queen Marianne had graciously included Bianca in the bride’s party the previous evening, though he was sure it must have been tiresome for them to have a child present. Bianca had been looking around since they had entered the hall, and now she let go of his hand to dart across the room.

      “Bianca!” he called in alarm.

      She came to a stop beside a woman who broke off her conversation to sweep the girl into a hug. Juan Carlos stared, stunned by the sight.

      “Diego, who is that woman over there, talking to Bianca?” he asked his Ambassador.

      Diego followed his gaze. “That’s the groom’s sister, Princess Eva of Vitalia.”

      “But Bianca is talking to her! Look at them!”

      “Indeed, Sire. Quite unusual to see the little princess so animated.” He paused. “You know, Vitalia would be an excellent alliance for Cadiza.”

      “Indeed, it would.” King Juan Carlos watched the woman playing with his daughter thoughtfully. Bianca had been so withdrawn for so long. It was quite startling to see her so engaged and alive again. Ever since her mother had died, the young princess had folded on herself. And then she had gotten sick four years ago and become even more withdrawn. He knew she needed a mother figure, but all of the women he had introduced her to as potential stepmothers had been abject failures. She disliked all of them, wouldn't talk to any of them. This woman, this Eva, whom he had never even considered, was making his daughter appear like the happy child she used to be. How did they even know each other?

      It didn't matter. If Princess Eva could make Bianca happy, he would make inquiries about courting her. He would have married a commoner if it would have helped his daughter. The fact that Eva was a princess just made everything that much easier. Today was not the day to talk alliances. Perhaps, in the near future. First, he would very much like to make the lady's acquaintance.

      He moved through the crowd to his daughter’s side.

      “Daddy! Come meet my friend. This is Eva. Eva, I want you to meet my daddy.”

      “Good day, Your Majesty,” Eva said with a flawless curtsy. “It's a pleasure to meet you.”

      Up close, Juan Carlos was struck by her fine features and welcoming warmth. He bowed deeply. “Please, my lady, call me Juan Carlos. And the pleasure is most certainly mine.”
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        * * *

      

      “Blessings on your nuptials, Prince and Princess.”

      “Thank you,” Sienna replied, startled. The woman who had spoken seemed to have appeared from nowhere.

      “Ruby?” Asha exclaimed beside her.

      Sienna’s eyes widened. One of the Fairy Godmothers? At her wedding?

      “I thank you for the sleeping potion you gave me,” Asha said. “You were right about the importance of sleep.”

      “I’m glad you got that sorted out. I couldn’t leave my goddaughter stuck in that form.” Oh, she must be Odette’s godmother, Sienna thought. That explains her involvement.

      “That’s coming quite close to the line of interference, isn’t it, Ruby?” O said, joining their conversation with Aurora in tow.

      She looked him up and down. “You are one to talk about interference, Obsidian,” she said tartly. “I think we both understand the benefit of loopholes for the ones we love?”

      He inclined his head to concede the point. “Indeed.”

      “But I came today to bring a warning,” Ruby said to Sienna. “Carabosse is not dead.”

      “But… Puss… he ate her.”

      “Only in one form, and when he went through his transformation, she was able to escape and do her own. Weakened, certainly, but not defeated. And not willing to give up her vendetta against the monarchies either.”

      “But we released the seers,” Aurora said. “I thought that’s what she wanted.”

      “Your fae prince can tell you more. But what she wants is far deeper and more tangled than that. She will not be satisfied until all the monarchies in Fable have been destroyed and the mages rise to power.”

      “Siverus, too?” Asha asked sardonically. “Given that we are both mages and monarchs?”

      Ruby dismissed the question with a wave of her hand. “That it is all I know of her ambition. I have given my blessing and my warning, so I have nothing more to add. Though I look forward to seeing you again,” she said turning to Asha, “When you wed my godson.”

      “Your godson?” Tobias exclaimed.

      Sienna and Asha looked at Tobias. He looked equally as shocked as they did to discover he had a fairy godmother. When they looked back to query her, Ruby was gone.

      “She disappeared again,” Asha complained.

      “The fae have a tendency to do that.” Aurora looked slyly at O. He grinned at her sheepishly.

      “So, what does this mean?”

      “It means we’re just getting started. There's a pattern that has been forming,” Aurora said slowly. “It started more than twenty years ago. The mages’ rebellion is nothing new. They have been planning it for a long, long time. I think that's why we – the League of Princesses, I mean – have been targeted by magic so often in our lives.”

      “How so?”

      “The best way to destroy a dynasty is to strip it of its allies. It does not need magic to take down the monarchies if the mages can set our countries to war against each other. Look how quick Orella was to threaten trade sanctions and war when they thought Vitalia had kidnapped you, Sienna. That wasn't even magic inspired.”

      Sienna agreed. A rumor here, a whisper there; how long would it take to isolate each kingdom from the others, take them down bit-by-bit? “You paint a rather alarming picture, Aurora. I’m not doubting you, but how do we stop it? And how does that connect to our magical woes?”

      “Don't you see? Look at us. Vitalia and Orella are united today. Representatives from every monarchy are here. We are connected through our friendships and now through our marriages.”

      “Bretonnia and Siverus also have an alliance that is unshakable,” Asha added. “And through Obsidian, we may have a marriage alliance with Northaven soon too.”

      Aurora blushed at Asha’s insinuation. “While we talk, while we share information, the ability for discord to be sown among us is greatly reduced. I think that's why we have been targeted. Because we represent unification of Fable and that would block the mages from their coup.”

      “I’m sorry Cara is doing this,” O said guiltily.

      “Stop it. Stop blaming yourself,” Aurora told him sternly. “You are not responsible for her actions.”

      “The mages may not be defeated, but they will need time to regroup,” Sebastian said. “That means we have time to prepare.”

      “Prepare how? For what?”

      “We build our defenses,” Sienna answered.

      “We learn our powers,” Asha added.

      “We strengthen our alliances,” Aurora concluded.

      Sebastian looked between them. “Warrior, witch, and strategist,” he murmured.

      The three women looked at each other and nodded. “Whatever is to come, we will be ready for it. Together.”

      The words of their long-ago vow echoed in the present.

      Together, we are invincible. We will always be there for each other. We will come to each other’s aid. We will never abandon our own.

      No princess left behind.

      

      
        
        ~The End~
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            Author Notes

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much reading this book and coming on this journey through Fable with me. Thank you for sticking around to read these notes as well!

      This book was hard for me to write for lots of reasons. I always knew that the first three books would need to be written together because of the way the timeline overlaps between them, showing the same scenes from different perspectives in the different stories. When I originally plotted out these stories, Book 3 was called The Determined Sister and it was solely Rosebud's story. Sienna pushed her way in when I realized that I still had more to tell about her, even after her book concluded.

      It was after the initial drafts of Books 1 and 2 were pretty much finished that I realized a major flaw. Aurora was nothing more than a catalyst for the others' actions. As I wrote The Scarred Prince and The Golden Ball, the theme of women learning to stand up for themselves and take action emerged. Leaving Aurora as passively accepting her fate, seemed the antithesis of the template laid down by Sienna and Asha.

      Now, I had two problems. Firstly, I had a character who, by design, was going to be asleep for the majority of the book, yet needed to be an active participant in her own freedom. And secondly, I had a new main character that I had no idea about. She had never been real to me. She had no likes or dislikes, hopes or dreams. She was a plot device. But now she needed to be more.

      In November 2019, I was at a writers' conference in Las Vegas; the 20Booksto50k Vegas conference. And I had a chat with another fantasy author there, explaining why I was blocked and couldn't move forward with the story. Cassady Clifton was amazing. She hadn't read my books but just by asking the right questions she helped me uncover the idea of the portal. And so the Hall of Mirrors was born.

      While discussing the story with me over afternoon tea, Clodagh Dodd suggested the parallel to The Count of Monte Cristo, whereby the main character is imprisoned and uses that time to acquire knowledge from a mentor that will help them once they are free. From this seed, the relationship between Aurora and O blossomed.

      I am indebted to those ladies and to the amazing Jitterbugs, my beta and proofreading team. Thank you, Jim, Robyn, Laura, Dorothy, and Sìne, for all of the constructive feedback and suggestions that helped me hone my ideas into the best form of what I set out to achieve.

      The plot of the story coalesced once I realized that Aurora would be the planner of the group. But the heart of the story was when I reframed it to myself as a story about sisters, those we are born with and those we choose. This book is dedicated to my own sister, Selena, whom I was lucky to get as a sister by birth, but would choose as a friend, always. I also want to thank the sisterhood of support I received from my writing group, the Coronitas, and the Courtiers in the Fairytale Courtyard. Special thanks to the Courtiers Chantel Brankshire, Julia Ann Groves, Lauren Haak, Valen Thiem, and Tami Barker Wardell, whose suggestions for names of characters and places I’ve used in this book.

      Most especially, I want to thank my family for their love and support while I pursued this dream to bring the words and worlds in my head to life.

      I first had the idea for this series over six years ago, and I started writing these three books three and a half years ago. This arc of the Tales from the Kingdoms of Fable series has been a long time in the making! There will be a bit of a break before the first book of the next arc is ready to release. If you want to be the first to know when the next book releases and be kept up-to-date with progress and other fairytale news, join my newsletter here:

      https://www.subscribepage.com/erika-everest-princess-vow.

      You'll also get a free bonus story, The Orphan Queen, which tells how Marianne (who featured in the epilogue of this book) went from commoner to Queen of Vitalia.

      Until then,

      Happy (ever after) reading!

      Erika.

      20th March 2021.
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