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        For Mum,

        Thank you for pushing me forward, when I was too stubborn and scared to push myself,

        For knowing when I needed your encouragement and when I needed space,

        And for always believing I could achieve my dreams, even when I doubted it.
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      “Weigh anchor!” The captain’s order reverberated around the deck and the crew rushed to comply.

      “Anchors aweigh!”

      Princess Alexandrina Natashya Siverusova always savored the moment the wind filled the sails and the ship lifted into the air on a current of magic. As they took flight, the swooping sensation in her stomach made exhilaration bubble up inside her. Her spirits rose with the great vessel, and for a brief moment the responsibilities that weighed on her lifted too, allowing her to see the possibilities of the world rather than the problems. That moment of weightlessness sustained her when reality intruded again. As Tsarevna of Siverus, she was the heir to the second most powerful kingdom in Fable. Years of carefully controlling and concealing her emotions had earned her the nickname the Ice Princess, but she embraced the title. She had mastered the art of being amiable without inviting familiarity, of appearing engaged without letting herself become emotionally invested. It was a fine line to walk, and exhausting too, but that was the price being a princess demanded. She watched with a pang of trepidation as the castle that was her home grew smaller beneath her, shading her eyes against the glare of the sunlight on the white snow below.

      “And away we go,” a voice murmured beside her. She didn’t need to turn around; she knew the voice as well as her own. Beside her, her twin brother lounged against the prow. She glanced at him. They had the same startlingly pale blue eyes and white-blond hair. But while Natashya’s hair was always perfectly pinned and styled, Alexei’s usually looked mussed up, as if he had just rolled out of bed and couldn’t be bothered combing it. Actually, come to think of it, that was pretty much how he achieved the look each day. He was too sloppy and casual for a Tsarevich and needed to learn to take life more seriously. To him, she was too uptight and logical and needed to have some more fun in her life. But woe betide any external party foolish enough to voice similar thoughts to either of them, because they loved each other fiercely, and neither permitted criticism of the other from outsiders.

      When the ship rose high enough through the clouds that there was nothing left to see, they went below deck to eat lunch.

      “When will we get to Bretonnia?”

      Natashya looked hard at Alexei. Something was up with him; he knew how long the journey took. “As long as this good wind stays with us, a little less than three days to the Bretonnian coast, and then half a day’s ride by coach to reach the capital,” she answered anyway.

      “Hmm. Do you think Princess Odette will have changed much since we last saw her?”

      “She was thirteen when she came to stay with us, and is about to turn sixteen. Women tend to change a lot in that time, so yes.” There was a slight bite in Natashya’s words, a tonal shading she would never let any but her closest circle hear. Her façade of icy perfection was her mask and her armor. She didn’t have the social tools her brothers were blessed with, and all her studying could only compensate so much. She had learned the hard way that being open and approachable often meant being approached by the wrong people, and she lacked the social sensors to identify their ill intent. With as much power as she wielded as the heir to Siverus, she found it safer to keep everyone distant rather than risk letting anyone close again who might try to use her.

      Alexei heard the bite and abandoned his attempts at nonchalance. “Have you heard from Odette recently? Do you have any reason to believe there might be something wrong?”

      Natashya looked at him sharply. Something was very wrong, though she didn’t know what exactly it was. She, Odette, and eleven other princesses were magically bound by a blood vow they had made. When Princess Aurora fell into a cursed sleep a week ago, she activated the bond to bring the others into a shared Dreamworld to help her break free. Odette was the only one who hadn’t appeared, and as the nights passed, Natashya became more and more concerned. The official reason for the state visit to Bretonnia by the Siverusan royal twins was for Odette’s birthday and subsequent coronation, now she would be legally old enough to take the throne. Natashya’s real reason for proposing the trip had been the need to check on her friend. She was certain something bad must have befallen Odette. And now Alexei was asking questions too? What did he know? And how?

      “Alexei?” That was all she said. Just his name. But the imperious, querying tone was so reminiscent of their mother it made him wince.

      “Well, you see, after Odette came to stay with us, she and I kept in touch. We wrote to each other every few weeks, but my last three letters have gone unanswered. I haven’t heard from her in months.”

      Asha just stared at him, shock wiping away her usual blank expression.

      “Are you out of your mind?” she hissed. “I would expect that sort of behavior from Jack but not from you, Alexei. I thought you were my sensible brother! Do you have any idea of the potential diplomatic incident such correspondence could cause if it ever came to light? It would be the scandal of the century! And of course, it’s Odette that would suffer the brunt of it – the snide remarks, the lewd expectations, the complete destruction of her reputation… Women always come out worse in those scenarios. You would probably get a pat on the back from the old boys club!”

      “Sis, are you okay? I’ve never seen you so agitated. Calm down, we were careful. Odette has a servant she trusts and she helped us keep the correspondence secret.”

      “Oh, this gets better and better. You had a secret correspondence with another kingdom’s princess? You do realize that you were essentially courting Odette with those letters, right?”

      “What’s wrong with that?” he asked defensively.

      “You intended to court her?”

      “I like her, Asha. She’s smart and funny. Despite the tragedy of her parents’ death, she can still find joy in the little things around her.”

      “And yet, while courting this princess you claim to like, you were still having liaisons back at court. How do you think Odette would feel if she knew about you and Count Pavlov’s wife?”

      “Elisaveta was bored because Pavlov is too old to appreciate her how she wants to be appreciated. It was a harmless flirtation and she is already married. Though we are close friends, she wouldn’t stand in the way of my own marriage or happiness.”

      “Can you say the same for Katya Chekhov, the Minister for the Treasury’s daughter?”

      Alexei turned bright red. “How do you even know about her?” he stammered.

      “Brother dearest, you are not nearly as discreet as you think you are. That girl has talked far more than she should.”

      Alexei shrugged. “Katya and I had a good time, but it was nothing serious. She knows that. I’m only eighteen, after all. Neither Katya nor Elisaveta have any impact on my relationship with Odette. It was just a bit of fun,” he added sullenly. “You should try it sometime.”

      Natashya stared at him perplexed. For a smart boy, he really could be very dense at times. Did he truly have no idea of the double standards that existed in how the behaviors of men and women were judged? He might be able to shrug off his affairs as unimportant, but she wondered if his paramours would share his view. Elisaveta Pavlova was mature enough to understand ‘the game.’ While she might miss the young and handsome distraction from her dour, older husband, she would have had no long-term expectations of Alexei. Not so with Katya Chekhov. The poor girl seemed to think that Alexei was going to make her his princess. Natashya hadn’t worked out yet if she was just naïvely foolish in dreaming of her handsome prince, or if she was actually a manipulative social climber trying to use her dalliance with the Prince to elevate her from the plebian classes. Either way, she would be disappointed. The Tsarevich was not one to be coerced or guilted into marriage. His reputation would suffer nothing for the affair; Katya was only damaging her own prospects by continuing to talk about it as indiscriminately as she had.

      “I mean it, Asha,” Alexei said earnestly. “It’s over. They’re my past; Odette is my future. Or, at least, I hope she might be. I really like her, Asha. I want to see if maybe our friendship could be something more, something forever.”

      Natashya sighed wistfully at the idyllic picture he painted. What would it be like to have a forever-someone, like Alexei and Odette seemed to have? Somedays, Natashya wished she could just ignore her responsibilities and have ‘a bit of fun’ like Alexei so glibly suggested. She had tried that, once. Dmitri Ivanov had been her first crush. Her fourteen-year-old self had thought it was love. Dmitri showered her with sweet words and promises, and ‘suggestions’ of how she should change her behavior to be more attractive to him. She twisted herself into knots trying to please him, only to realize too late that his interest had only ever been in her connections, not in her personally. Every promise he made her had been a lie.

      The memory of Dmitri’s betrayal still made her cringe. She had been so gullible, so naïve, but no more. She wasn’t that girl any longer. The infatuation of youth could be magnanimously forgiven, but she was eighteen now and actions had consequences. She had never met anyone for whom she would willingly risk her reputation, her marriage prospects, and her throne. She had too much at stake, and everyone had an angle they were playing. It was why she was certain that falling in love would not be part of her future. She just couldn’t imagine letting her guard down long enough to develop that much trust in someone. She knew that she would marry, because she would need an heir someday. She expected that when she felt ready for that step, she would discuss it with her parents and identify a prince from one of the other kingdoms not in the direct line of succession, so there would be no conflict of interest with her sovereignty of Siverus. Maybe Prince Henry from Anglia or Prince Christian from Karjala. She hoped that she could come to like and respect her husband after their marriage, but that was the most she could hope for. She was aware of her limitations, and the emotional capacity to love without regard for consequences was something that eluded her. No, she was resigned to it.

      Falling in love was not for her.
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        * * *

      

      “Welcome to Bretonnia.”

      Natashya was surprised that the welcome came not from Princess Odette whom they had come to visit, but from the Duke of Avigny. The Duke was Odette’s uncle, and the Regent until she reached her majority in a few weeks when she turned sixteen. Natashya remembered the Duke from the funeral of the late king and queen, and hadn’t thought much of him then either. His manner was far too ingratiating to be pleasing, though at the time her parents had been his focus rather than her.

      A tall, elegant woman stood beside him, his wife Aoife. Natashya curtseyed to them both, but ensured she kept it small to emphasize their relative social standings. Regent or not, a Crown Princess still outranked a Duke, so she was making a silent yet pointed remark on the lack of propriety in not allowing Odette to welcome her own guests.

      Finally, the adults parted to reveal Odette standing behind them.

      “Welcome Princess Alexandrina Natashya, to my kingdom and my home.” She curtseyed respectfully and appropriate to their commeasure ranks, both heirs to their respective thrones. Natashya’s curtsey was perfectly in sync with Odette’s, but when they both straightened, she reached out and clasped Odette’s hands.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay,” she said with a smile of relief, and hugged the younger girl. Odette stiffened initially then returned the gesture awkwardly. Natashya stepped back with a smile. Poor Odette, still not sure how to accept physical acts of friendship. Deep down, Natashya felt the same – it was why she kept people at arm’s length – but she had learned coping mechanisms so could fake and endure the societal expectations most of the time. The death of her parents had robbed Odette of that developmental opportunity, and left her as a gawkish teenager still. Odette and looked beyond Natashya to her brother also standing in the receiving line. Her eyes lit up with delight and something else Natashya couldn’t identify.

      “And Prince Alexander! So good to see you again.”

      “No need to be so formal Odette, we are all friends here. ‘Alexei’ will do.”

      “Alexei then.” She smiled at him. “It is a beautiful day for a promenade in the gardens. Will you escort me on our walk?”

      “Of course, milady.” Alexei offered her his arm with a gallant flourish, and Odette accepted it with a simpering giggle. Natashya fell into step with the Duke and Duchess behind them. She exchanged the expected small talk and pleasantries with them and gave the appearance of giving them her full attention, when actually most of her attention was on the couple in front of her. Odette didn’t simper and she didn’t giggle.

      She had always been a quiet, shy girl. She was barely twelve when Natasha first met her, at the start of the worst ordeal of their lives. Each night, a sadistic mage they knew only as the Piper, had kidnapped them in their dreams and forced them to dance to power his spell. The Midnight Palace was a place of nightmares, nothing like the haven of Aurora’s Dreamworld. Thirteen girls were imprisoned this way, including princesses from every kingdom in Fable. The spell the Piper wove around them ensured their silence as well as their compliance. Odette had struggled against the compulsion and tried to ask for help, but had been ignored and misunderstood. The effort to fight against the spell’s secrecy bindings nearly killed her, and led to her being even more withdrawn, long after their curse was broken.

      During their months in the Midnight Palace, and Odette’s subsequent visit to Siverus, Natashya formed a connection with her. She saw in her a kindred soul, wary of the motivations of others and slow to give her trust. But for the few people who earned that trust, she was fully committed. Natashya and Odette shared that trust. But the young woman Natashya was following now did not inspire the same trust. A shiver of doubt flitted through her, but she couldn’t pinpoint the source. Yet.

      “How are preparations going for the Coronation celebrations?” Natashya asked her companions politely.

      “We have a week of festivities planned around Midsummer. Princess Odette turns sixteen on Midsummer’s Day, so we will have a grand ball on Midsummer’s Eve leading into midnight to celebrate, and the Coronation ceremony itself will be the following day at noon.”

      “I’m so looking forward to the ball!” Odette gushed, turning to join the conversation. “I’m going to dance all night! You’ll stand up with me for the first dance, won’t you Alexei?

      “It would be my honor.”

      “You’re planning on dancing at this ball?” Natashya asked, barely able to keep her surprise in check.

      “Of course! The party is in my honor – I don’t want to miss a moment of it!”

      “But you hate dancing,” Natashya said perplexed. “You said you would never dance again.”

      “Well, I grew out of that, and am excited to attend this Ball.” Was it Natashya’s imagination, or was Odette looking to the Duke and Duchess for approval when she said that? Something wasn’t right, and all of Natashya’s fears for Odette when she didn’t show up in Aurora’s Dreamworld resurfaced. She needed to get her alone so they could talk freely.

      “Odette, perhaps you and I could talk a stroll together to the cemetery? I would like to pay my respects to your parents.”

      There was no disguising the panic in the glance Odette darted at the Duke at that suggestion. It made Natashya even more determined to speak with the other princess privately. There was something about the Duke that made Odette nervous and even outright fearful. Natashya was determined to find out what it was and help her friend.

      “I’m afraid it won’t be possible to visit the cemetery today,” the Duke explained. “Déjeuner is being prepared at the moment, and we will have to leave shortly afterward in order to reach Avigny before twilight interferes with visibility too much for the coaches.”

      “You’re not staying at the palace?” Natashya blurted out stupidly. She had been hoping to find an opportunity to talk with Odette unchaperoned later that night.

      “Surely you remember that I moved to Chateau Avigny to live with the Duke after my parents died? It is my home now, and the Duke is right that we will need to leave straight after déjeuner. But I will come to visit you every day here at the palace for as long as you are our guest.”

      “Of course,” Natashya agreed numbly, stunned.

      “Did someone mention food?” Alexei asked, to dissipate the tension.

      “Indeed, I did,” Odette said, taking his arm again, her bright smile restored. “Come meet our other guests; they should have arrived by now.”

      “Guests?” Natashya asked with a sinking feeling. She had been looking forward to some quiet catching-up time with just Odette – or perhaps with the Regent and his wife too, if they weren’t willing to leave their charge unchaperoned – but it seemed that would not be happening.

      “Of course,” the Regent replied. “All the aristocracy wants to meet with you, Tsarevna, and I knew you would be delighted with the larger party of friends.”

      “Of course.” Natashya smiled pleasantly but couldn’t imagine anything worse. Making small talk with a bunch of strangers was her personal version of hell. She put on a strong façade, as she had learned since childhood, because it was the duty of royalty to be accessible to their subjects. Her charade was so good that some people mistook her for a people-person, a socialite who thrived on the constant engagement and interaction with others. In reality, she felt awkward and uncomfortable, and usually needed to rest afterward, it exhausted her so. She was careful never to reveal that vulnerability, but Odette had known. Had her confession meant so little to her friend that it was forgotten already? She felt a pang of loss at the thought that the friendship she had valued so much might not have been as strong, or as deep, as she had assumed all these years.
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        * * *

      

      Déjeuner was a torturous affair for Natashya. She knew it would be the moment she walked into the dining room. The cavernous space seemed gloomy after the sunshine outside. There were over forty people present, and of course, Natashya had to circulate the room first and be introduced to everyone. She tried to stay with Odette, but the Duchess, Aoife as she insisted on being called, expertly steered her in the opposite direction. Aoife was a charming woman. Poised, cultured, educated, she was the type of woman Natashya loved to spend time with, in the hopes of absorbing some of their social poise via osmosis while simultaneously nourishing her own intellectual curiosity.

      Sadly, Aoife’s friends did not live up to the same standard. Natashya conversed with Duchesses, Countesses, and Baronesses, their husbands, sons, and the occasional daughter, though the daughters seemed more interested in meeting her twin. She realized uncomfortably that the sons had similar designs on her – or, at least, their mothers did.

      “My Vincent – the Comte de Chastain, you know – such a wonderful son,” the Dowager Countess informed Natashya. “I’m sorry he is not here to meet you today, but he is so busy since he inherited his father’s title last year. Such a hardworking boy. And such good friends with the royal family too! He and Tobias are like brothers. You must come take tea with me one day, so you can meet him.”

      Natashya made a noncommittal response. Truly, she couldn’t think of a worse way to spend an afternoon. The name Tobias was familiar, but it took her a moment to place it. He was Lord Avigny’s son, Odette’s cousin, but she couldn’t remember Odette sharing much else about him.

      For the meal, Natashya was seated with the Duchess and her friends, far from Odette and Alexei. The chatter, the clink of glasses and silverware, the banal exchanges about the weather and the journey from Siverus, were overwhelming and draining. She wanted to escape to the solitude of her room, but as that wasn’t an option, she gritted her teeth to keep her smile fixed in place, and tried to ignore her throbbing temples.

      She conducted herself with such composure that no one would have guessed at the turmoil within her. She was straining to hear what Odette was saying at the other end of the table, while still appearing to give each person she was speaking with her full attention, making pertinent comments and eliciting their life stories. After just two glasses of wine, the Dowager’s tongue loosened enough to pain a very different portrait of her son, and his cavalier attitude towards their estate.

      Odette maintained a bright prattle throughout the meal, aided by Alexei who was at his most charming. Natashya sensed a brittle edge to Odette’s chatter, as if any moment she might splinter into a million pieces. She couldn’t work out if Alexei was engaging with Odette because he, too, felt something was amiss and was trying to calm Odette and make it easier for her, or if he was actually as oblivious as he appeared.

      Throughout the day, Natashya felt the same watchful observance from Aoife as from her husband. Though on the surface the conversation was cordial and even friendly, there was an undercurrent that pricked at Natashya’s subconscious, whispering something was wrong. Even her fingers were tingling, a sign her erratic magic was surfacing in response. She was conflicted by the feeling; it was disloyal to her hosts who had been nothing but kind. She wondered if she was just being paranoid, and tried to dispel her earlier doubts, but then Odette giggled again and all her suspicions were restored.

      She was relieved when déjeuner ended, the guests departed, and the three hosts took their leave to return to Avigny.

      Natashya and Alexei escorted them to the courtyard to wave them off, and Natashya couldn’t help reflecting how bizarre it felt to be the ones staying in Odette’s home while she was the one to drive away.

      “Anything you need, just ask the servants,” Odette called from the window of the carriage as the coachman took the reins. They started off, quickly gathering pace. Natashya stared after them until they were no longer visible, beyond the turn in the road.

      The only thing I need is answers, Odette, she thought grimly. And you are the only one who can give them to me.
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      Later that evening, Natashya and Alexei sat down to supper in a small parlor room at a table laid for two. It was a more intimate space than the obnoxiously large ‘small’ dining room that could seat forty, where they had eaten déjeuner, which was where supper was originally to be served. Natashya was sure that if Odette had stayed to eat with them, they would have eaten together in a private room like this one, just the three of them. But Odette had gone back to Chateau Avigny, leaving the servants in the unenviable position of trying to host their mistress’ guests without their mistress present. Natashya thought the servants had been relieved when she stepped in and issued instructions, taking charge of the arrangements. If nothing else, it would be a lot quicker to tidy up the small parlor when they finished supper than one of the formal reception rooms.

      Alexei was serving himself large helpings of everything the servants laid on the table, but Natashya’s stomach was too churned up for her to have much of an appetite. She took a modest bowl of a thin, clear soup and sipped at it, as she waited for the servants to leave the room now that supper was served.

      “Too bad Odette couldn’t stay for supper,” Alexei remarked.

      “Indeed,” Natashya said, seizing the opening. “Don’t you think that’s odd?”

      “Well, Avigny is more than an hour and a half’s ride from here. It makes sense that she wouldn’t want to leave too late at night.”

      “I meant, don’t you think it’s odd that she’s staying in Avigny at all? She’s the princess, why isn’t she living in the palace?”

      Alexei shrugged, unconcerned. “Maybe she wanted to be closer to her family.”

      “But in that case, why couldn’t the Duke and his family come here? It’s not like there is a shortage of space. And the Duke has been Regent for nearly three years now – he must have to come to the city constantly. Wouldn’t it be easier for him to be based here too?”

      “Where are you going with this, Ash?”

      “Did you notice anything… different about Odette today?”

      “Apart from the obvious growing she has done?” He vaguely indicated his chest area to convey his meaning. Natashya rolled her eyes at her brother.

      “No, nothing,” he answered. “Why?”

      “Something felt ‘off’ today. Odette hates dancing but was gushing over the Coronation Ball. And she was flirting shamelessly with you. She’s not like that. She’s shy, reserved even. You remember how long it took her to speak above a whisper to anyone other than me when she first came to Siverus. She’s timid, not brash and forward.”

      “I like to think that is just the effect I have on women,” Alexei said with a smirk. “Yes, Odette is different from how she came across in Siverus and in some of her letters, but she’s older now. You said it yourself, there is a big difference between thirteen and sixteen. She’s growing up, that’s all.”

      Natashya didn’t agree, but she could see there was no point in continuing the conversation with Alexei. He had come to Bretonnia to see if the friendship he had cultivated via correspondence could be furthered in person, and Odette’s reaction gratified his ego. Perhaps he didn’t know Odette as well as he thought he did, but Natashya knew ten other women who did know Odette.

      She just had to wait for midnight to talk to them.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as she fell asleep, Natashya felt the pull that drew her into Aurora’s Dreamworld. She could hear the other princesses as she climbed the staircase to the East Wing, but there was only one she wanted to talk to tonight. She found Princess Sienna in Aurora’s room, as she had expected. She spared a glance at the sleeping princess. There had been no change in Aurora in over a week; she was still exactly as they had first found her, even though they had since learned she was ‘awake’ for at least some of the time in this Dreamworld. She really was beautiful, almost doll-like with her porcelain face and golden hair fanning out on the white pillow like a corona.

      Natashya turned her attention to Sienna, her best friend, and the other great beauty of their generation. She was dark where Aurora was fair, chestnut waves framed her honeyed skin, but there was a vitality to Sienna that elevated her beauty into something more captivating and compelling. Knights might rush to defend Aurora, but they would offer fealty to Sienna. That spark had almost been completely snuffed out by recent events, and Natashya had feared her friend might not recover, that she might become a shell of the person she was destined to be. But something had changed three nights ago and Natashya’s heart soared each time she saw that flame burning brighter as Sienna took charge of her destiny again and prepared to track down a cure for Aurora’s sleeping curse and rescue her.

      Looking at Sienna tonight, though, there was something more. She was glowing with more than just purpose; happiness shone from her too. Natashya stared at her friend shrewdly.

      “You look different to last night, like you’re lit up inside. What’s going on?”

      Sienna laughed, a sound of infectious joy, and told Natashya about the unexpected – but not unwelcome – proposal she had received that afternoon. Natashya exulted in her friend’s joy and happiness – Sienna didn’t realize it but she was their champion, the one they looked to for leadership and knew would support them however she could. She deserved to have someone willing to fight for her and beside her in all life’s adventures. But listening to the resolutions of Sienna’s romantic woes gave Natashya a pang of sadness and envy that she herself would never know such a connection.

      “What about you? How is your quest going?” Sienna asked, when she finished her own story.

      Natashya sighed. “Well, I met Odette today but she didn’t seem herself.”

      “How so?”

      “Lots of little things. Any one alone I could dismiss, but all together? It’s making my skin prickle like when there’s a blizzard coming in. Alexei thinks I’m overreacting, but I think he’s being naïve. He came with me because he is hoping to create an alliance between Siverus and Bretonnia, and doesn’t want to consider anything that might put that idea in jeopardy.”

      “Alexei and Odette?”

      Natashya shrugged. “Maybe? They got on well when she came to stay with us that summer. And apparently, they have been secretly corresponding ever since.”

      “No!” Sienna was aghast. “What was he thinking? Oh, silly me, he wasn’t thinking! That’s so typically Alexei!”

      “I know!” Natashya felt vindicated that someone else had immediately grasped the ramifications that appeared to elude her brother so completely.

      “Okay, ignore Alexei,” Sienna said, setting him and his questionable judgment aside. “Tell me about Odette.”

      Natashya recounted everything to Sienna, voicing all those niggling doubts that had plagued her throughout the day. As she articulated them to an audience who neither laughed at nor dismissed her concerns, she stopped second-guessing herself and they coalesced into a firm conviction.

      “There’s something not right here, I just can’t work out what it is,” she concluded. “If only I could get Odette alone so we could talk!”

      “It doesn’t sound like the Regent or Duchess will give you that chance.”

      “I need to get to Lord Avigny’s chateau. If Odette is living there, there has to be an opportunity to talk alone before bedtime, or early in the morning. I still don’t know how she avoids coming here to Dreamworld each night.”

      “They’ll probably give you the same royal runaround if you visit the Chateau. And it might be more difficult to get a moment alone than you think. There is always a servant watching in a place the size of Chateau Avigny, and a Princess will stand out. If they want to, they’ll know your every move.”

      Natashya couldn’t argue the truth of that. She mulled over the problem. “What if it isn’t a princess who goes to Chateau Avigny, but a servant? Princess Natashya would be conspicuous, but no one would notice the new serving girl Asha!”

      “That’s a drastic step, Ash,” Sienna cautioned.

      “I know, but it was you who made me think of it. You went unrecognized in Port Royale for months because no one expected a princess to volunteer to become a soldier. Because you are right that I would get the same treatment there as here, if I went as myself. But they won’t be guarding against a servant – and servants often have a lot more access and knowledge of their masters’ affairs than is prudent unless their loyalty is absolute.”

      “Are you sure about this?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay then.” That was one of the things Natashya loved about Sienna, she didn’t waste time debating the decision once it had already been made, but instead turned her brilliant mind to identifying the challenges to make the plan as robust as possible.

      “How will you get hired? You can’t wait forever for a vacancy to arise,” Sienna asked, demonstrating her analytical thinking and highlighting a core flaw in the plan.

      “That, I haven’t worked out yet.”

      “If an opportunity won’t present itself, create one.”

      Natashya raised an eyebrow in a silent demand for Sienna to elaborate on her cryptic comment.

      “Create a vacancy that you can fill. The easiest way to create a vacancy is with a resignation. So you just…”

      “Lure one of the existing staff away with a better offer, leaving a vacancy behind I can fill! Brilliant!” Her moment of elation quickly deflated. “Even if there is a vacancy, how would I ensure I am the one who is hired? While the Siverusan Court encourages practical skills from everyone regardless of rank, it’s not like I have an impressive résumé of serving experience.”

      “Ah, but you have something better. You have references and testimonials from housekeepers in the most prestigious houses in Fable.”

      “I do?”

      “If one of the maids from the Ice Palace were to leave their position and relocate, with a glowing recommendation from your Housekeeper, do you really think she would be long finding a new position?”

      “No of course not. It is no secret what a tyrant Frau Dragomir can be. Anyone with her approval could walk into any household instantly.”

      “And would she write you a recommendation, if you asked her to?”

      Natashya’s jaw dropped as she saw where Sienna was going with the idea. “I never thought of it that way! Turning up with that sort of recommendation to support me would be guaranteed access!” She frowned. “Is it going to look a little suspicious though, that one staff member gets lured away by Siverus and then a replacement turns up with references from Siverus?”

      “Hmm, good point. What about Orellan references instead? Or Vitalian? I’m sure Mrs. Chambers from Port Royale would happily write a recommendation if I asked her to.”

      “Vitalian would be perfect!”

      “I think Eva is still at Port Royale, so if I contact her via Sebastian’s magic mirror in the morning, she can pass the mirror to Mrs. Chambers at her end. The papers should be on their way by mid-morning. Where should I send them?”

      “Send them to the post office in town. I’ll visit them in the morning as Asha Snow, and tell them to hold mail for me. And I’ll rent a room in an inn in town so I can send my applications from there. I think three is a good number – not so many as to seem desperate, but enough that should the Duchess ask her friends, Chateau Avigny is not the only place Asha applies to. Don’t want to seem too eager or interested!”

      “I hope neither of the others offers you the position before Avigny can.”

      “They won’t – I know the perfect houses to apply to! The interminable luncheon today was good for something, after all. The Dowager Countess of Chastain is a proud woman, but her finances are stretched at present because her son is a spendthrift. She would not incur the expense of another servant, but would be sure to mention that an ex-member of a royal staff wanted to work for her. And Baroness Elbert is a plain woman who jealously guards her husband’s attentions. He is a lecherous fool with wandering hands. There is no way she would agree to have a pretty young woman in her home, so I’ll make sure to include a portrait so she knows to pass on me!”

      “Now that’s sneaky!” Sienna said, pride infusing her voice. Natashya beamed at the praise.

      “We should probably get to bed. You still have a lot of traveling ahead of you and I need to send some job applications tomorrow in the morning – and arrange the poaching of a member of the Avigny staff in the afternoon. Not to mention my own exit from Bretonnia. Princess Natashya needs a reason to be absent, because I don’t know how long I’ll need to be Asha the servant for.”

      “I know you’ll get to the bottom of the mystery, and if Odette needs help, I can’t think of a better champion for her than you, Ash.”

      “Thanks, Sienna. Coming from you, that really means a lot to me. And I know with you on the ground acting on the information we gather here in Dreamworld, Aurora’s curse will be broken in no time.”

      “We’ll all help with Odette too, as soon as you can tell us what we are dealing with. You and I can exchange notes on our quests each night before we sleep. One advantage of Dreamworld is that it is the most secure communication network I can think of. No risk of eavesdroppers or correspondence tampering here!”

      Natashya laughed. It was such a quintessential Sienna consideration! But Natashya sobered quickly, thinking of what was ahead of them both. “We’ll get our girls back, because we made a vow to each other four years ago: to believe in ourselves and not rely on a prince to save us.”

      Natashya wondered if Sienna truly understood that it was her leadership that had turned a dozen frightened children into a cohesive team capable of rescuing themselves. Did she realize the legacy of her actions then continued to influence them now? Natashya tried to articulate what it meant to her. “The team has come together to help two of our own, and that’s how I know we will succeed.”

      The alternative was too grim to contemplate.
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      After breakfast, Natashya gathered her three most trusted servants in her suite and outlined her plan. As expected, they all objected, none of them wanting her to risk her personal safety. Nika offered to go to Chateau Avigny in her stead, and report back. Natashya was tempted – it was only as she described her plan to others that she realized the full enormity of what she was attempting to do. It would be nice to be able to strategize without carrying out the plans herself. But she had never respected those generals who sat in their war-rooms while sending their men into danger. No leader should ask her people to do something she feared to do herself. Besides, no one else knew Odette the way she did. Even Alexei wasn’t suspicious, despite a three-year correspondence with her. Natashya knew in her heart that only she would be able to convince Odette to explain her behavior once she got her alone. And if she was under some sort of coercion or obedience spell, as Natashya was beginning to suspect, then only Natashya would know enough to determine if what she said were her own words or someone else’s.

      Her retinue disliked her logic, but they could not refute it, so they all agreed to help their mistress rather than risk her trying to do it alone. Nika had the most similar build to the Princess, so they swapped dresses. Sasha helped Nika into the complicated gown, but did not help Princess Natashya with hers. Both maids pointed out that a servant would have to dress herself each day, and showed the Princess how the dress could be fastened single-handedly. Sasha fetched a valise and Nika packed several of her dresses into it, ready for Natashya to take with her. Natashya wanted to protest decimating the girl’s wardrobe, but Nika was adamant.

      “I can buy new dresses in town, Princess, but you cannot. No successful servant to a wealthy family would arrive with only one dress to her name and need to buy others instantly. Unless you want to tell a story of being attacked by bandits on your journey from Port Royale, but that will attract unwanted attention. These dresses are exactly what you need to project the right impression: good quality, not worn, but not brand new either.”

      “Nika, thank you. Your insights are invaluable.”

      “You are trying to pass yourself off as a successful servant to a wealthy family – that’s me! And I know everything there is to know about being me!” She struck a ridiculous pose and all three women laughed. They walked back out to the salon where Natashya’s manservant had been waiting patiently for them to get dressed. Piotr did a double-take as they entered. His eyes had naturally been drawn to the statuesque blonde in the center flanked by her two maids, but a second glance confirmed this was not his Princess. He found her, smiling at him over Nika’s left shoulder.

      “Good, it works. For a cursory glance, Nika can pass as me. Not to anyone who knows me well of course, and really only from a distance, but it will be enough to create an opportunity for ‘Asha’ to slip out.”

      At Natashya’s directions, Piotr set off for Avigny to make discreet inquiries about what servant might be most open to an approach, and to make the offer. Natashya gave him a purse of gold for expenses, in case he needed to stay a night or two to complete his assignment. Nika settled herself in the window seat with a book, where she would be visible from the sporting pavilions below. As that was where Alexei was most likely to be during the morning, it meant that he would not get curious about his sister’s whereabouts and come looking for her. Sasha, the shorter maid, led the disguised princess through the servants’ quarters in the palace, while trying to give the impression that they were both familiar with the layout by now.

      Once outside the palace gates and beyond the reach of prying eyes, they parted ways. Sasha returned to the palace to run interference for Nika, while Natashya walked into the center of town alone. The innkeeper at The Woodcutter’s Cottage rented her a room and happily agreed to fetch mail for her from the post office for the extra gold coin she offered. She booked the room for a week and said that even if she didn’t come back of an evening, he was to keep the room for her. She would potentially be traveling out of town to meet prospective employers and she did not want her room in the capital gone if it was too late to make it back the same night. Assured that her room would be kept for her, she thanked the innkeeper and made her way to the upper levels to find the room she had just paid for. It was sparse but clean, with a surprisingly comfortable bed. It wouldn’t be too much of a hardship if she had to stay here for a night or two.

      But that would not be today. Odette was due to arrive at the palace just after lunch, and it was already nearly midday. Natashya left the valise in her room and started walking back to the palace. She wanted time to wash up and change at her leisure before she had to resume her Princess duties and meet with Odette again.
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      Buoyed up by the update from Sienna overnight that the recommendation from Mrs. Chambers was on its way, Natashya swapped places with Nika again the next morning and walked back into town in good spirits. She entered the inn through the attached stables, as if she had just been out for a morning walk, rather than drawing attention to the fact that she had not slept there. She thought the innkeeper was aware, but her gold ensured his silence. She didn’t want to dwell on where he thought she spent her nights, but ultimately his opinion of a transient servant girl did not matter to Natashya’s plans.

      “This letter arrived for you this morning, Miss,” the innkeeper greeted her, and handed over the precious papers. “There’s soup and bread just made, if you fancy an early lunch? And your brother is here to see you.”

      “What?” Natashya felt her face drain of color, her usual composure deserting her. How had Alexei found her in this place, and how was she going to explain her actions? The white noise in her ears cleared and she realized the innkeeper was still speaking.

      “I put him in the dining room to wait for you. I hope that’s okay, Miss?”

      “Of course, it’s fine. Thank you.”

      Natashya walked into the dining room with as much bravado as she could muster. There was no sign of the familiar pale hair, but she saw the large form of Piotr sitting near the empty fireplace. He stood up when he saw her and she walked towards him quickly. She was conscious that her host was still keeping an eye on her, no doubt worried by her reaction to hearing her ‘brother’ was waiting for her.

      “Peter! I didn’t know you would be in town!” she called out as she crossed the room. She deliberately used the more general form of his name, to indicate that her words were as much for their audience as for him. “When the innkeeper said that my brother was here, I thought he meant Alex!” She reached him and under the cover of a hug whispered, “Play along.”

      Piotr adopted a jovial smile. “It’s been a while, but I couldn’t pass so nearby and not take the time to see my favorite sister!”

      “I’m your only sister, you flatterer.” She risked a quick look around and breathed a sigh of relief. “Okay, he’s gone. What news from Avigny, Piotr?”

      “Well, I found your new servant. Beatrice is primarily a kitchen maid, but supports the chambermaids on occasion also, but doesn’t do table service.”

      “So good access to the house and servants, but no direct contact with the family?”

      “Exactly.”

      “That’s a great fit. How did you convince her to leave her position?”

      “She was walking out with one of the footmen, but he just left her for a parlor maid. She wants to get out of the household – and out of the country is even better. She is supposed to give a week’s notice, but is happy to break that contract and leave earlier, if we compensate her for the lost income and notice papers.”

      “That we can do, but it is best she keeps her distance from us for now. I still have to write my application letters, and I don’t want her joining the ship until just before we weigh anchor. Less chance of anyone seeing her departure and new links with us that way.”

      Asha left Piotr to have lunch while she went up to her room to start preparing her job applications. She composed a letter of introduction and then copied it in triplicate, using a sample of Sasha’s writing as a guide to ensure her penmanship did not have any flourishes or embellishments that would be inappropriate to a servant’s education. Really, both girls had been fantastic in the things they thought of and helped her with, the subtle differences between the classes that Natashya had never noticed. Once the ink was dry, she separated out the three letters of recommendation from Mrs. Chambers and placed her own letter on top of each and put them in the envelopes. She wrote the name of the Housekeeper of each of her three target households on the front, having obtained that information via discreet inquiries from Nika and Sasha in town while she had been with Odette. With the addressed and sealed envelopes in hand, she went back down to the dining room to join Piotr again.

      The smell of the thick soup wafted up the staircase and made her mouth water. Even though she needed to get back to the palace, she decided she could spare some time for a meal before she left. Piotr was mopping up the last of his soup with a crust of bread when she sat down.

      “Would you like some more?” Natashya asked in amusement. He acquiesced sheepishly. “May we have two more bowls of your soup please?” she asked the innkeeper’s daughter, who was clearing tables. She got a shy nod in return, and moments later two steaming bowls appeared in front of them, accompanied by a large basket of bread rolls. Hunger and the enticing aroma were enough to convince Asha to dispense with formalities. She tucked in at once and, after a moment’s hesitation, Piotr ate too. The soup was delicious, thick and flavorsome, and when she finished it Asha understood the temptation to use some bread to soak up the last dregs lining the sides of the bowl. Surreptitiously she looked around the room and realized that several patrons were doing just that. She realized that this was one of the local Bretonnian customs she had read about, but not experienced at the palace. She broke some bread and scooped up some of the remains tentatively. It was exquisite, and she quickly wiped her bowl clean. Piotr watched her with mirth dancing in his eyes. Natashya guessed she most look a little ridiculous, but was comfortable enough with Piotr to not need to draw her dignity around her and shut him out. She would have to share many other meals with servants in the coming days, so she needed to learn to do so unselfconsciously.

      After lunch, Piotr followed Asha next door to the post office. Asha gave her letters and payment to the postmaster and told him that any replies for her could be directed to her room at The Woodcutter’s Cottage. Errands complete, Piotr escorted Asha back to the palace, just two servants out for a pleasant morning stroll.
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      Alexei flopped into the chair by the unlit fireplace in his sitting room, tired after his vigorous morning ride. A knock on the door roused him. Natashya was hovering in the doorway.

      “Alexei, I need a favor.”

      He knew immediately that something was wrong. His sister never asked for help. He ushered her into the room.

      “Of course, Ash. What do you need?”

      “I need to get out of this place for a while. I’m going crazy here. I came to see Odette, and I have yet to have a moment alone with her! She only visits for a few hours a day and there are always so many other people around. I just, I need time alone away from so many new demands. I thought I could find that here at the castle during our stay but I can’t. The strangeness of being left alone in someone else’s house is setting me on edge and I can’t relax here.”

      Alexei winced sympathetically. Though Natashya always put on a good show, she was an introvert like their mother. Only in the quiet of their family afterward would the true toll of her social butterfly routine be revealed. He had watched his father comfort his mother in such moments many times, and was touched that Natashya would come to him for the same support. He knew that being the oldest and thus the heir weighed heavily on her. She wanted to prove she was strong, and often she did it at the expense of asking for the help that was readily available and came without judgment. She had withdrawn even from him in her quest to be self-sufficient, though they were still close in that intangible way twins often are, so he was honored that she chose to confide in him now.

      “What do you want to do?”

      “I want to take some time out, maybe go to the coast and just get away from the clamor here. But I can’t abandon the state visit halfway through without causing even more drama. Can you cover for me, tell them I am not well and that I’ve returned home for a while? And don’t alarm Mama and Papa by letting them hear I am ill when I am not? I’ll be back by Coronation – can you cover for me until then? Please?”

      He wanted to fix it for her, to sweep away all her obstacles, tell the nobles to back off and give her space. But he knew from watching his father – an extrovert like Alexei and even more social – that that was his need talking, not hers. Natashya had a plan and he needed to respect and support it – her way, not his.

      “If that’s what you need Asha, then of course I’ll help. But you know you don’t have to do it alone. I’ll come with you if you want.”

      “No, one of us has to remain with the delegation, or we have effectively canceled the state visit to Bretonnia. If I go, you must stay so that we don’t cut diplomatic ties. I only feel comfortable taking time away by myself knowing that you are here to continue our responsibilities to Siverus. And I’m worried about Odette,” she added suddenly. Alexei stared at her. She had expressed concerns about Odette on their first night in Bretonnia, but he had thought no more of it. Had it been weighing on her mind all this time? Was she still worried about that?

      “Why does Odette worry you?”

      “I’m not worried by her, I’m worried for her. The Regent has effectively isolated her. While that may have been helpful in the immediate aftermath of her parents’ death, now she needs to be reintegrating herself into court life – which she can’t do if she is still living so far outside the city. I just feel that there is trouble we are not seeing there yet. She doesn’t seem herself. Can you keep an eye on Odette when she comes to the castle while I’m away?”

      “Of course, Ash, whatever you need.” Alexei may have thought her worries about Odette were unfounded, but he was not going to add to her stress by saying so. And Ash did know the other princess better, despite his letters to her over the past few years. Maybe Odette was in trouble. And if she was, he was happy to be the one to offer assistance. Natashya looked relieved to have his support. He would be wounded at her doubt, if he didn’t know that it was actually her own insecurity at having to ask for help that had been holding her back. He stood up and pulled her into a hug. “I love you, sis. Go do what you need to do and come back fighting like you always do.” She didn’t reply out loud, but her squeeze as she returned his hug was answer enough.

      He thought about what she had said long after she had left his room. He may not always understand his sister, but he admired her deeply and would always, always, have her back. If Odette’s behavior was disturbing enough that his stoic sister needed to abandon her responsibilities to cope with it, then maybe he needed to reevaluate her behavior himself. He would watch over Odette, as he had promised, but he would also watch her and see if she had really changed so much from the girl he was falling in love with when he came to Bretonnia.

      That evening, Alexei made Natashya’s apologies to their hosts and planted the seed that she had been ill for some time but had refused to succumb to it as she wanted to continue to honor her planned commitments. He confided to the Regent sotto voce that she should have taken to bed days ago, and that he was worried she may have done more damage by ignoring her symptoms and pushing through. He laid the groundwork so thoroughly, that when Odette, the Regent, and their entourage returned to the palace the following day, no one was surprised to hear that Natashya had left for her ship that morning, on the advice of the Siverusian doctor.

      But what interested Alexei most, was that Odette did not seem worried about her friend’s sudden ill-health. He was walking through the gardens with her, trying to pinpoint what he was sensing from her underneath the professions of sympathy and concern. When he finally identified it, he was stunned. Odette was relieved that Natashya was gone. But why? Why invite them here if she didn’t want them to come? Perhaps Natashya was right. Perhaps there was something rotten in Bretonnia. But he was beginning to wonder whether Odette might be the cause of that rot rather than its victim.
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      Asha thanked the farmer for the ride to the Chateau and lifted her valise down from his cart. She looked up at the grand building beyond the gates. It was certainly elegant, but the grey stone it was built from was too austere. Even in the early evening sunlight, it looked grim. Asha disregarded the shiver of foreboding and skirted the side of the building until she found the servants' entrance at the back. She knocked sharply on the door, which was opened by a frazzled girl about her age, wearing what used to be a sharp black pinafore but was now streaked with flour.

      “Hello, I’m here to see Frau Holle,” Asha began.

      “You must be Asha Snow! I am so glad you are here!” the girl gushed. “I’m Maisie. Come on, I’ll show you to Frau Holle’s office. We’re all in a bit of a state at the moment with the extra work. Bea just up and left service with no notice this week! Not that I blame her, with the way her Daniel was carrying on with Victoria behind her back, but she really left us in the lurch. You came at just the right time!

      “Here we are,” she concluded, with a knock at a wood-paneled door. Asha had been watching carefully during their erratic journey across the servants’ domain in the great house, and thought she would be able to find her way back should she need to. Just as well really, because Maisie had already disappeared. A voice from inside the room summoned her to enter in response to Maisie’s knock. Asha did as she was bid and entered the Housekeeper’s lair.

      Frau Holle was sitting at a large desk that dominated the small room. She stood up when Asha entered and walked over to her. She was not a tall woman – Asha was at least half a head taller than her – but she had a presence that made her seem much larger than her stature. Asha stayed still and quiet, knowing that she was being inspected and assessed. Silently, she conducted her own assessment of the room and its occupant, while she waited for the verdict to be announced.

      “Welcome to Chateau Avigny, Mademoiselle Snow,” Frau Holle said at last. “You come very highly recommended. I’ve known Elizabeth Chambers for nearly twenty years, and it is rare that she gives such glowing references. Rarer still for her to part with any of her staff.” Asha tensed. Was she about to be called out, before she had even started? But then Frau Holle smiled, with real warmth. “It is lucky for us that you wanted to relocate to Bretonnia. Her loss is our gain. I hope you can live up to this reputation.”

      “I learn fast, work hard, and won’t quit. With the right attitude, I believe any skills can be mastered.”

      Frau Holle started, as if surprised by the answer. Her face turned thoughtful. “Just so,” she agreed. Here is a uniform. You are a little taller than the last girl we had here, but Beatrice’s pinafore should do until we can get new uniforms adjusted for your size. You can dress behind the screen here, and then I’ll take you to see Cook.”

      Asha took the bundle of clothing and stepped behind the dressing screen she had initially mistaken for a wall decoration. There was space behind it to dress, but only barely. Asha was glad of the time Nika and Sasha had taken to show her how to fasten the simpler style gowns unaided. The hem of the pinafore was slightly too high, and the bust of the top was slightly too tight, but she could live with it for a day or two. Especially because a servant’s uniform made her effectively invisible to the family and guests in the house. She put her own clothes back in her valise and stepped out from behind the screen. Frau Holle gave her a critical inspection. Asha saw her gaze pause at the hem and bust, and a slight frown line appear for each, but then her face cleared, accepting as Asha had that it was the best available for now.

      “You can leave your valise here for the moment,” Frau Holle instructed. “Follow me to the kitchens.”

      The kitchens were a hive of activity, and the cook was at the center of it all shouting orders like a drill sergeant. She didn’t seem fierce, just harried yet determined to maintain order in the chaos surrounding her. Asha took it all in with a glance, her analytical mind quickly assessing where each person fit in the hierarchy, and she saw the disaster about to happen. Maisie had just collected the large pot of potatoes from the girl who was peeling and washing them beside the sink. Carrying them across the room to Cook, she couldn’t see her feet, nor the large white swan that had just ambled in through the door from the kitchen courtyard. Maisie was going to trip, the pot would fall and dinner would be ruined, and there was a good chance she would break an ankle in the process.

      Asha didn’t pause to ask or suggest, she just acted. She ran around Frau Holle and across the room and grabbed the swan. The swan was big, almost as large as Asha’s torso and it objected to being handled so roughly, flapping its wings and trying to wriggle out of Asha’s arms, but she held tight. Maisie reached her destination and set the pot down, only seeming to realize then the misfortune she had so narrowly avoided. Asha set the swan down gently but it still hissed at her and stalked off in a swan-version of a huff.

      “Count yourself lucky she didn’t bite you,” Cook said, sagely.

      “Indeed,” Frau Holle agreed. “Madame Potelée, this is Asha Snow. She’s replacing Beatrice, so I’ll leave her in your charge.” With that, the Housekeeper left the kitchens.

      “Good evening, ma’am,” Asha said, bobbing a curtsey.

      “Oh, call me Cookie, dear. Everyone else does.”

      “How can I be of use, Cookie?”

      “Help Céline with filling the trays to lay the table upstairs. The silverware is in those drawers there, and Céline can get the plates and glassware. They always require the table to be laid for the full ten place settings, regardless of how many or few are actually dining.”

      Asha got straight to work, retrieving enough silverware to fulfill the eight-piece place settings for each place. She lined up the silverware, to correspond with the dishes that Céline was laying out. However, she hesitated when she saw the ten soup bowls laid out waiting for spoons.

      “Why are there soup bowls here? Shouldn’t it be cups for the soup?”

      “What, are you daft?” Céline stared at her.” You don’t serve soup in cups. You don’t drink it; you eat it with a spoon.”

      “But it is not regular soup.” Asha appealed to the cook. “Cookie, do you intend for the ajoblanco to be served in bowls or cups?”

      “Cups, of course. How do you know about ajoblanco?”

      “I saw you adding almonds and garlic to the soup pot, so I assumed that was what you are making. And I have seen ajoblanco served in Cadiza, and it is always drunk from a handleless cup before the meal there. And they should know, seeing as it is a Cadizan delicacy.”

      “Very true, dearie, but as we don’t have those pseudo-cups here, we’ll just have to use the Willoughby pattern dining set for the ajoblanco. And the Haufsburg pattern for the main meal.”

      Asha went to the cupboards to help Céline select the plates. Céline reached for a blue patterned set but Asha stopped her. “The Willoughby is the plain cream color with the gold rim,” she informed the younger maid. Céline made a relieved face and reached for the correct set of cups and Asha lifted down the matching saucers. They worked together to lay them out, Asha correcting her that the cups should be face down for serving, so they could be turned over by each guest themselves.

      “How do you know all this stuff?” Céline asked, slightly awed.

      “This is not the first great house I have been in,” Asha replied, knowing no one else would understand the irony of that statement. As they handed over the trays to the footmen to bring upstairs to the dining room, the sound of a carriage pulling up caught Asha’s attention. Cookie saw the direction of her gaze and nodded.

      “That’ll be the family home from the capital. Oh, go on, it’s only natural to be curious.”

      Permission granted, Asha hurried to the base of the staircase where she could observe their entrance. Perhaps Odette would separate from her guardians now and Asha could get a moment to talk with her. But while the Duke, Duchess and a teenage girl were in the hallway, the girl was not Odette. Asha lingered, staring at the trio, expecting the princess to join them. But a footman closed the hall door and she heard the carriage pull away, and she had to conclude that there was no one else with them. But what did it mean? Where was Odette? And who was that other girl?

      Maisie came to stand beside her at the foot of the stairs. “They’re so elegant, aren’t they?”

      “Who is the girl with the Duke and Duchess?”

      “That’s their daughter, Lady Odile. Isn’t she lovely? And look at those beautiful pearls she is wearing!”

      Asha was looking. She recognized those pearls, but the last time she had seen them was earlier that day when Odette was wearing them. The family had moved into the drawing-room, so there was no excuse for the servants to linger in the corridors any longer. Asha followed Maisie back to the kitchens and helped prepare the servants’ supper and tidy up after it. When she was finally dismissed, she was so tired she almost fell asleep in her uniform. But she pulled on her nightdress and slipped into bed. As she closed her eyes, the same though pounded in her head, as it had been ever since the family came home.

      What had happened to Odette?
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        * * *

      

      “Well, I’m in,” Asha reported to Sienna that night in Dreamworld. “It went as smoothly as I could have hoped.”

      “Any sign of Odette yet?”

      “No. I thought I would see her when the family came home, or later at dinner, but she was absent both times. I can start a more thorough search for her in the morning.”

      Sienna looked worried. “Please be careful, Natashya. Servants don’t have the same protections princesses do. And no one will know where you are. Check in with me every night? At least that’s one safeguard in case something goes wrong – and I will sound the alert and find you, no matter what it takes.”

      “Well, with you for back-up, I have nothing to worry about,” Natashya grinned.

      “Unless you can’t get a message to me.”

      “Relax, Si. You said yourself that this Dreamworld is the most secure communication network there is.”

      “Assuming you can get into Dreamworld to communicate, of course. We still don’t know how they are blocking Odette from connecting with us.”

      Asha sobered immediately. “I hadn’t considered that aspect, that whatever’s blocking Odette could be applied to me also. I’ll be careful, Sienna. I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      It was still only mid-morning, but Asha had been up and working for hours. She was glad that the nights were getting shorter as they approached Midsummers’ Day. Given that the spell that brought her to Dreamworld kept her there until dawn, she didn’t want to consider how her tardiness would be viewed if dawn was much later in the morning like it was in winter.

      The clock in the hallway chimed 10:30. The coachman who had been sitting in the kitchen having a cup of tea stood up and dusted himself off.

      “That’s my cue to bring the carriage round to bring the three of them to the palace. They’re going for lunch today. Thanks for the tea, Cookie.” She waved off his thanks as he ducked out the courtyard door. Asha stared after him.

      “What did he mean ‘three?’ Who is going besides the Duke and Duchess?” she asked Cookie.

      “Hmm? Oh, Lady Odile, of course,” Cookie answered distractedly.

      “Does she go to the palace often then?” Asha probed, trying to keep her tone nonchalant.

      “Nearly every day. Whenever the Master and Mistress go, she goes too. She is great friends with Princess Odette and they like to spend their time together.”

      If that were true, I would have met her, Asha thought but couldn’t say.

      “I heard the Princess lived here too, but I haven’t seen her?” Asha inflected the end of her statement to encourage further information, and Cookie didn’t disappoint.

      “Oh, she was here after her parents died, poor thing, but she went back to live at the palace a few months ago. What with the Coronation approaching and all, she and the Duke felt it was best that she start to be more visible at Court, learn the ropes, that sort of thing.”

      “How soon is the Coronation?”

      “Princess Odette was born on Midsummer’s Day, so the Coronation will be that day.”

      “Midsummer is only three weeks away. Do you think the princess can learn it all in time? It seems like too big a responsibility for someone so young.”

      “Princess Odette will make a great queen,” Maisie interrupted hotly.

      “You’ll have to excuse the vehemence, my dear,” Cookie said to Asha. “We are quite protective of the princess in this household.”

      “It’s because we know her, see?” Maisie added in a less strident tone. “You couldn’t hope to meet a nicer girl. Always a kind word for the servants when she saw us. She didn’t have much to laugh about but when she did, her laughter was like music. It’s been quieter here these past three months since she left to go back to the palace.”

      Three months again, Asha mused. The same time the letters from Odette to both Natashya and Alexei stopped. Asha knew Odette was not living at the Palace – Odette herself had told her so! But if she wasn’t at the palace and she wasn’t at Avigny, then where was she? Asha wished she could pump Cookie, Maisie, and the rest of the staff for more information, but they seemed sure that Odette was at the palace and Asha couldn’t contradict or challenge their information without revealing herself. There was nothing else for it. If she couldn’t get the answers via elicitation, then she was going to have to rely on old-fashioned investigation instead.
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      The house was far more peaceful and productive with the family away. Asha had been there less than a day and she had already worked out that the Duchess and Odile were wont to make imperious and often frivolous demands of the servants, just to exert their authority. It was a disappointment to her that the Aoife she had admired in the Palace, was absent when she was in her own home. Such blatant disrespect of the staff angered Asha, but she held her tongue and kept her mask of indifference intact. Some skills are transferrable between servants and royalty, she thought ruefully but with some amusement. How many people were ever in a position to discover that?

      She was in the kitchen alone, polishing the silver. Maisie was meant to be helping her, but had ducked out to meet with the miller’s son who had delivered the week’s flour half an hour earlier. Asha didn’t mind; the task itself was simple, it appealed to her perfectionist tendencies, and being spared Maisie’s good-natured but incessant chatter was no hardship. The usual hubbub of the servants’ quarters exhausted her. She was relaxing into the rhythm of the task when an unfamiliar tread on the staircase brought her back to full alert. A young man with dark, tousled hair walked in. Asha recognized him at once: Prince Tobias, the Duke’s son.

      He looked around the empty kitchen, perplexed. “Where’s Cookie?”

      “She went to put her feet up in Frau Holle’s sitting room. Her bunions are troubling her again,” Asha informed him. “Can I be of assistance instead?”

      He turned at her question and actually focused on her. His countenance changed and Asha sighed inwardly. She had seen that look on Alexei’s face when he talked about one of his current or intended paramours, and she had no interest in being considered an amusing distraction for the entitled lordling.

      “You’re new here. I would remember if I had seen you before. What’s your name?”

      “Asha Snow, milord.”

      “Asha.” He drew out the name, as if savoring the taste. “Where are you from, Asha?”

      She almost said Siverus but caught herself just in time. “I previously worked at Chateau Port Royale in Vitalia,” she said instead, sticking to the place her bogus references stated.

      “The Wolf of the West? He can’t have been easy to work for. Tell me, is he really as disfigured as they say? Does he wear that hood of his all the time or does he take it off in his home?” Asha had no idea; it was Sienna who knew Prince Sebastian, and those weren’t questions she had thought to ask her friend. She mentally shrugged: when in doubt, bluff.

      “I couldn’t possibly say,” she said in her most prim and disapproving tone. “It would be a very poor servant who revealed her employer’s personal business to others.”

      “True,” he acknowledged with a playful smirk. “But now you work for my family, does that mean you will keep my secrets too? Because I have a confession to make.” He paused dramatically, but Asha didn’t take the bait, studiously focusing on the silver as she polished it. Realizing no reaction was forthcoming, Tobias resumed his spiel. “I confess I find you very attractive, Asha Snow.”

      “I will gladly keep that a secret. I certainly won’t acknowledge it.”

      Tobias seemed nonplussed by that. She glanced at him surreptitiously and was dismayed to see the contemplation in his regard. She did not want to attract his attention. That was no way to remain inconspicuous.

      She walked away from him, hoping he would take the hint and leave her alone. It was only when she entered the pantry to put away the silver that she realized her mistake. He followed her and watched her from the doorway, blocking her exit and effectively trapping her in a confined space with him. His lazy, confident smile told her just how sure he was of her eventual capitulation, despite her lack of encouragement.

      Princess Natashya wanted to slap him for his impertinence and presumption but Asha the kitchen-maid did not have that option. Suddenly she understood with frightening clarity what Sienna had meant about the protections a princess enjoyed that a servant lacked. The only way she could stop him was to break cover – and he mightn’t even believe her! But if she said anything it meant giving up any chance of finding Odette. She would be out of Chateau Avigny by nightfall whether he believed her or not; a foreign spy and a delusional maid were equally undesirable.

      “It’s okay, you know, you don’t have to keep up the pretense. We’re all alone. No one can see you, so your reputation is safe.” Tobias may have thought he was reassuring Asha but his words had an entirely different impact. Pretense? she thought in disbelief. Wow, his ego knows no bounds. His charming smile was wasted on her; growing up with Alexei and Jack for brothers meant she had been surrounded by boyish charm and puppy-dog eyes most of her life. She had long ago become immune to their manipulative intentions.

      Oh stars, he was going to kiss her! She tried to back away but the shelving behind her left no room to do so. Was this really to be her first kiss? Just as she had resigned herself to it being unavoidable, an obnoxiously loud honk followed by a crash and a string of curses broke the moment. Tobias instinctively turned towards the sound and Asha used the resulting distance between them to slip past him and back into the kitchen. Cookie was on the floor, reaching for the counter to help her stand again. Asha rushed over to help her to her feet.

      “Cookie! Are you alright?”

      “Fine, fine. But that blasted bird…” Asha’s eyes widened at some of Cookie’s more colorful invectives against the swan, who strutted out of the kitchen again, now the damage was done.

      “That bird is a trip hazard, the way it is allowed to wander around the kitchens,” Asha said, thinking also of Maisie’s near-miss on her first night. “Someone is going to get seriously hurt one day. Why don’t you just put it in a pen, like the geese and chickens?”

      “Oh, it’s not livestock,” Cookie said derisively. “It’s a pet. It has free reign of the house and gardens and none of us staff are allowed say ‘boo’ to it. Not that the family pays it any mind either, but woe betide anyone who upsets the precious…” Cookie’s opinion of the swan’s privileges was cut short when she spotted Tobias standing in the doorway of the pantry that Asha had just come from. “Milord,” she acknowledged him, slightly flustered. “Is there something I can do for you?”

      “Do you have any of that brittle left, Cookie dear?” Asha was surprised at the fondness in his tone. If he had heard what she said about the family’s pampered pet he gave no sign of it. He seemed to have genuine respect for the cook. Cookie harrumphed but pulled down the jar and handed some pieces to him with an indulgent smile.

      “Thanks, Cookie, you’re the best!” he said, dropping a kiss on her cheek. He looked meaningfully at Asha. “I’ll see you around, Asha Snow.”

      “Milord,” she said neutrally in response, not trusting herself to say more. She could feel the cook’s eyes on her as they waited for Tobias to leave the kitchen.

      “Would I be right in thinking that you didn’t seek the young master’s attentions, and don’t welcome them now you have them?” Cookie asked shrewdly once he was gone.

      “Yes.” Asha saw no point in lying.

      “Then I suggest you don’t allow yourself to be caught alone with him,” Cookie advised. “Where’s Maisie?” When no answer was forthcoming, she smiled wryly. “I assume the flour has arrived then?”

      “About an hour ago,” Asha confirmed with an apologetic smile, glad she didn’t have to be the one to reveal Maisie’s whereabouts.

      “Hmm, don’t let your head be turned by some passing flattery and honeyed words. I don’t want to lose another girl over a broken heart.” She glanced significantly towards the door where Tobias had just departed. Asha opened her mouth to protest but swallowed her words and her indignation. There was no benefit in getting into an argument with her boss, but it irked her that Cookie assumed she would allow herself to be swept away by royal notice even knowing Asha didn’t want it. Asha shoved thoughts of Tobias aside. He was not worth her energy. She had a mystery to solve and a friend to find; she had no time to waste on a pompous princeling.
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      Asha waited until the house was quiet, and then waited another half hour to be safe. When she was sure that everyone was asleep, she slipped out of bed. It was still chilly at night, despite the season, so she wrapped a shawl around her shoulders over the light nightshift. She wondered how Nika and the others coped in such light sleepwear during a Siverus winter, and resolved to talk to Frau Dragomir when she got home to ensure all of the castle servants had garments of sufficient warmth.

      She tiptoed down the stairs. She was heading for the Duke’s study with the intention of rifling through his papers in search of some mention of Odette when the sound of muffled sobbing stopped her in her tracks. She hesitated. Should she continue with her plan? What if the sobber discovered her? She could go back to her room and avoid the sobber, but she might not get another opportunity to investigate the Duke’s study. In the end, compassion won out. Asha followed the sound of the sobbing and ended up in the kitchens again.

      There was a girl shivering by the fireplace in a thin white shift, trying to coax heat from the dying embers. Her shoulders shook with the sobs wracking through her, the quiet desperate sobs of someone who had already given up hope. She turned her head slightly and Asha couldn’t stifle her gasp.

      “Odette?”

      Gaunt, pale-faced, bedraggled, but Odette nonetheless. Asha rushed to her side.

      “Odette! Are you okay? What happened to you?”

      The waif stared at Asha with blank eyes, as if she were a stranger. Gradually, her gaze sharpened.

      “Princess Natashya? What are you doing in Chateau Avigny?”

      “I came to find you, to make sure you were okay. I can see you are not, but I’m here to help.”

      “Oh, Natashya!” Odette fell into her arms, sobbing again but this time the cathartic tears of knowing she was no longer alone. Asha let her cry, knowing how much she needed the release.

      “Talk to me, sweetheart,” she coaxed in soothing tones. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s the Duchess. She’s an enchantress. She turned me into a swan!”

      “Why would she do that?”

      “The Duke does not want to give up his regency or his control of the kingdom. His son is next in line for the throne after me. He wanted me to marry Toadious to ensure they would continue to control the monarchy, and he wasn’t impressed when I refused. No way would I marry that condescending jerk!”

      “Toadious?”

      “Oh, that’s what I call Tobias. Because he’s an odious toad.”

      Asha laughed. “Having met him, I’d say the name is appropriate!”

      “But I was too vehement in my refusal. I think they thought they could convince me and I got sick of people not believing what I said so I snapped. I shouted and ranted for almost half an hour. I listed every fault and flaw Toadious has and all my objections to him. I told the Regent that when I became Queen, I would be Queen, that there would be no puppet court pulling my strings. I said so many things! And then I stopped, and there was this awful silence, and I was appalled at myself. But Uncle Roland smiled and said ‘good for you’ and that it was important a monarch embraced their autonomy to be effective. I left his room feeling ten feet tall, brimming with confidence because I had made someone hear me and taken control of my life again. What a joke!

      “The next day Aoife cast her spell on me. And the Duke, my uncle, my father’s friend, just stood there and watched it happen. And he told me that they would lift the spell when I am ready to be reasonable again. But it’s not just about me! How can I hand my kingdom over to people who have so little regard for anything beyond their own ambition? Every night they used to ask me if I was ready to be cooperative, but I kept refusing. They’ve given up even asking now. They just ignore me. I’m trapped here in this Chateau, with them watching me all the time, but when they move to the palace it will be different. Either they’ll leave me here unguarded so I can escape or they’ll take me with them where I will be surrounded by people who have known me all my life and will help me. I just need to hold out until then.”

      Natashya sat quietly stroking Odette’s hair but she was brimming with questions. Only when Odette’s agitation seemed to have lessened after a few more moments of silence, did she venture to ask them.

      “I was at the Palace for nearly a week before I came to Chateau Avigny, and ‘Princess Odette’ traveled from Avigny every day to meet us. That wasn’t you, was it?”

      “No.” Odette smiled bleakly. “Aoife puts a temporary glamor on Odile to make her look like me and she takes my place when they can’t avoid an appearance from the Princess. They must have been really nervous about an up-close meeting with another royal when you said you were coming. The glamor only affects appearance, the behavior is still Odile, and she is selfish, spoilt, and mean. Not ideal qualities for a future queen.”

      “I knew there was something wrong with the way she was acting with us!”

      “Who’s ‘us?’”

      “Alexei came with me to Bretonnia.”

      Odette visibly brightened. “Alexei is here? How is he?”

      “He’s good. He was looking forward to spending time with you again.”

      Odette’s face fell. “But he’s spending time with that viper Odile instead. Ow!”

      “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “It’s just the spell. I’m turning back into a swan. The transformation can be uncomfortable if I am not prepared for it. I hadn’t realized how late it was getting.”

      “What do you mean? I don’t understand!”

      “The spell breaks at sunset but resets at midnight. I have about a minute before it fully takes hold.” White feathers were already appearing in her hair, and was her neck getting longer? Natashya watched her friend’s calm resignation with mounting helplessness. What was she expected to do against magic like this? From the hall, the deep chime of the clock striking midnight echoed through the house. Where a forlorn princess had just been sitting, now stood the large, opinionated swan that lorded it over the staff.

      “Hi Odette,” Natashya whispered, her heart breaking a little. She reached out and stroked the swan’s head, and the bird arched into her touch. “Well, I guess this explains how you have avoided returning to the Dreamworld each night. Swan dreams must be different from people dreams.”

      The swan drew back and flapped her wings agitatedly and honked loudly. “Shush!” Asha implored, fearful that someone would come to investigate the noise and find her. She tried to work out what had set Odette off. Thinking back on what she had said she could have kicked herself.

      “Hey, it’s okay. It’s not the Piper. He’s gone, Odette, he’s gone.” The words penetrated and the swan calmed down again. She stared at Asha quizzically. Asha hadn’t known that swans could look quizzical. “So, you understand me, huh?” She stroked the soft feathers of the swan’s neck and back, and told Odette all that had happened with Aurora, her curse, and the Dreamworld she had called them too. She kept talking until her voice was hoarse.

      “That’s how I ended up here, really. You were the only one of us not accounted for. And though Sienna managed to stay awake for three days, we agreed that something must be wrong when you still hadn’t shown up after a week, which is when I set out for Bretonnia. So, you see, it’s not just me who is here to help you. Through Dreamworld I have contact with all of the League of Princesses – yes, we are calling ourselves that again! – and between us, we will find a solution. For you, and for Aurora.

      “Speaking of which, I should probably get to bed myself. Mornings are early around here!” Asha stood up and brushed the soot from the fireplace from her knees. She looked at Odette, who looked back at her with a mournful expression. Asha glanced between the swan and the dying embers of the fire.

      “Do you… do you want to come with me?”

      The swan stood up so quickly it was an answer in itself, though Odette flapped her wings and nodded her long neck as silently as she could to emphasize her agreement. Asha gestured to her to follow as she slipped out of the kitchen and back to the servants’ quarters. At the staircase they ran into difficulty, because Odette couldn’t manipulate her swan feet to master climbing stairs. In the end, Asha picked her up and carried her, but the large swan was not an insignificant burden. They had only ascended one and a half flights when Asha needed to stop and rest, panting heavily. The back staircase wasn’t really wide enough for a swan to perch on its steps, so Odette had a precarious moment trying to maintain her balance until Asha could resume their climb.

      The clock was chiming two when they finally made it to Asha’s room. She pulled back the blankets and crawled into the bed, so tired that even the lumpy mattress felt comfortable to her tonight. Odette stuck her head across the side of the bed and prodded Asha with her beak until Asha got the hint and picked her up into the bed beside her. Odette huddled into her and as Asha wrapped her arms around her, she lamented how starved her friend was for simple touch and kindness.

      Curled up with a swan in the narrow bed, Natashya let sleep overtake her, letting go of her concerns for one cursed princess so she could be updated on the status of another.
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      “Dieu, Natashya, where have you been?”

      Asha winced at the shriek as she was enveloped in a bone-crushing embrace. She disentangled herself to find Sienna glaring at her.

      “Have you any idea how worried I’ve been? When you didn’t show up tonight, I was imagining all sorts of terrible things. Only one day there, and I thought whatever is preventing Odette joining us had gotten you too, and then what? Keep sending princesses until we are all caught? Where were you?”

      “Sienna, breathe.” Asha waited until she was sure her friend was calm enough to listen before continuing. “I found Odette. 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.”

      “What?”

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

      Asha poured out the story, from the first sighting of the swan on her arrival to sneaking around tonight and the revelations that followed. The only thing she didn’t mention was the incident with Tobias; it wasn’t relevant to Odette’s story, and she didn’t want to worry Sienna about it. Now the shock of the incident had worn off, she was confident she could handle one pompous lordling herself – or at least manage to avoid being alone with him until she had a way to get Odette out of the Chateau.

      “So, let me get this straight. Odette turns into a swan each night at midnight, which is why she can’t join Dreamworld, but she can still understand you when she is in swan-form? And she only turns back to human between sunset and midnight each day?” Sienna summarized. Asha nodded. “Then what’s going to happen on Midsummer’s Day?”

      “That’s her birthday, when she official becomes eligible to take the throne, so I’m sure the Regent will try to keep her as far from the Court as possible that day.”

      “No Ash, I don’t mean Midsummer’s Day, Odette’s birthday – I mean Midsummer’s Day, the longest day of the year. Sunset in Bretonnia will practically be at midnight. What happens to Odette if she has no hours of humanity left in a day?”

      Asha was aghast. “You think that she might be stuck as a swan permanently?”

      “I don’t know,” Sienna shrugged helplessly, “But I think we have to consider that the outcome is a possibility.”

      “We could ask Selena what she knows about transformative mag—,” Asha suggested, but the end of her sentence was caught in a yawn. “But that discussion will have to wait until tomorrow night. I need to get some sleep now or I’ll be fired before we can find a way to free Odette from that curse and get her out of there.”

      “Good call. Goodnight Ash, be careful.”

      “You too, Si.”

      “Always am.”

      Natashya shook her head and smiled tiredly at that obvious falsehood. Sienna would charge headlong into danger without the slightest consideration for her own safety if one of her friends were threatened, and they both knew it. Natashya crawled into the four-poster bed, so much more comfortable than her bed in the attic of Chateau Avigny. There was no immediate solution for Odette’s predicament to be found tonight, so she might as well get what rest she could.

      Morning would come soon enough.
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      Somehow Asha stumbled through the following day. She stuck to repetitive tasks that were simple but time-consuming, though if asked she couldn’t have said what any of those tasks were at the end of the day. She went to bed when the other servants did, so as not to draw unnecessary attention to herself, thankful that the Regent had an ‘early to bed, early to rise’ mentality and expected his staff to adjust to his schedule. When the noises of the household finally quietened, she crept back downstairs to the kitchens. As on the previous night, Odette sat by the fire in her white shift, but she no longer looked despondent. She smiled at Asha with complete trust that everything would be alright now. Asha recoiled from having to shatter that illusion but steeled herself for what had to be done.

      “Odette, there’s something we need to talk about,” she said, cutting off Odette’s happy chatter. “We may have less time to find a solution for your transformation than we thought. I spoke with Sienna last night, and she’s worried that if you are still a swan on Midsummer’s Day, when there is no gap between sunset and midnight, that you may never regain your human form.”

      “What?”

      “It’s just a theory. We have no way of knowing if it has any validity,” Asha hastened to reassure her.

      “But it’s not something we want to test empirically either,” Odette concluded wryly. “I don’t understand it! Tobias can’t marry me if I’m a swan! How is this leverage to force my compliance?”

      “I think we’ve gone past that point, Odette,” Asha replied delicately. “You say you were quite emphatic in your refusal of Tobias? Maybe they believed you and decided that it would be easier for him to take the throne in his own right. After all, he is third in line after you and his father.”

      “But that’s treason! Regicide!”

      “Ambition.”

      “The Council of Nobles will never stand by and allow this coup to proceed,” Odette said firmly.

      Asha sighed. Odette still wasn’t seeing the big picture. “It’s not a coup if it is straight succession. If you are a swan permanently, then you can never contest what they do. Odile will take your place at the coronation and be crowned Queen, and shortly after that ‘Queen Odette’ will have a tragic accident. Odile will stop pretending to be you and Prince Tobias will be king as your legitimate heir. The Council of Nobles would not deny his claim in that context.”

      “Then you need to go to the Council and tell them what the Duke has done!”

      “Odette, it’s not that simple. It would be my word against the Lord Regent’s that the Odette that everyone has seen for the past three months isn't the real you. And it’s further complicated because I am the heir to another kingdom – if Siverus was perceived to be meddling in the succession of Bretonnia it could backfire on both of us. I can’t get you to the Palace in your swan-form to show the Council what has been done to you, and they won’t agree to come here without proof for risk of insulting the Regent with unfounded accusations.”

      “What if you had proof?” Odette asked desperately. “Not about me being a swan, but at least proof that you are truly speaking on my behalf, with my blessing and authority, and not just stirring up trouble – would that help?”

      “What sort of proof?”

      “At my Naming Ceremony, my fairy godmother gave me a gift. It’s a ball made from gold but if you touch it in just the right place it opens like a flower to reveal a storage space, surrounded by a miniature carousel within. The space is just large enough for a few jewels, or important documents if they are well folded. But what makes the ball special is that it is enchanted so it only opens for me, or for someone I give it to freely and willingly. If the ball is taken from me by force, coercion, or trickery, then it doesn’t open, so it is the most secure safe possible. It also means that if you can open the golden ball then it is a clear sign that you do represent me, and speak on my behalf.

      “All the Council of Nobles were present at my Naming, and Lord Sage, the Leader of the Council used to play with me when I was a child, taking the ball and trying to open it ‘to see if the enchantment has worn off yet.’ So, I know they would recognize the significance of the golden ball as the endorsement of my herald.”

      “Okay,” Asha replied hesitantly. “I guess if I have the golden ball and its meaning is well understood, then I can approach the Council of Nobles on your behalf and ask them to come to Chateau Avigny to see the truth for themselves, without risking a diplomatic fracas. So, where is this ball?”

      “It’s hidden in my bedroom. There’s a false bottom on the ottoman by the window, and it’s under that.”

      “What? I thought you said you had it!”

      “What’s the big deal? It’s just upstairs.”

      Asha took a deep breath and struggled for patience. “The big deal is that your bedroom is in the family’s quarters – across the hall from Odile’s bedroom and two doors away from Lady Avigny’s rooms. I can’t sneak around there in the middle of the night, and I have no reason to go beyond the kitchens during the day!”

      “But, but you have to get it! It’s my only hope!” Odette was close to tears.

      “I’ll try to find a way to get to the bedrooms this week,” Asha capitulated with a sigh, as the clock began to chime midnight.

      “Thank y—,” was all Odette managed in response, before the curse overtook her again.
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        * * *

      

      “You must be Asha.” Asha looked up from stirring the stew that would be the servants’ lunch and saw a handsome young man in a footman’s livery smiling at her.

      “Are you slumming it today, talking with the kitchen maids, Daniel?” Maisie said waspishly. “I thought you had risen above that. What would Victoria say?” Daniel flushed and looked guilty at the rebuke. Ah, so this is the cheating ex-boyfriend of the servant I replaced, Asha realized. He was certainly handsome, but not enough to cause the kind of in-fighting he had inspired, in her opinion. Though, she was naturally distrustful of handsome faces. Too often they hid rogues and rascals underneath the attractive veneer. And she included her twin in that assessment. He was far too used to admiration and appreciation to value it the way he should.

      “There you are, Daniel. I’ve been looking for you, mon cher.”

      “Speak of the devil,” Maisie muttered under her breath as Victoria sailed into the kitchen as if she herself was the Duchess. She managed to simultaneously sneer at all her fellow servants and convey that they were blessed she had graced them with her presence.

      “I’m famished,” she declared loudly. “Why isn’t luncheon ready yet? If you spent less time flirting with my boyfriend and more time concentrating on your job, we wouldn’t have to suffer these delays,” she added, looking down her nose at Asha.

      Asha held her bland smile in place only by gritting her teeth. She wanted to wipe the smug superiority right off Victoria’s face, but starting a feud with one of the upstairs servants would not help her remain inconspicuous and would consume time she didn’t have on trivialities. Though she accepted the logic in all of this, she still entertained herself by imagining the verbal put-downs she could have issued if she wasn’t remaining aloof from the petty drama.

      A scream tore through the cheerful hum of conversation in the kitchens and suddenly it was chaos. Several of the servants who had been sitting at the tables now stood and started shouting, and the honking of the swan only added to the cacophony. Asha pulled the pot of stew off the hot stove so she could see what was going on when Cookie joined the center of the commotion and announced, “Dieu, she’s broken her leg for sure!”

      At this pronouncement, the wailing increased. Asha hurried over to see what had happened and found Victoria in a heap on the floor, crying in pain and clutching her ankle. Daniel and one of the coachmen were trying to lift her.

      “Stop!” Asha commanded. “Don’t move her. You could do more damage. Céline, go fetch Frau Holle. Maisie, get Victoria some sweetened tea. Everyone else, go back to your seats and give her some room.” To Asha’s surprise, they all obeyed her. She guessed that when confronted with the unknown, people were happy to have someone take charge, even if that person was just a kitchen maid. When they had created some space so only Lily and Claudette remained with Victoria, with Daniel hovering ineffectually in the background, Asha tried to speak to the injured girl to find out what had happened. But hysteria was setting in, and neither of her friends could calm Victoria sufficiently to get any sense out of her. Impatient with the theatrics, Asha leaned in and whispered to Victoria “You know, your face goes blotchy when you cry.”

      Both her friends stared openmouthed at Asha, affronted on Victoria’s behalf. But the shock of the insult had jolted Victoria out of her hysteria. She opened her mouth to make a blistering response, but then realized what Asha had done, and gave her a tentative smile instead. Maisie handed her the cup of tea and she sipped it carefully.

      “Ugh, it’s too sweet,” Victoria complained.

      “Sugar is good for the shock,” Asha responded brusquely. “Drink it all up.” Meekly, Victoria complied.

      Frau Holle entered the kitchens with Céline in tow. She nodded at the sweet tea and space that had been cleared around the injured girl.

      “I’m pleased to know there is at least one level-headed servant in this household. What happened?” she demanded.

      “Victoria tripped over the swan and hurt her foot, Frau Holle,” Claudette replied.

      “I didn’t trip. That thing deliberately ran through my legs to knock me over!” Victoria claimed.

      “Don’t be silly, Vi. That swan is always underfoot. Just two days ago I would have fallen over her with the potatoes and all if Asha hadn’t snatched it out of the way,” Maisie said soothingly. Asha still darted a suspicious look at the swan in the corner. Odette raised her wings in the swan equivalent of a shrug, but Asha was not convinced of her innocence.

      Frau Holle removed Victoria’s boot and examined her ankle. “Definitely sprained at least. Daniel, Luc, carry her to my sitting room – carefully – and call Doctor Joilliet. I will be with you momentarily. Madame Potelée, as I am short one maid, I will need to take one of yours.”

      “How am I supposed to manage if you take my staff?” Cookie objected, but Asha barely heard her over the honking that Odette was making, nodding her long neck emphatically.

      “Perhaps I could help out, once we finish here with the luncheon, Cookie?” Asha volunteered. Cookie harrumphed, but knew the Housekeeper would take what she needed anyway, so acquiesced.

      “Excellent, thank you, Miss Snow. Claudette, you can cover Victoria’s duties as the parlor maid and Miss Snow can replace you as the chambermaid. Miss Snow, come see me after lunch to discuss your new duties and how to balance them against your duties here with Cookie.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Asha said, bobbing a curtsey. So now she had a legitimate reason to go into the bedrooms and search for the golden ball. She dared a glance at Odette, preening in the corner. Who knew that a swan could look smug?
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        * * *

      

      In the end, retrieving the ball had been a simple matter. Because they were short-staffed, Asha was left to her own devices to clean the grates and strip the bedding in each room ready for the laundry maid to collect. When she had a moment alone in Odette’s old bedroom she went to the ottoman, lifted the hidden bottom and scooped the ball out. It was heavier than she expected, though why she was surprised a ball made from gold was heavy she couldn’t say. She placed it at the bottom of the pail, nestled on a cushion of rags so that it wouldn’t rattle against the metal sides, and hid it by piling the ashes in on top of it. It was incredibly heavy to lift both the ball and the ashes, but while she was in the upper part of the house, she snuck across to her own room in the attic to remove the ball and hide it among her own things. Her room was bare and there weren’t many hiding places. In the end she stuck it in her valise so that it was out of immediate sight, and trusted to the fact she would be removing it soon to keep it hidden until then. Then she walked back to the ash pile outside the kitchen door and emptied her pail, before returning to the bedrooms to repeat the process.

      Later that night, Asha took the ball from her valise. Even in the dim moonlight, the ball gleamed, so she wrapped it in a dark shawl and carried it like a knapsack to dull its shine so it would be less conspicuous going through the house. Odette was waiting for her by the kitchen fire as before. Seeing her there reminded Asha of how she had been able to get to the bedrooms in the first place.

      “Odette, what really happened with Victoria today?”

      Odette fidgeted in her seat, and Asha doubted she would tell her the truth, but the younger girl surprised her. “I didn’t mean for her to break her ankle, but she was being mean to you and I didn’t like it, and I thought if I knocked her over it would embarrass her and lessen some of the stupid airs she gives herself. Honestly, I didn’t intend for her to get hurt. If I was trying to get you upstairs, I would have targeted one of the chambermaids – that would have been a far more direct route.”

      “Odette!”

      “I’m joking! Sort of. But it worked out okay, didn’t it? You have access to the bedrooms now. So, did you manage to get my ball yet?”

      “Here it is.” Asha handed over the knapsack and Odette unwrapped it revealing the ball within. The reflection of the firelight in its golden surface shone up into Odette’s face, masking the ravages of despair her curse had left there and making her look like the happier girl Asha remembered. Reverently she reached out and touched the ball, and it spiraled open to reveal the miniature carousel inside. She touched it again and it folded up so that no seams were visible.

      “That’s amazing! Can I see?” Asha took the ball from her and examined it this way and that in the firelight, but couldn’t see any signs that it wasn’t a solid piece. “How do I open it?” She poked and prodded it, trying to imitate the movement Odette had used. But even when Odette showed her the exact spot to touch to trigger the mechanism, it still wouldn’t respond. Odette grinned at her friend’s frustration and took the ball out of her hands.

      “Natashya, I give you this golden ball freely and entrust the contents to you,” Odette said formally, and handed the ball back to Asha. “Now try.”

      This time the ball unfurled with just the lightest pressure from Asha’s fingertips. She marveled at the detailing on the tiny merry-go-round and gave it a gentle push to send the carousel spinning. She pressed the edges again and the sides contracted back into a sphere. She felt the gentle hum of power as it shut, but once it was fully closed there was no indication of the enchantment on it at all.

      “So, will you go to the Council tomorrow, then?”

      Odette’s words shocked Asha. For all her planning, she hadn’t considered how she would get the ball – and herself – to the city now she had it. There was no way she could just walk out of the house in the morning, or sneak out tonight, for that matter. Where would she go? It was an hour and a half to the city by coach or wagon, she couldn’t very well walk there. And she couldn’t get a ride there when she was known to be on the household staff. None of the local farmers would help her if the Duke forbade it. It wouldn’t even need to go to him, Frau Holle could wield his authority in those circles just as effectively. With Beatrice’s departure and now Victoria’s injury, they wouldn’t allow another servant to leave without notice. The only way Asha could get out without raising suspicion was if she went on her afternoon off. As long as they expected her to return that evening, they would have no cause to stop her leaving earlier in the day.

      “It will have to be on Sunday. That’s when I have the afternoon off.”

      “But that’s a week from now!” Odette protested.

      “Yes, but if I am to get out of here with the golden ball and my true purpose undetected, I need to play along with their expectations. By Sunday night you will be back in the palace, with the greatest team of mages assembled to examine and hopefully break your curse.”

      “And we will have arrested Aoife by then also, so the Council will be able to force her to reverse the spell,” Odette added, brightening. Asha doubted that an enchantress of Aoife’s power could be easily coerced, but she didn’t want to dampen Odette’s optimism by saying so.

      “Okay, it is nearly midnight so it is time for bed.”

      “But we normally stay up until the curse takes hold, so I can spend all my time with you.”

      “Yes, but I’m not carrying your big swan-form up the stairs again! You can walk up on your own legs, and transform up there rather than here,” Asha said with a wry grin. “Just be quiet; we can’t risk anyone seeing you now, not when we are so close.”
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      Victoria’s ankle was only sprained as Frau Holle thought, and not broken, but she still needed to stay off her feet for a few weeks to let it heal. As a result, Asha was on chambermaid duty again after breakfast the following day. There was a certain satisfaction in cleaning, Asha mused. At the end, you had something to show for your time, evidence of your industry and productivity. She was happily lost in such contemplations as she tucked the corners of the sheet under the mattress. She turned around and let out a little shriek of shock. There was someone standing right behind her! A moment was all it took for the apparition to melt into the humdrum figure of Prince Tobias, who was shamelessly ogling her from the doorway between his sitting room and his bedroom where she was now standing.

      “So, you’ve made my bed. Are you going to lie in it now?” he asked, loading the play on the idiom with innuendo. She had managed to avoid him in the four days since the pantry incident, as she referred to it in her head. Oh, he had come looking for her, she was sure. He would saunter into the kitchens at different times of the day, and then look a little lost and confused when he couldn’t get her on her own. She made sure to always have others around her. Not that she couldn’t handle him if she had to. On reflection, while he was being pushy in the pantry, he hadn’t quite crossed that line of forcing her, and she didn’t think he would. He was more like Alexei, convinced that every woman was in love with him, whether she would admit it or not, so he only had to break through her denials and self-delusion to get to the willing lover beneath. Sadly for Tobias, Asha was long on denial and short on love where he was concerned. The thought of him staring at her as she bent over to fix the bed irritated her, and his sleazy suggestions just pushed her blood pressure higher. Knowing she was leaving in a few days, she no longer made the effort to curb her scorn.

      “I must say how fortunate it is that you were born with a title and wealth,” she said cuttingly. “Because your personality would mean the end of your bloodline otherwise.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Tobias was affronted.

      “You treat people as disposable playthings, there for your amusement with no independent value. Not every girl dreams of falling into bed with you, you know.” He looked poleaxed. She rolled her eyes. “Dieu, you don’t know, do you? You are so like my brother!”

      “You have a brother?”

      Blast, she hadn’t meant to reveal that. “Yes,” she answered shortly.

      “I don’t want to remind you of your brother,” he said, and the huskiness in his voice was an insinuation of its own.

      “Then don’t treat people like objects and stop acting like the world exists to cater to your every whim. You are not nearly as charming as you think you are. You are a grown man. Stop acting like a spoiled child!”

      “You know, if we were in Mythika, I could have you whipped for that insolence?” he said conversationally, after a surprised pause.

      “You know, if we were in Eddally, I could have you castrated for your continued harassment?” she replied sweetly, refusing to let him cow her. “I suppose it is a good thing for both of us that we are in an enlightened country like Bretonnia, isn’t it? Good day, milord.” She sailed out of the room with her head held high, and had the great satisfaction of seeing his mouth hanging open like a codfish as he struggled to find a response.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias stared at the door in silence until his shock abated. My god, that girl! The audacity! The… the insolence! Rarely did he find anyone who would argue with him. They were all too stupid or too sycophantic to his father to challenge him in that way. That a mere servant was the one to talk back to him, where their social standings were so unequal, defied belief. It was an affront on every level. Had they not been short-staffed at the moment he would demand her dismissal! Instead, he would just ignore her. She was beneath his notice anyway.

      So why could he not stop thinking about her?
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        * * *

      

      Asha opened the discretely hidden door from the servants’ corridor by balancing the bowl on one arm and trying to sneak her other hand out far enough to turn the knob, without dropping the rags or polish she was carrying. As a result of her juggling, she almost fell into the billiards room. It took a moment to right herself, and she blamed that distraction for not realizing that the room was not empty as it was meant to be. A young man a year or two older than herself was standing by the billiard table watching her with interest. She flushed, both because her less than graceful entrance had been witnessed and because servants were meant to remain invisible in the background and not intrude on the guests.

      “My apologies, milord,” she said keeping her eyes downcast, her cheeks still stained with pink. She turned to leave through the same door but was stopped by the gentleman speaking.

      “No, don’t go. Why don’t you stay awhile, hm? Tobias is late for our game so you can entertain me until he arrives.”

      Asha really didn’t like the emphasis he put on ‘entertain’. She had a bad feeling about this, but she couldn’t leave now after he had instructed her to stay. She kept her eyes on the floor and tied to make herself as uninteresting as possible.

      “What’s your name, girl?”

      “Asha Snow, milord.”

      “Look at me, Asha. I am Lord Chastain.”

      I know who you are, Asha thought. I sat opposite your inebriated mother for three hours over lunch on the day I arrived at the palace and had to listen to her lament how you are squandering your inheritance.

      “Aren’t you a pretty one?” he drawled, circling her to inspect her from all sides, as if he were marking his territory. “Quiet too. I like that in a woman. Would you like me to show you what else I like?”

      “No thank you, milord.”

      Asha stared resolutely forward and tried to let his words wash over her, but she was shaken. There was something menacing about Lord Chastain’s attentions. When Tobias had cornered her in the pantry, it was his own inflated ego that made him assume she was playing hard to get. Chastain had no such misconceptions; he knew she meant no, and he didn’t care.

      “Oh, but I insist.” He snaked his arm around her waist and pulled her against his body. She looked into his eyes and saw the malevolence in them. He was enjoying her revulsion and panic, and she was no longer able to control herself sufficiently to hide her reactions. The sting of her magic ran all the way up her arms. If it got loose, her identity would be exposed, but she couldn’t rein it in.

      “Pretty Asha, so scared,” Chastain drawled. “There’s no need to be, you know. Just relax; I promise you’ll enjoy it.”

      “You know, in Eddally you could be castrated for that sort of harassment,” a bored voice drawled. Both Asha and Chastain turned at the sound; Tobias was standing by the doorway watching them, a cue in hand. His posture was as bored as his voice, but Asha could see fury sparking in his eyes, though he was trying to hide it. “Vincent, I thought we were going to play billiards? Stop molesting my staff and line up your shot.”

      Asha stood rooted to the spot staring at Chastain’s back as he sauntered over to the table. “I assume you have work to do this afternoon, Miss Snow?” Tobias’ arch words drew her attention and broke her paralysis.

      “Yes, milord.”

      “Well then, you better get to it.” She looked at him directly for a moment, and the fury was gone from his gaze. His eyes searched her face, though she didn’t know what for, and she couldn’t read his expression. It almost looked like concern.

      “Off you go, Miss Snow,” he said softly. She didn’t hesitate to accept her dismissal this time, and quickly gathered her cleaning supplies and walked to the hidden door. Before she stepped through, she glanced back. Chastain was lining up his shot, having already forgotten her, but Tobias was still watching her with that enigmatic expression.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      He nodded in acknowledgment, and she slipped out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias clenched his teeth as he watched her leave, to prevent him from saying something to his friend that he couldn’t take back. Was it only two days ago that he swore to himself that he would ignore her? His resolution burned away like haze in the morning sun, the moment he saw her trapped expression. He was taken aback by the wave of protectiveness that surged through him at the sight. He wanted to deck Vincent for his affront, but there were two things that stopped him. Firstly, he wouldn’t give Vincent the satisfaction of knowing he had riled him. They had never been competitive over women. To start now over a maid was just so… unseemly. The other reason was that Vincent would be so much worse towards Asha if he even suspected Tobias liked her. Tobias didn’t know whether his pride or Asha’s safety was the greater motivation for maintaining his calm.

      As Vincent proceeded to punish his inattention at billiards, Tobias concluded that resisting the pull he felt towards Asha was clearly futile. Might as well explore it and see where it leads. He smiled to himself. I’m going to enjoy getting to know you, Asha Snow.
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        * * *

      

      Asha tensed up when she saw Tobias walk into the kitchen that evening. He headed straight for her, making no pretense about his reason for being downstairs. She could feel the eyes of her fellow-servants watching her intently.

      “How are you this evening, Miss Snow?”

      “I’m fine, milord.” Despite her wariness, her voice – her entire demeanor – was a study in nonchalance.

      “After what happened this afternoon, I wanted to see how you were doing.”

      Asha couldn’t help the flush that rose to her cheeks as she imagined what the others gathered in the kitchens were inferring from his words. Why can’t he just go away and leave me alone?

      “There was really no need to trouble yourself. As you can see, I’m doing fine,” she said as dismissively as possible without being outright rude. He stared hard at her, searching her face for some sign that she was more distressed than she was admitting. She kept her expression impassive, and he drew back. He didn’t look entirely convinced, but he didn’t push her.

      “Good evening then, Miss Snow.”

      “Milord.”

      Asha breathed a sigh of relief as she watched him leave and the hum of other conversations among the servants resumed. Though she disliked the spotlight Tobias’ attention shone on her, she was touched by his consideration in coming to check on her. She hadn’t expected it of him. Perhaps, in spite of all his self-absorbed ways, he wasn’t so bad a person after all.
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      Somehow, Asha wasn’t surprised to see Tobias in his rooms after breakfast when she went to clean them the following morning.

      “Apologies for disturbing you, milord. I’ll come back later.”

      “There is no need to leave on my account, Asha. I promise I’ll keep out of your way,” he said with a playful smirk. She looked at him askance but she had a timetable to keep while juggling the duties of a chambermaid and a kitchen maid. She didn’t bother arguing it with him. It would only waste time.

      For the most part, he kept his word. He stood out of her way when she was trying to clean something. But he followed her around the rooms, trying to engage her in conversation. After her brush with Lord Chastain yesterday afternoon, she found she could tolerate Tobias’ brand of flirting far more easily. She even managed to tease him in return, when she realized that he had no idea how the clean sheets and blankets for his bed should be layered.

      “Seriously? Have you never noticed how the layers are organized, even just from sleeping under them?”

      “I’m a prince,” he said defensively. “I have servants who do that for me.”

      I’m a princess, she thought, and I know how to do it – and I knew before I came to work as a chambermaid in your house. But, of course, she didn’t say it out loud.

      “It’s lucky you do, or you would end up sleeping on the floor with only a poor rag to cover you, prince or no, because you are too inept to make your bed yourself!” She said it with a grin, to take the sting out of her words, but Tobias still assumed an air of affront.

      “Hey!” He threw a pillow at her. She looked at him in shock then burst out laughing and threw it back at him. Their merriment was interrupted by a sneer from Odile, standing in the doorway.

      “What is going on here?” she demanded. “Asha, I know you are only a kitchen maid but please try to understand that the purpose of the chambermaid is to clean the bedrooms, not mess them up,” she said with venomous sweetness. Tobias scowled at her, but the mood was broken as effectively as if she had doused them in cold water. Asha retreated into her demure professional persona, picked up the offending cushion and placed it on the bed.

      “Asha, clean the grates in my bedroom and sitting room. That should keep you focused on your work and avoid any further displays of indecorum. In fact, clean the grates in all the fireplaces on this floor – except in these rooms,” she added, lest Asha might continue the levity she had shared with Tobias a moment previously.

      “Of course, milady.” Asha curtseyed and left Tobias’ room quickly, studiously avoiding looking at him though she could feel him trying to catch her eye. Nothing good could come of extending their time alone together.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias was still thinking of Asha that afternoon when he came back to the house after riding out with Vincent. Even running his mare at full gallop hadn’t dislodged thoughts of the maid from his mind. He was aggrieved to realize that Vincent’s mind was similarly engaged. While they joined Odile and Vincent’s sister Emilie in the parlor for afternoon tea, Vincent kept looking around. Tobias guessed what his friend was looking for – or rather, who – but Vincent confirmed it by asking for her outright.

      “Where is the delectable Miss Snow, Tobias? I wouldn’t mind another moment or more with her in the billiards room.”

      “Let it go, Vincent. She is not for trifling with.”

      “Oh, it’s like that is it? I hadn’t realized you had already staked a claim there. But there is still plenty to go round, so let me know when you are finished with her.”

      Tobias couldn’t speak for indignant anger. How dare Vincent speak of Asha like she was a… a thing. An object. Asha’s words from three mornings ago came back to him; surely, he did not treat her – or any woman – the way Vincent did? He was spared having to reply to Vincent’s impertinent suggestion by a querulous inquiry from across the room.

      “What are you two speaking of?” Odile demanded to know.

      “Miss Asha Snow,” Vincent said with relish, walking over to join the ladies. Tobias wanted to hit him for the obscene way he said her name.

      “Who?” Emilie asked blankly.

      “The maid?” Odile said at the same time. “First, I find her in your room Tobias, and now you are talking about her in the parlor? And Vincent, she has snared your attentions too?” Odile sniffed. She expected Vincent to court her. Showing interest in a lowly servant in front of her was disrespectful.

      “Is she pretty?” Emilie asked, watching Tobias closely.

      “No,” Odile said emphatically. “She is perfectly ordinary. Except that she is frightfully pale. She looks sickly. Oh, I have just had the most wonderful idea!”

      Tobias stared at his sister with mistrust. He knew what her ideas usually meant, and she seemed to be particularly vindictive today. She waited, drawing out the expectation until Emilie capitulated and begged her to share her idea.

      “Let’s get Ashes to serve the tea! She is a climber – a kitchen maid who is already acting as a chambermaid. I’m sure she would relish the experience.” She rang the bell before anyone could object. Claudette arrived, breathless.

      “You called, milady? Tea will be served in just a moment.”

      “We have decided we want Miss Snow to serve us afternoon tea today.”

      “Miss Snow?”

      “Yes, Miss Snow,” Odile repeated sharply. “Fetch her for us, Claudine.”

      Claudette glanced around the room, but no one contradicted Odile’s orders. She hurried out to find Asha, nervous for the new girl and what misery Odile’s attentions might bestow on her.
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        * * *

      

      Asha was still cleaning the grates in the bedrooms when Claudette burst in. She looked at the chambermaid’s stricken face and knew something was terribly wrong.

      “What is it Claudette, what’s happened? Is it Victoria? Is she worse?”

      “No, Victoria is fine. It’s Lady Odile.”

      “Lady Odile is injured?”

      “If only.” Claudette clasped her hands to her mouth in horrified shock. “I shouldn’t have said that!”

      Asha smiled sympathetically. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell. So, what is it her ladyship wants?”

      “You. She wants you to replace Victoria as parlor maid this afternoon to serve them tea. Right now.”

      “Now?” Asha’s eyes widened in shock. She looked around her at the pails of ashes she had accumulated, as well as the fine layer of grey dust clinging to her clothes and skin. “I can’t serve tea now! I’m in the middle of cleaning the fireplaces!”

      “I know, Asha, but you know the mistress. I don’t know why she is insisting on your presence but I do know it will be far worse if you disobey her.” Reluctantly, Asha stood up and gathered the pails.

      “No, leave the pails, there’s no time. Tea was due two minutes ago. You need to clean up and get to the parlor at once!”

      Claudette hurried from the bedroom and back downstairs to the kitchens. Asha followed, seething. In the kitchen courtyard she plucked her skirt to remove the dust as best she could, enveloping herself in a cloud of ash. She unbound her hair to shake it out likewise and refastened it. She used the bucket at the courtyard pump to gather some water and wipe the soot from her skin, but it would take a soak in far more hot water than she would be allocated here as a servant to really feel clean again. Maisie appeared in the doorway.

      “Are you ready, Asha? Milady has been ringing the bell constantly for the last three minutes.” Asha could hear the worry in her friend’s voice, and saw it reflected on every face in the kitchens as she walked back through. Asha surveyed the contents of the tea tray and clarified the serving expectations with Cookie. The cook looked furious, but on Asha’s behalf, not towards her. Everyone knew that this was one of Odile’s spiteful games, designed to humiliate the recipient and possibly worse – there was talk that she got one servant fired through her games, though no one among the management would confirm or deny it.

      “Remember, milk in first, wait ten seconds, then add the tea,” Cookie coached her. “And don’t serve slices of cake larger than a finger’s length at a time.” Asha nodded with a smile, picked up the tray and carried it to the parlor accompanied by the irritating soundtrack of impatient bells. Cookie’s words had helped settle Asha’s nervousness and soothe her annoyance, but not for the reasons Cookie might have expected. She had unintentionally reminded Asha that as a princess she had sat through thousands of afternoon teas over the years, and had hosted many of them herself. Her mother, Queen Christabelle, used to encourage Asha to serve the tea when she was entertaining foreign dignitaries. It gave Asha an excuse to be present when other politicians might have objected to a ‘child’ being invited to their discussions, and also removed the need for having any servants in the room who might overhear sensitive matters being discussed. King Cole always said his wife could achieve more over the course of afternoon tea than most leaders could achieve though a week locked in a negotiation room.

      Asha eased open the door to the parlor and carried the tray over to the sideboard where she placed it and started to lay out the teacups ready to serve.

      “Finally!” Odile said in a loud voice, ostensibly to her guests but clearly intended to be heard by the maid. “I was beginning to think we would die of thirst before anyone would answer the bell. I am so sorry, Emilie dear, it seems Frau Holle’s standards for recruitment have started to slip.” Emilie tittered obligingly. The men said nothing in response, but even with her back turned Asha could feel their eyes on her. She had an itch between her shoulder blades that made her want to swat at something. She brought the delicate china cups over to the low table set up between the seats and placed one in front of each person. She added the milk to each cup, starting with Odile as the mistress and continuing clockwise to fill each other cup. She then repeated the process with the teapot, pouring through the strainer to ensure no stray leaves fell into the cup. She picked up the sugar bowls and the miniature tongs and dropped one lump into Emilie’s tea and three lumps into Tobias’. She picked up the baton and drizzled a swirl of honey into Odile’s tea, and left Vincent’s tea untouched. She reached for the cake plate and used the cake tongs to lift small bitesize pieces onto the delicate side plates she had aligned for that purpose: lemon and poppy seed cake for Emilie, and chocolate sponge for Tobias and Odile. Vincent, she presented with a goat’s cheese tartlet, knowing that he preferred savory to sweet.
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        * * *

      

      Odile watched all of Asha’s preparation with an increasingly sour look. Watching her, Tobias knew that his sister had wanted to show her up as incompetent and not worth the gentlemen’s notice. It looked like that plan had backfired. Not only did Asha serve tea and cake as if she had spent her entire life in parlors doing so, she also had taken the time to learn each of their preferences for how they took their tea and which cakes they preferred. She completed the whole serving without interrupting the flow of conversation to ask “Milk, sir?” like Victoria usually did for guests. Of course, there was no conversation at present. Everyone was too engrossed in watching Asha perform, each for their own reasons.

      It was as Asha handed the plate of chocolate cake to Odile that it happened. Odile looked at Asha’s face and gasped in mock horror.

      “Oh my goodness, is that soot on your face?” Emilie cried out gleefully, looking between her friend and the object of her ridicule.

      “Living up to your name, I see, Ashes,” Odile sneered. “I suppose that’s what you get when a kitchen maid gets notions and comes into the parlor.”

      Tobias wanted to defend the girl, and point out that Odile was the one who put her in this situation, but he knew that the other three were waiting for a reaction from him as much as from Asha, and he wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. She would have to fight this battle alone. To his surprise, she didn’t rise to the bait Odile tossed out. She maintained her serene expression and her silence throughout. Though he knew she heard every word and understood the criticism, she acted like it had no bearing on her at all.

      “Well, don’t you have any answer for me?” Odile demanded imperiously, frustrated by the lack of response.

      “I’m sorry, milady, I didn’t realize there was a question.” Flummoxed, Odile had no quick response to make. “If that will be all, I’ll take my leave now,” Asha added, with a respectful curtsey. Somehow, she managed to make her perfect demeanor into an insult all the same. The door closed behind her before Odile recovered her composure enough to complain.

      “Well, I never!” she exclaimed. “The rudeness of that girl!”

      “Imagine thinking it was acceptable to come to tea without washing up,” Emilie added, with a sly look at Tobias and her brother. “How anyone could find such a slovenly girl attractive is beyond me.”

      “And her face is so pale!” Odile added. “It is like she is sickly all the time. It is really very off-putting to have to look at such a complexion. Surely she has heard of sunlight.”

      Emilie sniggered. “Her eyes are so pale they disappear into her head.”

      “And that dress!” Odile concluded triumphantly. “So clearly a hastily made-over thing. She lowers the standard of the whole household.”

      “An ugly dress is easily removed when necessary,” Vincent said, with an insinuation entirely inappropriate for mixed company. But both girls laughed, delighted at another ally in their desire to demean Asha.

      Tobias tried to pay no attention to the spiteful pronouncements of his sister and their friends, but he was annoyed on Asha’s behalf. He knew that Odile and Emilie were only attacking her to belittle her in his esteem. But if they thought a little dirt could diminish her in his eyes, they were sorely mistaken. Actually, the smudge of ash only served to enhance her beauty, by making her more real and breaking the illusion of her aloof perfection. And the grace with which she handled Odile’s spitefulness only raised her higher in his estimation. Honestly, if she wasn’t just a servant, he would probably be intimidated by her. It was just as well their social positions were so divided, he mused, or he could find himself in real danger from Asha Snow.
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      Tobias stood at the bay window in the upstairs hallway, looking out over the kitchen courtyard. It was Sunday, so the servants had an afternoon off, and he was looking for the distinctively pale hair of one servant in particular.

      “Oh, just bed her already and be done with it,” the dulcet tones of his sister complained over his shoulder.

      He opened his mouth to protest her assumptions but an arch look from Odile advised him to keep his silence. Her crass interpretation of his intentions irked him, but he couldn’t deny his fascination. Asha had occupied more of his thoughts since she had arrived than he cared to admit. Of course his sister had noticed. Asha’s defiance delighted him. She was so determined to rebuff him that he took it as a personal challenge to win her over. Despite her exterior of icy perfection, she was full of fire inside. He wanted to trade barbs and verbally spar with her again, to goad her until that fire revealed itself once more. He hadn’t had so much fun in… Actually, he couldn’t remember the last time he had such fun, which was a bit depressing when he thought about it. He wanted more of it, more of her.

      He wondered if Asha had any plans for the day. She was new in Bretonnia, so she probably didn’t have many friends here yet. Perhaps she was planning to stay in the chateau today? Perhaps he could find her if she did and spend some time with her?

      “I might just wander down to the kitchens, see if Cookie has any cakes,” he mused aloud.

      “You do that,” Odile sniffed. “The sooner you get this ridiculous and embarrassing infatuation out of your system the better.”

      With this dubious blessing from his sister, Tobias happily sauntered downstairs. He indeed stopped to check with Cookie if she had any sweet treats made and stole two of her madeleines still hot from the oven before she could stop him. He kissed her on the cheek, unrepentant, and escaped into the courtyard to avoid her mock threats. Her chuckles followed him, as they had on many Sundays during his childhood, and he knew he was forgiven. He was blowing on the madeleines waiting for them to cool sufficiently that he could eat them when he saw Asha cutting across the kitchen garden trailing behind the rest of the servants heading for the village of Avigny. He called out to her, but she didn’t hear him. He walked closer to her and called again, but still she did not stop or turn around. He was running now, anxious to catch her, and when he reached her he caught her arm to pull her around. The suddenness of her stop and forced pirouette caused her bag to slip from her shoulder. It fell open and the contents scattered across the ground. There were far more gold coins that Tobias would have expected a servant of her level to have in her possession, but Asha ignored the coins and was instead staring with a horrified expression at another object, as it rolled across the grass towards the pond.

      Tobias sprang into action. He raced the object across the lawn and scooped it up before it could reach the water’s edge. He turned back to Asha, expecting to see relief and gratitude. So it came as a surprise to him to see her horrified expression had intensified and was bordering on panic, before she realized he was watching her and morphed back into her bland, expressionless, servant face. He gave an internal groan of frustration. He didn’t want her to be the perfect servant today. He wanted a chance to get to know her, the real her, not constrained by societal expectations. All of this passed through his mind as he walked slowly back to her, making sure to maintain her attention throughout. She watched him almost warily, like a mouse caught in the charmed gaze of a snake.

      “Thank you for rescuing my ball, milord,” she said when he was in front of her once more. She held out her hand to take it from him, but he hesitated. “I need to leave now,” she prompted.

      “Why such a rush?”

      “I am getting a lift to the city with Farmer Gagne.”

      “Are you meeting someone?”

      “Yes.”

      “A man?”

      “Yes,” she answered more reluctantly. Tobias’ stomach clenched. How was it that she already had a beau in town? She couldn’t have known him long, she only arrived from Vitalia a few weeks ago. The attachment couldn’t be too strong yet. Maybe he could still sway her affections, if only she would give him a chance. She was still waiting for him to return her bauble and his gaze turned speculative. He looked at it more closely and was surprised to find it shone like it was actually made from gold.

      “This is a very pretty trinket to be in the possession of a kitchen maid,” he told her. “I wonder how you came by it.”

      “I didn’t steal it, if that’s what you are implying,” she said defensively. Did he imagine it, or did she flinch slightly? Yes, the ball was definitely the key to holding her attention.

      “Then how did you come to have such a valuable toy?”

      “It was a present. From my previous position.”

      “The Prince of Vitalia gave you expensive gifts?” There was a bite to his question, unable to hide his anger at the thought of the Wolf of the West having bedded this girl first.

      “No, of course not!” She seemed affronted at the suggestion that she would have received such gifts from the prince, and his jealousy was somewhat mollified. Seemingly realizing that he was going to keep questioning her until he got answers, she voluntarily added, “It was a gift from the Princess.”

      “I didn’t know that Princess Eva was staying with her brother,” Tobias admitted. Asha remained maddeningly silent.

      “Will you spend the day with me?” he blurted out. She looked shocked by the invitation. Tobias didn’t know whether to assume that shock was at a prince requesting the company of a maid, or if it was personal to him.

      “I can’t, milord. I am late for my meeting already. Please, may I have my ball back?”

      “Well, I’m not sure you should be carrying such a valuable gift around with you. There is always a risk of bandits on the road. Why don’t I hold on to it, for safekeeping?”

      “I need that ball, milord. Please, let me have it.” Her façade was cracking, but what was showing underneath wasn’t impatience but something akin to panic. Tobias frowned. He didn’t want to cause her distress, but he also wanted to know why this ball was so important to her. And everything else about her.

      “Tell you what,” he said. “I’ll hold onto this ball for today, and I’ll give it back to you this evening, provided you join me for a picnic this afternoon. What do you say?”

      Her panic was more clearly visible now, but she also didn’t bother to hide her growing anger. She quickly realized the futility of attempting either to persuade him or to take the object by force.

      “Fine,” she capitulated, with a growl. “I’ll spend the afternoon with you.”

      It had been a low move, and part of him rebelled at the meanness of it, but the majority of him was rejoicing at having found a way to get her to accept his invitation to spend her free afternoon with him. He waited for her to gather her belongings and then sauntered back to the kitchen courtyard, Asha trailing in his wake. He acted unconcerned, but made sure to keep an eye on her in his peripheral vision at all times. He still wasn’t sure she wouldn’t abandon the trinket and bolt on him. Asha shrank back as they reached the kitchen door. It seemed she didn’t want to be seen with him. Tobias clenched his teeth but conceded that as he had forced her into the afternoon’s excursions, he couldn’t expect her to be looking forward to them. But she didn’t know what he had planned yet. He was going to charm smiles and pretty laughter from her all day, until she realized that being with him was all she wanted, and forgot whatever temporary charms the city might hold for her.
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        * * *

      

      Asha waited in the courtyard with a growing sense of dread. What had she gotten herself into? Farmer Gagne would have left already when she didn’t show at the appointed time, so even if Tobias relented and returned her ball how was she meant to get it to the palace? The only bright spot in this ill-fated day was that the prince seemed to have no idea what the ball was. He was suspicious because of its value but did not attribute any other significance to it. She was quite sure his parents would be less easily fooled. Her priority now was to keep Tobias sufficiently on her side so that he didn’t hand over the ball to the Regent to spite her. She knew the Regent would ask far more probing questions about how a servant came into possession of a thought-lost artifact of the missing princess, and she had Odette’s welfare to consider also. She would play along with whatever Tobias’ game was, retrieve her ball, and find another way to the palace.

      In theory, it was an excellent plan.

      In practice, she couldn’t figure out what sort of game Tobias was playing, and that made her wary. Everyone seemed to have one. Identifying it early on helped her successfully navigate court life. It also made personal relationships so hard for her. Very few friendships withstood the level of mistrust caused by always waiting for an ulterior motive to emerge. It was easier to engage with people who made their desires immediately clear. Once she could categorize them, she could respond appropriately, regardless of granting that desire or not. What bothered her most were the people who pretended friendship and kept their true agenda hidden. It was exhausting parsing words and behaviors for subtext, and ultimately easier to avoid those people altogether. Subtext was not her forte. She was too literal-minded to decode the nods, winks, half-smiles, and significant looks that many of the Court engaged in. She understood enough to recognize when it was happening, but not enough to translate confidently. That made Tobias’ actions all the more mysterious and disturbing.

      She thought she had him pegged the morning he cornered her in the pantry. His objective was fairly obvious and spoke volumes to his attitude and his expectations of her as a maid. But now he wanted her to share a meal with him? He was blackmailing her to spend her free time with him. With that sort of leverage, Asha would have expected him to demand she spend that time in his bed. Not that she would agree, of course! But that would fit with what he had shown of himself at their first meeting. A picnic was something she associated with courting, but a prince did not court a maid. What was his real objective here? Maybe he suspected that she was not the girl she said she was? The thought filled Asha with dread. Could this picnic be nothing but a ruse to get her alone so he could interrogate her at his leisure? She needed to be careful what she said to him. Though he might suspect her credentials were false, he was unlikely to suspect she was the Tsarevna of Siverus. She had to ensure that continued to be the case. She hadn’t been joking when she warned Odette of the consequences of Siverus being seen to meddle with the succession of another country. It was the type of scandal that could plunge the continent into war.

      Asha sighed. All she wanted to do was get to the palace and enlist help for Odette to break the curse. Instead, her agenda now read: have a picnic, prevent a war. She sighed again and wished she had someone to support her. She hadn’t considered how lonely she would find this quest, or how isolated she would feel cut off from her twin. She wondered if Alexei was missing her too, back at the palace, and she felt a pang at his absence. She had expected to be reunited with him today, and now she didn’t know when she would be able to get to see him.

      A melancholy pall fell over her as she trudged along behind an exuberant Tobias. He kept up a stream of bright prattle as he led her to a secluded part of the grounds, but she tuned him out, unable to engage with his cheerfulness. Her thoughts filled with Alexei and when a single tear escaped and slid down her cheek, she didn’t attempt to halt it. Tobias reached his chosen spot and started to unfold the ground blanket himself. Asha was surprised that he would do it alone, and not bring servants with him. Then she remembered that he had brought a servant with him – her! A slightly hysterical sob escaped her; there was no way she was going to assist with setting up this farce.

      Tobias turned around at the sound, and his countenance changed when he saw hers. Several emotions crossed his features, but Asha had disconnected too much from her own emotions to be able to parse out his. He reached for her and she instinctively flinched back. He froze and gestured her to sit without making another move to touch her.

      “What is it, Asha? What’s wrong?” The concern in his voice undid her. And she didn’t miss that he had stopped calling her ‘Miss Snow.’ Unbidden the truth tumbled out. “I miss my brother.”

      He stilled beside her, probably confused how this followed from whatever nonsense he had been spouting on the walk over.

      “Does he live far from here?” he asked gently.

      Asha recovered some of her wits at the prying question, but in truth, it didn’t sound like prying. It sounded like interest. And they had to talk about something on this accursed picnic. She didn’t want him thinking she hadn’t kept her side of the bargain when it came time to retrieve her ball. Maybe he would share about his family in return and help her get a better understanding of the dynamics of Chateau Avigny.

      “My brother is in the city, and I hoped to see him today,” she told him, deciding that sticking to the facts as much as possible would make it easier for her to remember. And there were a lot of facts she could share while still withholding the truth.

      Tobias thought about her words. “Your brother was the man you were meeting today?” Asha nodded. Alexei was certainly one of the men she had intended to meet today, and if she could distract Tobias from searching for the identity of the other – and wondering what business a maid had with the Leader of the Council of Nobles – all the better. Her answer wrought a funny change in demeanor from Tobias. He seemed more relaxed and cheerful suddenly. Asha was too emotionally overwrought to work out what had brought on the change. One of the disadvantages of relying on her logic and suppressing her emotions most of the time was that when her emotions did eventually leak out, it drained her from the unfamiliarity of dealing with them.

      “Does your brother live in the capital?” He sounded confused.

      “No.” She sighed. “He’s only going to be here a few more weeks. He’s here on business.”

      “What sort of business?”

      Asha shrugged. “Trading, making deals, that sort of stuff.” She hoped her non-committal reply would imply that she wasn’t sure exactly what her brother did and wasn’t interested in it either, and thus ward off further questions that she could only answer with lies.

      “Is he your only sibling?”

      “No, I have a younger brother too. No sisters though. I always thought I would like a sister,” she said, seeing her opportunity to steer the conversation. “What’s it like having one?”

      Tobias made a face. “You’ve met Odile; sometimes sisters aren’t as great as you might think. Don’t get me wrong, I love her of course. She can just be hard work at times.” Asha hid a smile at the understatement. “Of course, she’s my half-sister really, but that has never made any difference. Family is family.”

      Unless it’s cousins, Asha thought sourly. Then family is an impediment you transform into swans. Out loud, she queried him on his revelation though. She had not known that Odile was not his full sister – what else didn’t she know about the family?

      “My mother was the late King’s sister. After I was born, she became sickly. Aoife came to tend to her and she got better for a while. But it didn’t last. When the final fever hit, Father and I were with her and got to say our goodbyes. Aoife was so much a part of our lives then that she just stayed on with us even after her patient was gone, and she was kind to a young boy who couldn’t understand why his mother had left him. No one was surprised when my father married her as soon as the banns were read, and Odile’s birth followed within a year.”

      “So, your place in the order of succession comes through your mother’s line?” Asha asked.

      He looked surprised that a maid had grasped succession implications so quickly, but Asha’s head was spinning so quickly she barely heard his confirmation.

      “What about your father? Where does he fit in the succession?”

      “Technically, he doesn’t. A widower – or a widow, for that matter – doesn’t inherit their spouses’ place in the line of succession.”

      “But he’s the Regent.” Asha allowed an inflection at the end of her statement, to suggest the confusion of a servant at this convoluted genealogy. In reality, she was following everything and drawing her own connections and conclusions, but she was curious and wanted to encourage him to continue, while he was willing to share so much information with her.

      “He’s the Regent because Princess Odette – my cousin, the daughter of the late King and Queen – was too young to inherit the throne outright on her parents’ death, according to our laws. As her oldest male relative – he is her uncle, even if not by blood – he took responsibility for caring for her and for the kingdom until she was old enough and ready to stand alone.”

      “Which she is now.”

      Tobias shrugged. “If you think sixteen is ready.”

      “The law does.” His inelegant snort in response made his opinion of the law clear. Asha switched tack. “So, if not your father, who is First Heir if something happened to Princess Odette?”

      “Me. Apart from Odette, I’m the last of the de Breton bloodline.”

      “But once Odette marries and has children, you will no longer be First Heir.”

      “Not if I’m the one she marries.”

      Asha sucked in a breath. “And are you planning to marry Odette?”

      “Relax, little one,” he said with a chuckle. “I have no plans to marry anyone just yet – you don’t have to worry about competing for my attention.”

      Asha was irked that he had taken her question to be an expression of interest on her part. She really didn’t want to give him any encouragement. But the dent to her pride was a small price to pay to keep him from realizing her concern was for Odette’s future rather than for potential rivals. He lay back on the blanket and turned his face to the sun, like a flower reaching for light. He sighed with the contentment of a cat.

      “I’m going to miss this when we move to the capital. There isn’t the same peace in the castle as here in Avigny,” he murmured.

      “You’re moving to the castle?” Asha asked in surprise. “When?”

      “Just after Odette’s Coronation. So still a few weeks away.”

      “But why? I mean, why now? You haven’t needed to be there for the last three years.”

      “My father won’t be Regent anymore after Coronation, but that doesn’t mean his duty to Bretonnia is ended. He’s moving the family to the castle because he wants to keep a close eye on Odette as she takes her first solo steps. Just as well, too, or the kingdom would be in chaos.”

      “You don’t seem to think much of your cousin?” Asha tried to sound merely curious, rather than reveal her burning interest.

      “Odette is nothing but a child. A silly girl who is not fit to govern unaided. She would do Bretonnia a better service if she recognized her own limitations and abdicated in favor of someone actually capable of leading a country.”

      Asha felt dread gather like a stone in her stomach. This was it, a confession of intention straight from the horse’s mouth. Or perhaps the toad’s mouth. The d’Avigny family was going to stage a coup. Odile would disguise herself as Odette and abdicate, and Tobias would graciously step in to save the kingdom from anarchy. They had already taken care of Odette. They must think there is no one left to stop them.

      The urgency to get to the capital and warn the Council of the plot against Odette intensified until it felt like a swarm of bees buzzing under her skin. When could she get away? She wouldn’t have another afternoon off for a week. Could she take the risk and sneak out before then? She surveyed the food still in front of her with dismay. Suddenly, her appetite had deserted her. The picnic held even less appeal for her now than it had when it started. Vaguely she was aware of Toadious trying to engage her in conversation, but she only had mindless, monosyllabic replies for him. All she wanted was to get this farce over with so she could plan her next move.

      How much longer until I can reclaim Odette’s golden ball and leave?
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        * * *

      

      “More cake?” Tobias offered. She shook her head.

      “No thank you, milord,” she replied distantly.

      “Another glass of juice, perhaps?”

      “No thank you, milord.”

      Tobias was getting desperate. As the sun dropped lower, so did her responsiveness. Any ground he might have made with her today was slipping through his fingers like sand. He needed more time! He caught her hand in his. She looked at it in surprise, and he pressed his point before she thought to pull away from him.

      “Will you see me again?”

      “Of course, milord. I am a servant in your father’s house.”

      “No, not as my father’s servant. Like this, like now.”

      She snatched her hand back. “And what exactly is ‘now’ like?” she demanded, with a small tendril of fire twisting through her words. “I wanted to be in the capital with my brother today. Instead, you have forced me to spend my time with you.”

      “Not forced…” Tobias protested weakly, though he knew it was a lie. He really hadn’t given her any choice in the matter. “I just want to spend time with you, without our roles getting in the way. I want to get to know you better, and I want you to get to know me.”

      Disbelief colored her gaze despite her attempts to maintain a neutral façade. “Our roles will always get in the way, milord.” She put extra emphasis on his title to drive home her point. She started to gather up the plates they had used and stacked them back in the picnic basket. When it was all tidied away, she looked at him pointedly.

      “The picnic is over and I have shared my day with you. Please may I have my ball back now?”

      Panic filled Tobias. This was it, his time with her was over and he still hadn’t convinced her to give them a chance or to see beyond his title. She wouldn’t even see him again! Unless… It was a despicable thought, but he was desperate. He didn’t know why this serving girl was suddenly so important to him, but he knew he couldn’t rest until he had won her over. He needed her to see him as more than just her employer’s son, as a person in his own right – a man in his own right. And if decorum prevented her from crossing those boundaries, then he had an inducement he knew would work. He took the ball from his bag and stared at it, then looked at Asha.

      “You know, I don’t think I am ready to give this back to you,” he said conversationally.

      “We had a deal! You promised!” Fire flashed in her eyes and even made it into her voice. He had finally broken her icy reserve! Dieu, but she was beautiful when she was angry!

      “Haven’t you heard of the golden rule? He who has the gold, makes the rules.” He tossed the golden ball in the air and caught it easily, well above Asha’s reach. It sparkled in the evening sunlight. “And it seems I have a lot of gold at the moment.”

      “So you do,” Asha agreed, her voice devoid of any warmth. “It seems I am at your disposal, sir. But you must excuse me now. My personal time is over and I need to get back to work.” She picked up the basket and marched back to the kitchens, her back ramrod straight.

      Tobias looked between the golden ball he had acquired and the woman walking away from him, and wondered if he had made a grave miscalculation.
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      “Well, how did it go?” Odette asked, her voice filled with excitement. “Wait, why are you still dressed as a servant? And where are the Council’s men? Why are we still in Chateau Avigny?”

      “I didn’t get to the capital today; I was intercepted by Toadious.” She spat the name out. She was still seething from his duplicity that afternoon and had decided Odette’s nickname for her cousin was the most appropriate epithet for him.

      “Okay, it’s unfortunate but maybe you can go tomorrow instead? Maybe ask to run an errand for Cookie or something?”

      “Odette, Toadious has your golden ball.”

      “What?”

      Asha winced at the shriek, hoping it hadn’t woken anyone. Odette lowered her voice but still demanded explanations.

      “He saw me with it and confiscated it. He doesn’t seem to have any idea what it is though. He thinks it is just a pretty trinket my former mistress gifted to me.”

      “But his parents will know,” Odette said aghast.

      “I know, but they’re not going to see it. Toadious wants leverage over me, so he won’t show it to them.”

      “What makes you so sure? This is a disaster. How could you let this happen?” Odette paced angrily, waving her arms to emphasize her words. Asha bristled at the injustice of the accusation. She balled her fists to try to relieve the prickling in her fingertips, but the sensation spread up her arms too.

      “I trusted you, Natashya. You have to get that ball back!”

      Asha’s temper rose with every plaintive complaint from Odette, until it could no longer be contained and boiled over. “What do you want me to do, Odette, bed him? Should I whore myself out because you can’t look after your own problems?”

      “No, of course not, I didn’t mean—”

      “Because I came here to find a way to help you. And I’m still here despite the risk to my personal safety. Despite the threat to my own kingdom’s neutrality if my actions are discovered. All in the name of friendship. We have come closer to a solution to your curse in one week together than you have in the prior three months. And you have the gall to blame me for this setback? That’s not friendship, Odette. If you think it is, then you are not the friend I thought.”

      She stalked to the doorway, too angry to stay in the kitchen any longer. Magic was visibly sparking from her skin; she needed to get it under control. “Wait!” Odette called after her frantically. “Where are you going?”

      “To bed,” Asha replied shortly, not turning around. “Honestly Odette, I am so disappointed in you right now. I need some space before I say something that really can’t be unsaid.” Asha walked out without another word. It was the first time since she had found Odette again that she hadn’t stayed with her until her transformation took effect, and despite herself, she glanced back on the turn of the stairs. Odette still sat by the hearth, ghostly pale in the flickering light of the dying fire, a little girl looking lost and forlorn.

      Asha turned away from her and continued to bed.
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      “They want you to serve afternoon tea again, Asha.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      Claudette shrugged helplessly and Asha gritted her teeth. “At least I’m not cleaning grates this time,” she muttered. “How many for tea today?”

      “Just two. To be served in the library though, rather than the parlor.”

      “Sure. Why not?” Asha huffed. Claudette smiled sympathetically while Asha put her game face back on, and carried the tray out of the kitchen. She entered the library and laid out the tea, studiously ignoring the sole occupant. She wasn’t sure whether she was annoyed to be alone with Toadious again, or relieved that Odile had not yet arrived to torment her.

      “Will your sister be here shortly, milord? Should I pour the tea for you or leave it to draw?”

      “Oh, Odile won’t be joining us today,” he replied lazily, from where he lounged against the arm of the settee.

      “Us, milord?”

      “Yes, us. I was hoping you would join me for afternoon tea.”

      “I don’t think that would be appropriate, milord.”

      He frowned. “Don’t be like that Asha, there’s no need for formality between us, not when it’s just us. Just Asha and Tobias.” The emphasis he put on his own name made it clear he was inviting her to call him by it. Asha did not want or need the complication of being any more entangled with this princeling than she already was. He watched her too closely, saw her too clearly. If ever he met Princess Natashya at court it would be almost impossible to deny her interference in Bretonnia’s affairs. His interest had destroyed her plans of remaining incognito.

      His frown cleared, and that worried Asha more. “You want your trinket back, don’t you? Sit down and we can share afternoon tea, and I will give it back to you afterward.”

      “Will you actually return it this time, or will you renege on your promises again?” she asked bitingly. He had the grace to blush, but still managed to look smug. He had her, and they both knew it. There was no point in protesting further. The sooner tea was finished, the sooner she could retrieve the golden ball and get out of Avigny.

      She sank down on the chair opposite him. He watched her with an amusement that made her wary.

      “Come sit beside me,” he beckoned. “There is plenty of room for us to share a seat.”

      Reluctantly she crossed the room to him. She perched on the settee as far from him as she could without falling off. In contrast to his relaxed sprawl, she kept her posture ramrod straight, to radiate her disapproval. She wanted to maintain as much of her dignity as possible, even though she was capitulating to his every whim. His leverage over her was too strong.

      Toadious insisted on serving her, pouring her tea and filling a plate with a selection of sweets. He offered it to her with a curious mix of buoyant and bashful. Under other circumstances, she might have even regarded his behavior as charming. As it was, she just found it irksome. She took the sweets despondently. Normally she loved millefeuille – and Cookie’s were truly excellent – but today they tasted like sawdust in her mouth.

      She ate them anyway; it prevented her from having to speak to him. But as the silence stretched longer between them, his eager expression faded away until he looked like a kicked puppy. Guilt squirmed uncomfortably in Asha’s stomach. She knew she was being deliberately ungracious, and it went against all of her breeding. That must be the source of her discomfort.

      “You have quite a lot of books here,” she said, looking around the library in an attempt to make polite conversation. Toadious seized the topic, immediately brightening.

      “Not as many as we should have, for a house this size,” he said ruefully. “Maman liked stories, and she and Papa used to collect books, but he stopped after she died. Aoife keeps her own books in her sitting room. And my tastes are more limited than they should be.”

      “Let me guess, horses and hunting?”

      “Actually, architecture and engineering,” he admitted sheepishly.

      Asha stared at him in astonishment. “Why?” she blurted before she could filter it.

      “Bridges and watchtowers, castles and guild houses. They outlast us all. Architecture is a lasting legacy. A chance to leave your mark on the world in a positive way.”

      Asha scrambled to adjust her opinion of Tobias. A man with a passion for engineering and the discipline to pursue it did not fit her mental picture of the indolent and spoiled royal. Perhaps she had dismissed him too soon. Perhaps she needed to examine her own prejudices towards him.

      “I’d have like to attend the University of Clodonia,” he continued with a touch of wistfulness. “Or even one of the closer colleges. But as the heir to a duchy, and also a kingdom, I had no need of something as frivolous as education.”

      The bitter bite of sarcasm was palpable. Asha’s heart swelled in surprising sympathy. She had faced similar restrictions growing up. Learning was a means to an end, not an end in itself. Everything a royal needed to know could be taught via apprenticeship to their sovereign. She had had Alexei by her side as the parade of tutors rotated through Siverus, so she was not alone, but she had sometimes imagined going to a finishing school like Sienna had attended. She often wondered if the interactions with her peers would have curbed some of her social awkwardness.

      “What about Odile?”

      Toadious laughed at the idea. “Odile has no interest in reading!”

      “What a travesty!” Asha exclaimed. “To have such a wonderful resource available to you and never use it!”

      “You like to read?” he asked, clearly thrown by the revelation. Asha arched an eyebrow and fixed him with her most disdainful glance.

      “What surprises you more? That I enjoy reading, or that I am able to read?” she challenged him. Wisely, Toadious chose not to answer. Asha smirked at his silence, knowing she had scored the point.

      “So, what sort of books do you read?” He sounded genuinely fascinated, and his interest compelled her honesty.

      “I read all sorts of topics just for information, but for enjoyment I like the stories that end with ‘and they both lived happily ever after.’” She could feel him staring at her, and ducked forward to select another sandwich to eat to cover her embarrassment.

      “Oh my goodness, you’re a secret romantic!” The amazement in his voice was obvious, but there was no mockery in his eyes, just delight. Asha relaxed, knowing he wasn’t going to ridicule her for her confession. “I would never have thought you a romantic. Why do you like those books?”

      “Because it’s escapism. They’re just stories. My position means I will make a practical marriage; real life doesn’t work like that.” She realized she was discussing her perspective on being a princess, and the constraints it put on her. Though as a servant was similarly constrained, albeit for different reasons, she figured the same applied to Asha as Natashya, so she hadn’t said anything questionable.

      “What if the story was that the handsome prince meets the maid and whisks her away to his castle on the back of his white stead?” He grinned as he said it, and Asha knew he was teasing. But she could also see a glint in his eye that suggested this was not just a joke. The possibility that he could be even semi-serious made Asha uncomfortable so she ignored it in favor of teasing him in return.

      “If only there was one around,” she lamented.

      “Excuse me! I believe you’ll find there’s a prince sitting right here!”

      “But you said handsome prince,” she replied with a quizzical expression, as if it should be obvious that he was excluded.

      For a moment, he stared at her with his mouth agape, but then he burst out laughing.

      “Oh, you think you are so funny! Let’s see if I can make you laugh!” He leaned forward and tried to tickle her. She jumped up from the settee out of reach. He stood up to match her and stalked towards her slowly, retaliation and mirth dancing across his face.

      “Oh, no. No!” She put her plate on the sideboard and stepped away from him, but he kept advancing. She darted away and he chased her around the room, both of them laughing as they dodged furniture and each other.

      The settee proved to be her undoing. She couldn’t avoid it in time and felt strong arms wrap around her.

      “Got you now!” Tobias crowed. Asha looked up at him panting, both of them out of breath from laughing so much. Suddenly, she realized just how close they were. He seemed to realize it too because the teasing disappeared from his face, replaced with something far more nuanced. Asha couldn’t recognize it, didn’t want to recognize it. The chime of the clock seemed to come from a great distance as they hovered on the knife-edge between them, neither stepping back from the precipice nor closing that final gap.

      Her senses returned with a slap. What was she doing? This wasn’t some fairy tale. This was Toadious, who bullied servants and disposed of family. Odette’s life hung in the balance because of his ambitions and avarice. She would not let herself be taken in by smiles and pretty words. Not again. She pushed aside the tangle of emotions churning up inside her, unable and unwilling to deal with them. She retreated into the safety of her servant persona, pulling away from him and blanking her face to an unexpressive pleasant smile.

      “Don’t do that,” Tobias whispered. “Don’t hide yourself away. Not with me.”

      Asha ignored his plea. What he was offering wasn’t real, and she needed to remember that. It was time to get back to business.

      “May I have my ball back now please, milord?” She kept her tone bland and steeled herself against his crestfallen and hurt look. Before he could answer her, the library door opened and Lady Aoife walked in. She stopped on the threshold, surprised, and looked between the two of them. Though they had already stepped apart, suspicion still gleamed in Aoife’s eyes.

      “I’ll tidy away the tea,” Asha said, hurrying to gather the discarded plates and teacups, keeping her eyes averted from the doorway. Asha had no intention of letting Aoife fire her. Or worse, recognize her. She was too close to saving Odette to be sent from the Chateau before her mission was complete. She regretted that Aoife’s arrival had prevented her getting her ball back, but there was no way she would ask for it in Aoife’s hearing. The Duchess would surely recognize its origin, and that would be disastrous for Odette. Asha glanced at Toadious, but his expression had reverted to the supercilious smirk she recognized as his version of a blank face. She would have to wait until tomorrow to tackle Toadious about returning the golden ball.
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      “And after all that I still don't have the ball back,” Asha huffed to Sienna that night. She paced around Sienna’s room in Dreamworld, to agitated to sit still.

      “Why are you letting him push you around like this?” Sienna asked delicately.

      “I don't have a choice!” Asha replied hotly. “Without that ball there's no way I can get Odette the help she needs.”

      “Of course you have a choice!” Sienna persisted. “You are playing the servant role entirely too realistically, Ash. You’re forgetting how truly powerful you are. You could turn him to ice if you wanted to!”

      “I can't do that!”

      “Why not? I’ve seen you freeze a man in his tracks before.”

      “That was different,” Asha protested, looking away. “That was a situation of extreme duress. You know I can't control my powers. Besides, if I used ice magic there would be no hiding my involvement. The whole point of disguising myself is to keep Siverus’ neutrality intact.”

      “So, the only reason you are prolonging this charade is to protect your kingdom’s reputation?” Sienna asked skeptically.

      “Of course!”

      “I’m not buying it. Toadious is bullying you, but you are not a powerless victim to his whims. You don’t even seem threatened by him. If anything, you seem to regard him as an annoyingly persistent but otherwise harmless suitor.” Asha scoffed but Sienna pushed on. “You may not have control over your powers, but they respond whenever you feel overwhelmed. Have you ever felt your fingers tingle with unbidden magic when you’ve been with Toadious?”

      The question surprised Asha; the answer even more so. She recalled all her interactions with Toadious; her magic had not risen in any of them. But maybe her magic just didn’t respond that way. It wasn’t like she understood it. “No, but…”

      “What about when that Chastain fellow propositioned you?”

      The remembered fear was enough to cause ice to coat her fingers. She clenched her fists to douse the reaction. Sienna looked at them pointedly.

      “So, your magic pulses when you are angry or scared, but has never surfaced with Tobias? I think you like him.”

      “What? No! Why would you even say such a thing?”

      “For the first time you are not Natashya and you don't have her constraints. But you still have her upbringing and can't quite permit yourself to let this man court you. By allowing him to take the choice from you, you don't have to acknowledge that you like him.”

      “I don't like him! We are talking about the man who cursed Odette and is performing a stealthy coup as we speak.” Asha’s stomach roiled at the idea. Even if she and Odette were fighting at present, she could never betray her friend that way. “How could I like someone like that? How could you even suggest it?”

      “I'm sorry, Ash, I didn't mean to upset you. Clearly, I misread the situation.” Sienna waited and after a beat of silence, Asha nodded to accept her apology. “So, what are you going to do now?”

      “Get the ball back. Tomorrow, I will hunt him down and demand he return it and I won't budge until I get what I want. I'm through playing games. It’s time for a reckoning.”
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        * * *

      

      Lady Aoife marched into her husband’s bedroom without knocking. He looked up in surprise at her entrance so late at night, and gave her a tentative smile.

      “Roland, I’ve been thinking. With Coronation so close, Tobias really needs to be seen more among the people. How can they love him if they don’t know him?”

      “Should we send him into the capital more?”

      Aoife stifled her impatient sigh and put as much honey in her voice as she could muster. “No, Roland. You need to take him on a tour. You are the Regent and it is only natural for your heir to accompany you. What’s that town in the north, where the River Ruban flooded with the spring thaws? Onderville, that’s it. Take him to Onderville. Offer condolences to the people. Contribute something to the relief effort. It’s all good for appearances.”

      “We can leave at the weekend.”

      “No, dear. You need to leave first thing tomorrow. There’s really no time to lose.”

      “This is all very sudden,” Roland grumbled. “What’s the urgency?”

      “We’ve been remiss in not encouraging Tobias’ engagement with his royal duties. The official end of your regency is approaching, so we must capitalize on the time we have left.”

      “Oh, of course. If you think that’s best.”

      “I do.” She kissed his cheek. “Thank you, darling. I knew you’d understand.” She turned to go back to her own room but the Duke caught her hand.

      “Won’t you stay with me?”

      “Not tonight, dear,” she replied, pulling her hand away but kissing his cheek again to soften the rejection. She picked up her candle and closed the door behind her, pretending not to see his forlorn expression.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias awoke the next morning with anticipation fizzling in his veins. He had been so annoyed at the unfortunate timing of Aoife’s arrival in the library the day before. If he had just had a few more minutes alone with Asha, he was sure he could have cracked her icy shell for good.

      Upon reflection, however, the interruption was a blessing in disguise. If Aoife hadn’t frightened his snowflake off, honor demanded that he return her trinket to her, and he still wasn’t certain that he could convince her to look past their roles and spend time with him without that as an inducement. But he still had the ball, so he still had a reason for Asha to meet with him.

      He was still happily contemplating what he might do with Asha today when he sat down to breakfast. He was so lost in his thoughts that he barely heard his father speaking to him. But something penetrated his subconscious and he started to pay attention.

      “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

      “Aoife thinks – that is, we both think – that you need to have experience spending more time among the citizens as part of your royal obligations. Onderville was flooded last month, and their bridge washed away, so you and I are going there to offer our support.”

      “I wonder if they need help rebuilding the bridge? There are some very interesting designs for moveable bridges coming out of Clodonia at the moment.”

      “Er, I was thinking more solidarity, but I’m sure your ideas would be welcome too,” the Duke said weakly, with a helpless glance at his wife.

      “When were you thinking of going?”

      “After breakfast.”

      “Today?” Tobias was shocked by the suddenness of the proposed trip.

      “The problems of Onderville won’t diminish by waiting,” Aoife chimed in. She took Tobias’ hand and gave it a squeeze. “I know you can bring a lot of good there, Toby.”

      Tobias beamed at her praise. She had never belittled his interest in topics that his father disregarded. “Thanks, Aoife,” he said, placing a kiss on her cheek. “I best go pack.”

      “Be quick, dear. The carriage is leaving in half an hour.”

      Tobias went back upstairs with a spring in his step. He selected a few of his favorite engineering texts and the latest pamphlets from the Clodonian Guild of Engineers. He was looking forward to putting his studies to practical use, and to meeting with town planners and professional engineers to exchange ideas. And he would get to spend some time with his father, just the two of them together, something they hadn’t done in far too long. Yes, this was going to be a great trip.

      His only regret was that he wouldn’t see Asha before he left.
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        * * *

      

      Asha was in a foul mood. There had been a lot more chores this morning than usual. Though she had no proof, she strongly suspected Aoife had had a word with Frau Holle to increase her workload and keep her occupied. Finally afforded a few moments respite, Asha went outside to the stables. Tobias usually went riding at this time and she intended to be waiting for him when he got back.

      Bess was standing in her stall and had clearly not been ridden. Asha looked around to see if Tobias might have taken a different horse today but all of the mounts were accounted for.

      “Has Lord Tobias been in today?” Asha asked a passing stable hand.

      “Sorry, haven't seen him.”

      “He left with the Master this morning after breakfast,” Jacques the coachman told her. “Olivier took them in the main carriage.” Jacques sounded disgruntled that he had not been asked to drive them.

      “He’s gone?” Asha said stupidly.

      “Aye, to Onderville,” Jacques confirmed. “Be gone at least a week, I reckon. They’ll be back in time for the Coronation Ball, of course. They wouldn't miss that. But I doubt they'll be home much before.”

      Asha mumbled her thanks and left the stables in a daze. The summer sun could do nothing to chase away the chill inside her. He was gone. He had left without a word, without saying goodbye or when he would return. Anger warmed her insides where the sun could not. How dare he? She deserved better than that. He owed her more than that!

      No. No, he didn't.

      She laughed mirthlessly. She kept forgetting that this was a game to him. He wasn’t actually courting her. He had made her no promises. He didn’t owe her anything… except for a ball. If he was too dishonorable to return her property before he went gallivanting across the countryside, then she would just have to retrieve it herself!

      Indignation stoked her internal fire, as she marched back to the house and up to the family bedrooms. And if there was a tiny spark of hurt there too, she quickly snuffed it out.

      Victoria was still playing the invalid card, sitting near the kitchen fire with her ankle elevated and demanding service like she was one of the family. Asha felt sure that Frau Holle would not allow these theatrics to continue much longer, but they suited her purpose today. She stripped the linens from Tobias’ bed and piled them near the doorway. Now she could search in peace, under the guise of a deep clean of the room while the occupant was away.

      She searched under the bed and the dressing table, looked on top of the wardrobes, investigated every cupboard and shelf. She even tapped the wainscoting around the room to see if there was a hidden recess, but to no avail. Wherever Tobias had put her ball, she couldn’t find it. She made a token effort to right the room again after her ransacking whirlwind, but her mind was already far away.

      If she didn’t have the ball, who would believe that a servant spoke on behalf of the princess?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Asha lay in bed watching the last of the light fade away from the late sunset. She debated with herself going in search of Odette. She had avoided her since their fight, still furious at her blame for the loss of the golden ball. But Tobias’ departure changed things. Asha no longer had an opportunity to get the ball back, so they needed to regroup and form a new plan. Angry and hurt though she was, Asha had no intention of condemning Odette to be a swan forever.

      Before she could put her decision into action, the door to her attic room pushed open. “Can I come in?” Odette asked timidly.

      Asha waved her in, surprised. Odette had never sought her out before. She was clearly struggling with something she wanted to say, so Asha remained silent and gave her the space to speak.

      “I’m sorry, Ash. It was unfair of me to blame you for Toadious’ actions.” She took a deep breath. “But it was hardly fair of you to walk out on me over it. You are meant to be my friend. You're the only one who knows what has happened to me. How could you just abandon me?”

      It wasn’t an unqualified apology, but Asha accepted she wasn’t entirely blameless either. “I’m sorry I haven’t come to talk to you these past few nights. I was just so angry at what you said. Every time I remembered it, the dragon roared within me and I didn’t want to speak to you in case I would say or do something to irreparably damage our friendship. I thought it was better to just keep my distance.”

      “And how do you feel now?”

      “I was coming to find you when you walked in.”

      Odette’s face burst into a smile as bright as sunshine. “Friends again?”

      “Always. Just because I needed some space doesn't mean I stopped being your friend.” Odette threw her arms around Asha in a crushing hug, her usual reticence forgotten. Asha was reluctant to test their fragile reunion by telling Odette the latest developments, but she knew no good could come of keeping secrets either. Odette listened stoically, and though she radiated worry, the anger and blame Asha had feared were thankfully absent. Relief loosened the bands of dread that had been squeezing Asha’s chest.

      “The Coronation Ball,” Odette concluded. “That’s our best chance to get help.”

      “Are you sure? It’s cutting it awfully close to the midsummer’s deadline.”

      “It’s only a few more days. Besides, without the golden ball we can’t move sooner, and at least you will know where all the nobles will be and won’t have to waste time looking for them. Plus, all the Avigny servants will have the night off with the family away.”

      “I guess. But there is no way a servant would be admitted to the Coronation Ball. I’ll have to go as Princess Natashya.”

      “No!” Odette shouted. They both winced at the volume, but relaxed when no sounds of inquiry followed. “No,” Odette repeated more quietly. “You’ve already done so much for me. I won’t ask you to jeopardize your kingdom too. There will be hundreds of nobles at the Ball. Put on a gown and a mask and you will be just another anonymous aristocrat. And I have plenty of gowns you can choose from!”

      “Thank you, Odette.” Asha’s heart felt lighter knowing that her weeks of subterfuge wouldn’t be erased at the final moment, though worry still weighed her down.

      “We’ll have to wait for tomorrow night to get you a dress though. It’s too close to midnight for me now.” Asha moved over in the bed to let the younger girl climb in beside her.

      “We have a plan now,” Odette mumbled. “Assuming you can get the golden ball back from Toadious when he comes home, of course.”

      “Oh, I’ll get it back,” Asha vowed, as Odette shuddered and transformed into back into a swan. She pulled her feathered friend close. “Leave Toadious to me.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, using the system of levers and pulleys the weight of the bridge is dispersed, so that one man can operate the winch,” Tobias explained, pointing to the sketch rolled out between them.

      “This is amazing! We will be able to raise the bridge the next time the floods come and then put it back when the river subsides again. Thank you, Your Highness, thank you so much!”

      Pride swelled in Tobias’ chest like a balloon. It was everything he’d imagined it would be. Being able to give something more practical than condolences, and more personal than money, gave him a sense of validation.

      Tobias looked towards his father to share the joy of his achievement and sighed. Roland was standing apart from the others, looking uncertain and ill at ease without Aoife by his side. It broke Tobias’ heart to see him look so lost. Where was the vibrant man of his childhood? He had lost more than just his mother when Louisa died, he had lost part of his father as well. Thank the stars for Aoife! She had held their family together when it was in danger of shattering like glass against stone. He didn’t know what Roland would do without her. She was his support, his solace, the one he could – and did – depend on.

      Perhaps unsurprisingly, Tobias’ thoughts turned to Asha. What would she have thought of him today? Would she have been proud of his contributions, or disinterested like his father? He opened his satchel and skimmed his fingers over the golden ball within. Maybe he should have left it for her but he didn’t want to lose the opportunity to interact with her again. He was looking forward to returning it to her in person. And if he was honest with himself, he liked having something of hers with him. A token of her favor. Asha would probably argue his sentimental interpretation. The token had not been willingly bestowed, after all, so he was not exactly in favor at present. No doubt she would tell him just how outraged she was with him when next they spoke.

      He grinned in anticipation. He couldn't wait.
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      Asha waited with impatience for the sun to set. Odette nestled beside her, still in her swan form. It was the first time that she had not already transformed by the time Asha joined her in the kitchens for their nightly rendezvous. Finally, the sun dipped below the horizon. A shudder rippled through the swan and Odette appeared once more.

      Together they walked in silence to Odette’s bedroom. Other than the maids coming to dust it, nothing had been disturbed since her transformation. Odette seemed more buoyant once they closed the door behind them, as if she could relax now she was back in her sanctuary. Asha wondered how she could feel safe here, given it was in this house that her family had turned on her, but she wasn't going to risk Odette’s temporary reprieve by asking her.

      Odette had already walked into her closet and started rummaging through her gowns.

      “I have plenty of dresses you can choose from. Of course, I don't have any from this season but fashion changes slowly in Bretonnia, so I'm sure it won't matter.”

      Odette came back into the room her arms full. She had chosen three dresses: one in white, one in periwinkle blue, and one in a soft sea green. She laid them on the bed and held them in turn for Asha’s perusal.

      Asha fondled material of the blue dress wistfully. Odette knew her favorite colors. “I'm not sure this is going to fit me,” she said sadly. “I'm taller than you are and, well, bustier.”

      Odette’s face fell. “I hadn’t thought about that. Let me think. Odile is more your build. She gave me some of her castoffs.” She kept talking as she flicked through the contents of her closet. She came back a moment later holding up a gown. “I never got this one adjusted.”

      “I can’t imagine why,” Asha said sarcastically. She looked in horror at the garment in Odette’s hands.

      It was huge.

      It was ruffled.

      It was orange.

      It wasn’t a gown, it was a monstrosity.

      “Try it on?” Odette asked hopefully. With a long-suffering sigh, Asha took the dress and stepped into the closet to change. It was the typical Bretonnian dress style: a close-fitting corset top that barely covered her modesty paired with a ridiculously wide skirt, filled with frills. They were everywhere. Something inside her whimpered at the thought of wearing such a gaudy ensemble, but she swallowed her pride and stepped out to show Odette.

      “You look… vibrant,” she offered weakly.

      “I look like a pumpkin,” Asha huffed in reply. Odette burst out laughing, but she couldn’t deny it.

      “At least it fits me,” Asha conceded, with a pang for her lost dignity.

      They spent the remainder of their time pulling the appropriate accessories to match the dress – including a mask to conceal her identity and a reticule in which to carry the golden ball unobtrusively. Assuming she could get it back, of course. Odette also found an old blanket that they converted to a cloak with the help of a brooch or two. It would still be daylight when Asha left the castle tomorrow, and she didn’t need to attract attention with her bright colors. They experimented with the lacing on the dress until Asha could get back into it by herself; daylight also meant that Odette would still be a swan and unable to assist her.

      Too soon, the clocks struck midnight, and Odette’s humanity scattered like powdered snow in the wind. Asha swallowed a lump in her throat as she changed into her own clothes. She tucked the gown back into the closet, to leave no evidence of their activities should anyone come through the room. She crept back to her room shrouded in a pensive fog. Their time had run out. One way or another, the Coronation Ball would determine Odette’s future.
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        * * *

      

      “Quick! Hurry! You need to get the tray ready!”

      “What’s the fuss about, Victoria?” Cookie asked crossly. “Supper isn’t due for another hour and a half.”

      “The Master and the Prince have just come home, and the Mistress has ordered tea to be served in fifteen minutes!”

      “They’re back?” Asha barely realized she had said it out loud. She removed her apron and moved towards the staircase with the same intensity and implacability as a lioness stalking her prey.

      “Hey! Where are you going?” Victoria demanded querulously. “I’m better now, so you have no business being upstairs!”

      Asha ignored her. Her business upstairs was far more important than who got to serve tea and it couldn’t wait any longer. She strode into Tobias’ room, not caring who saw her.

      “Are you without honor, that you would leave your debts unpaid?” she demanded.

      “Asha.” The unhidden pleasure in his countenance flustered her. She ignored it and focused on her indignation, stoking the flames that had sputtered at his disarming smile.

      “My ball, sir. You promised its return once I sat with you for afternoon tea. I fulfilled my part. You disappeared without a word and without any attempt to give me my due. So I ask again, are you completely without honor?”

      “No, of course not! I had to leave suddenly, that’s all,” he protested. A smirk crept across his face and he adopted a thoughtful air. “It is a very valuable trinket, though. I’m not sure one afternoon is sufficient payment to cover its worth.”

      “Two afternoons,” Asha corrected. “I shared your picnic also. What else do you want?” As soon as she asked, she became uncomfortably aware of the bed in the next room. She saw his eyes flick to the doorway, so she knew the thought had occurred to him too.

      “A kiss.”

      His answer surprised her. “What, not lie on your pillow?” she asked scathingly.

      “I won’t insult us both by pretending I don’t want that,” he answered slowly. “But not under circumstances like these. I’m not looking for a mistress. I’m waiting until you are willing to admit you want to give us a chance, rather than pretending it is for my sake only.”

      She tossed her head disdainfully. “Don’t hold your breath for that. Actually, seeing as it’s you, do hold your breath.”

      “I will await that event with breathless anticipation.” He chuckled as he walked into his bedroom out of her sight. She hesitated in the ante-room, unsure whether she had been dismissed. She had resolved to storm in after him and insist on the return of her golden ball when he sauntered back carrying the very object.

      “So there is no question of my sincerity, here is your ball.”

      “Thank you.” Warmth colored her voice as she reached for it. He held it above his head, smirking.

      “First, a kiss,” he admonished.

      “Why?”

      “Because you want to but you won’t admit it. This way you can pretend you had no choice.”

      “I don’t have a choice.”

      She glared at him through slitted eyes, but he didn’t relent. “Fine,” she huffed, in a tone that made it clear it wasn’t fine at all. She tilted her head back, closed her eyes, and waited for him to kiss her.

      And waited.

      She opened her eyes again to see him watching her with an insouciant grin.

      “What?” she snapped.

      “You have to kiss me, not the other way round.”

      Asha leaned forward and kissed his cheek.

      “A real kiss.”

      Realizing objecting was as useful as a parasol in a snowstorm, she pressed her lips to his in the briefest peck that could still be called a kiss.

      “There.”

      “That wasn’t a real kiss,” he chided her. Asha felt the fire roar inside her. He was mocking her, laughing at her. He had no intention of returning her property because he didn’t expect her to accept his dare. Well, she’d show him! She reached her arms around his neck to pull him close and pressed their lips together.

      She knew she had shocked him because at first there was no reaction at all from him. But then his lips started moving, molding against hers as if he would devour her. She had expected his kiss to be slimy and repellant – she had called him Toadious for so long she had started to think of him as a toad – but the reality was completely different. His lips were warm, and firm, and moved with hers in a way that was simultaneously teasing and purposeful.

      Tobias wrapped his arms around her waist, drawing her flush against his body. She tightened her arms around his neck fusing them closer together. Her synapses short-circuited and rational thought fled. Asha surrendered to the maelstrom of her emotions without trying to analyze each moment. She was lost in the swirl of sensation unsure where she ended and he began, and not caring.

      But rationality returned and shocked her. She drew back from the kiss and was gratified to see the dazed look of Tobias’ face. She wasn’t the only one affected, it seemed. That made her feel better, that she hadn’t completely surrendered her power. She felt less vulnerable, though still too raw for her comfort. Her fingers tingled with barely contained magic. She recovered her composure first and drew her dignity around her like a shield.

      “I have paid the price, threefold. Now may I have what’s mine?” she asked with her sweetest fake smile, and ice in her tone.

      His initial confusion was replaced with a scowl as he understood her meaning. He looked around him comically for the ball he was no longer holding. Asha saw it on the carpet behind her and scooped it up before he could reclaim it and demand a further price. She was chagrined to realize that she hadn’t noticed him drop it when he pulled her closer for… no, not going to think about that now. She squashed the unsettling memory back into the mental box marked ‘deal with later’ where she kept most of her emotions. The weight of the golden ball was a comfort in her hands. She clutched it to her chest. At last she had the means to get Odette the help she needed, without inciting a war in the process!

      “Thank you for my ball, milord,” she said with as much scorn and disdain as she could muster. She dropped a mocking curtsey to Tobias and sauntered from the room, relieved to know that she would never have to see him again.
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        * * *

      

      The next few hours waiting for the family to leave passed with the speed of molasses. By the time the carriages finally pulled away, Asha felt like ants were dancing all over her skin. She was distracted and snappish as her impatience and worry overrode her politeness, but she didn’t care. This was her last night in Avigny. All that mattered now was getting to the capital and enlisting the Nobles’ help for Odette. Even if they couldn’t break her curse, at least the backstabbing schemers who had caused it would never sit on the Bretonnian throne.

      The wave of relief that rippled through the servants when the family finally left hit Asha with double force. She didn’t linger to enjoy the sup of sherry the other servants were enjoying to toast the upcoming Coronation. She ran to Odette’s bedroom immediately and locked the door. A honk outside prompted her to open it again and usher Odette into the room with her. It was nice to have the company, even though her friend was a swan and couldn’t speak to her.

      Asha sat at the dressing table and did her best with her hair, lamenting the lack of Nika’s skilled fingers to help her, and also the lack of interest she had shown in learning how to do this for herself. She resolved to learn greater self-sufficiency when she returned to Siverus, but for now, her efforts would have to do. She opened the closet and, with a shudder, took out the orange monstrosity. Taking a deep breath to steel her resolve, she stepped into the gown and laced herself up. She looked at the overall effect in the full-length mirror. She looked like a noble, at least, albeit one with atrocious taste in fashion. She turned to Odette who was making a weird hissing sound. Asha narrowed her eyes. It sounded awfully like the swan was snickering at her.

      “This is your fault, you know,” she chided. Immediately the swan endeavored to look contrite. The enormity of what she was about to do and the stakes she was playing for suddenly hit Asha with the force of an avalanche. She climbed on the bed and pulled the swan to her in an awkward hug.

      “I will finish this Odette, I promise you. I will make sure the Council of Nobles knows of the d’Avignys’ treason and will do everything we can to reverse this curse. You’re like the little sister I never had, and I won’t fail you.”

      She kissed the feathery crown and stood up. She scooped the precious golden ball into her reticule and tucked the mask in beside it. With a swish, she pulled the drab cloak around her to conceal her outfit from the others in the Chateau. At the door, she turned to look back at Odette once more, and hoped she hadn't seen her friend’s true face for the last time.
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        * * *

      

      Asha slipped out the side door and made her way to the stables. Jacques was already sitting on the box seat of the coach. He gave her a gruff nod in acknowledgment. Daniel was far more effusive in his admiration. She had paid them both handsomely for their assistance. She had told them she wanted to see a grand ball, and for the amount of gold she gave them they chose to accept her story. No doubt they had their own thoughts on her motives for following the family to the Ball, but neither of them would suspect the truth. Daniel offered his hand to Asha to help her into the coach. Her cloak fell back, revealing the outfit underneath. Daniel's eyes widened as he took in her ensemble. She waited for the snide comment, but she could detect no insincerity when he told her that she looked beautiful.

      “What would Victoria say if you heard you speaking to me like that?” Asha asked, flustered by his earnestness.

      “Actually, I broke up with Victoria,” he confided. “She was not what I thought.”

      You mean she dumped you because she got bored, having already caused the mischief, Asha thought. “Well, she's no Beatrice,” was all she said aloud.

      “You know Beatrice?” Daniel asked, surprised.

      “I met her in the capital. She was the one who told me of the vacancy in Avigny.” Of course, this wasn't quite true. Asha had left all the negotiations to her manservant Piotr, but she sensed that perhaps Daniel was ready to acknowledge the value of that which he had so carelessly thrown away.

      “You know she's leaving?" Asha said casually. “Beatrice? Apparently, she's been taken on by the Siverusan delegation. She will be leaving with them shortly when they return home after the Coronation.”

      “She's leaving?”

      "We should be too,” came the gruff voice of Jacques.

      “Yes, of course,” Daniel replied, thrown. “Milady.” He winked as he used the title, and handed her into the coach. He closed the door, stepped up onto the running board, and gave the signal to Jacques. With a flick the reins, they were off.

      Inside the coach, Asha looked at her dress in dismay. How had she ended up traveling to the Coronation Ball in a pumpkin? She put thoughts of the dress aside and tried to calm her mind for the journey ahead. There would be hundreds of people at the Coronation Ball. Even on her best days, that would be exhausting for her to navigate, and this was far from a best day. Too much contact with the hub-bub of the servants’ quarters had eroded many of her shields. She took deep breaths to steady herself and pushed her unruly emotions back into their box. Serenity restored, she looked out the coach window with unseeing eyes.

      The scenery began to change from rolling fields to more dwellings and smoother roads. Asha realized they were on the outskirts of the capital. She took the mask from her bag and fastened it securely about her face. At least nobody would know it was her in this hideous dress. She checked her bag once more to ensure the golden ball was still nestled securely inside, then sat straight as the carriage pulled to a stop at the Castle steps. Daniel opened the door and offered her his hand to help her step down from the carriage.

      “I'm going to find Bea,” he whispered to her. “Tell her I'm sorry. See if she'll stay.”

      Asha smiled. “Try the Woodcutter's Cottage,” she suggested.

      “Thank you, milady.”

      He closed the coach door, hopped up on the side, tapped the roof, and Jacques drove them away. Asha ascended the staircase with trepidation. She had no invitation and she wasn't sure whether the guards would make a fuss on her entrance. But she needn't have worried. They had obviously recognized the livery and coach as belonging to the Duke because they marked her as his guest and ushered her through without another word.
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      Asha strode into the ballroom, taking immediate command of her environment like the princess she was. A hush fell over those closest to her and rippled outwards. She walked through the crowds with her head held high, pretending she didn't notice their stares or whispers. The crowd parted as she descended the staircase onto the dance floor and more than one curious eye was directed her way. She ignored them all in her singular focus to find Lord Sage, the leader of the Council of Nobles. The crowd closed in behind her and soon swallowed her.

      The music, the chatter, the crush of people, all conspired to overwhelm Asha’s senses. She realized descending to this level had been a mistake. She needed to find Lord Sage but she would never be able to find him in this mêlée. She needed to get to higher ground. She followed the wall of the ballroom until she found a staircase to take her to the mezzanine level. It was slightly less crowded there, and she was able to force her way through to stand at the balcony overlooking the dancefloor below.

      “Good evening Natashya.” She looked around suddenly at the unexpected sound of her name. There was a woman standing beside her, smiling as if they were old friends, but Asha didn’t recognize her. Too wrung out for subtleties, she decided to take the direct approach.

      “I’m sorry, have we met?”

      “Oh, how silly of me not to introduce myself! Here.” The lady handed Asha a calling card printed in gold on embossed paper. It read:

      
        
        Ruby

        Fairy Godmother (First Class)

        UFGM

        UFGP

        MEGPU

      

      

      So, this was one of the elusive Fairy Godmothers. Asha raised an eyebrow at the crossed-out affiliations, and the lady – Ruby, it seemed her name was – flushed slightly.

      “Our organization has had a few unfortunate name changes in recent years,” she explained sheepishly. “It all started when that annoying man said that the Union of Fairy Godmothers was discriminating against him and insisted that they should allow Fairy Godfathers too. And his complaint was upheld so he had to be admitted to the Union and we had to change our name to accommodate him.” Ruby sounded aggrieved.

      “But he wasn’t the worst – at least he actually does his Godfatherly duties. The sprites and dryads just objected to the Fairies’ monopoly on the Godparent industry on principle, hence we were forced to rename it again to the Magical Entities Godparents Union.”

      “MEGPU?” Asha asked, amused.

      “It is easier to pronounce that some of the alternative acronyms considered,” Ruby sniffed. “But how did we get so off track? That isn’t what we are meant to be talking about this evening. Let me look at you.” She inspected Asha from head to toe with a laser focus that made the princess feel uncomfortably transparent.

      “You look like you haven’t been getting enough sleep, Princess Natashya,” Ruby concluded. “I can give you something to help with that.”

      “Thank you, my lady, but there is no need.” Asha was already scanning the crowd below again, anxious to find the Lord Councilor and deliver her message. Her attention snapped back to the balcony at the feel of something being pressed into her hand.

      “Don’t underestimate the curative powers of a good sleep; you don’t know when you might need it.” Asha looked at the glass vial in her hand. It was filled with amber liquid that could have been mistaken for honey except for the hum of power it gave off. Asha understood the power of fairy gifts, and wouldn’t refuse one so freely offered.

      “Thank y—,” she said looking back up at Ruby. But the godmother was already gone.

      Asha looked around for her, but while Ruby was nowhere to be found, Asha spied the Council Leader on the far side of the room. She quit the mezzanine and headed straight for him before she lost him in the crowd again.
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        * * *

      

      "Lord Sage, may I have a moment?”

      The Leader of the Council of Nobles peered at her, trying to place her. Natashya needed to prevent him from recognizing her accent or person – he was still far too shrewd, despite his advancing years –if she wanted to keep his focus where she needed it.

      “I am an Emissary of Princess Odette. She sent me to request your assistance immediately.”

      Lord Sage pointed behind them to the dancefloor. “I’m not sure what your game is, but as you can see the Princess is right here and in need of neither assistance nor messenger.”

      “That is not Princess Odette. That is an imposter.”

      “That’s a very serious accusation you are making. In fact, it borders on treasonous.” His voice was disapproving without straying into outright threatening, though the hint of steel underscored his words.

      She withdrew the golden ball from her reticule. His eyes grew round when he saw it. “I take it you recognize this?” she asked wryly, seeing his reaction.

      “We need to talk, away from prying eyes and ears.” He led her to a small antechamber and checked it was just the two of them before turning to her and demanding explanations. “That ball hasn’t been seen in three years, since the death of the King and Queen. How is it that you have it in your possession?”

      “Princess Odette has had it all this time, and she entrusted it to me to show to you as proof of my credentials.”

      He took the ball from her reverently, looking at it from all angles in awe. “There is a letter inside, written in the Princess’ own hand and sealed with her ring,” Natashya informed him. She could see from his reaction that he knew he could not open the ball himself and that this would be the final proof he needed of her sincerity. She took the ball from him gently and pressed the trigger. He sighed as the dome opened revealing the figurines within, but he only spared a moment to glance at them eager to read the letter from his Princess.

      Natashya gave him the time to read it thoroughly. There were occasional mutterings and exclamations from Lord Sage but she didn’t interrupt him. Finally, he finished and looked at her again, his face ashen. “What has happened to little Odette?” he asked weakly.

      “There has been a subtle coup going on in Bretonnia for years,” Natashya said gently. “Lord Avigny has enjoyed his power as Regent too much to give it up now. If Odette won’t be controlled, then his son is next in line. Avigny has been isolating Odette for years, and three months ago when it became clear that she would not be his puppet, he cursed her. Lady Aoife has been hiding her lineage as a powerful enchantress, and she put a transformation spell on Odette making her a swan. My belief is that it was originally intended only as a means to coerce Odette’s compliance, but it has gone too far now. Odette is in real danger of becoming a swan permanently unless we can break the curse by tomorrow night.”

      “We will arrest the whole family at once. All magic can be reversed; it just takes the right persuasion. Come!” He strode out of the antechamber with the energy of a much younger man, fueled by outrage. He stopped suddenly when he saw the dancefloor, remembering that ‘Princess Odette’ was already present at the Coronation Ball.

      “If Odette is still in Chateau Avigny, who is here wearing her likeness?”

      “Lady Odile, the Duke’s daughter by his second marriage. Aoife has cast a glamour on her to impersonate her cousin. She has been impersonating her for months, ever since they cursed Odette.”

      “How do we break the glamour and reveal the truth?”

      “You need to remove the enchanted object that powers the spell. I think she is using a necklace as the… oh.” Looking at the imposter, Natashya realized that she wore no necklace tonight. So what was the source of the glamour? A mage could see the magical aura around the enchanted object, but they didn’t have time to wait for one to arrive. Natashya was the best chance Odette had, right now. She tuned out the bustle of the ballroom and went to a deeper place inside herself. She let her fear and worry for Odette rise to the surface, and her magic responded to the surge in her emotions. She harnessed the power as best she could, and used it to illuminate the subtle currents of magic throughout the room. As she opened her mind to them, one current glowed brighter than all the rest. She followed it to its source and released her third sight so that she was seeing the real world again. The tendril of magic clinging to the tiara on ‘Odette’s’ head.

      “It’s the tiara,” Natashya told Lord Sage confidently. “Remove that and the glamour will fall away, revealing the truth.” Lord Sage immediately conferred with some of the palace guards around the room, preparing to round up the Regent and his family. But Natashya had no thought to spare for their actions. She had just seen something that made her blood turn to ice. Odile was dancing with Prince Alexei, and he was smiling at her in a besotted way.

      “Mind if I cut in?” Natashya elbowed Odile out of Alexei’s hold during a turn and took her place. Alexei tried to pull back, affronted by her rudeness but she held him tight. “Keep dancing,” she hissed at him. Seeming to realize he would create a bigger scene by objecting, Alexei acquiesced. Natashya caught sight of Odile as she spun Alexei away, still standing in the middle of the floor with a furious expression that did not sit right on Odette’s face. But Natashya had no time to spare for Odile; she had a far more pressing concern in front of her.

      “Have you made any promises to her?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “That woman you were dancing with. Have you made any promises to her?”

      “That is none of your business! Who do you think you are, accosting me like this, bombarding me with personal questions, intruding—”

      “Alexei, it’s me, you oaf.”

      “Natashya?”

      “Of course, Natashya,” she said exasperated, removing her mask to reveal her face. Honestly, she hadn’t thought her twin would need that to recognize her!

      “What are you doing here? And what are you wearing?”

      “I had to borrow a dress,” she said shortly.

      “Well, obviously. What would Mama say if she saw this departure from your trademark white, silver, and ice-blue? Couldn’t you have borrowed something less… orange? You look like…”

      “Like a pumpkin. I know.” Natashya was unimpressed with his levity at her expense. “But my wardrobe is hardly the critical point here. Have you made any promises or are you still a free agent?”

      “I haven’t made any promises yet. But what’s the big deal?” he asked, confused at his sister’s sigh of relief. “I thought you were in favor of me marrying Odette?”

      “I am, but you haven’t been dancing with Odette because Odette is a swan on her guardian’s estate.”

      “Are you serious? How do you know?”

      “Because I’ve just come from Chateau Avigny at her request in search of help. She only has until tomorrow before the enchantment becomes permanent. Otherwise, midnight tonight is the last time she will be human.”

      “I knew something felt off with Odette. How do we stop the enchantment?”

      “I’ve enlisted the support of the Bretonnians who can help her. You and I need to be careful about being seen to interfere. But I want to go back to Avigny. I don’t want Odette to be alone, in case…” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “In case they can’t help her in time.”

      “Well, why are we still standing here then? Interference be damned – this is Odette! Let’s go at once.”

      Alexei took Natashya’s hand so they wouldn’t be separated as he led her on a mad dash across the ballroom. He knocked into more than one couple in his haste, but while Natashya tried to apologize as she ran past, Alexei didn’t even stop. They raced up the staircase to the entrance and ran from the ballroom, Alexei shouting commands for his carriage to be brought at once. It was already waiting at the base of the palace steps, Piotr holding the door open for them. Natashya flashed him a grateful smile as they climbed in. The door was only just closed behind them when a flick of the reins sent the horses running for Avigny. Natashya looked at the horizon and the sun still too far above it. Despite their rapid departure, she was afraid they might still be too late to save Odette.
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        * * *

      

      Prince Tobias was getting antsy. He wanted to leave this stupid party and go back to Avigny. No, not Avigny, Asha. He hadn’t been able to get that kiss out of his head. He could still taste her on his lips – honey and warmth and not at all the ice he was expecting. He had been a fool to toy with her as he had, and a bigger fool not to recognize why he was so reluctant to let her go. He needed to tell her what he had finally realized and to find some way to convince her of his sincerity. She had little reason to trust him, but he would spend all his time earning that trust and showing her how much she meant to him. He loved her. Half-measures wouldn’t do. He needed to find a way to make her a permanent part of his life.

      Why was he even at this ball? His father had insisted – something about family solidarity – but Tobias noted sulkily that Odile hadn’t been forced to come. Granted, she wasn’t actually a blood relative of the future queen, but it’s not like Tobias and Odette had ever been close, even if he was the last family she had left. He saw his father glaring at him from across the room. To anyone else it might have looked like a contemplative expression, but Tobias recognized it for the rebuke it was. He had probably snubbed several noble ladies who would make good marriage alliances while he was lost in thoughts of his fiery snowflake, but he couldn’t help it. These women didn’t even register for him. They faded into insignificance next to her radiance. Asha’s face was all he could see. He kept thinking he caught a glimpse of her and turned to look only to remember she wasn’t here and sink back into his thoughts of her again.

      Wait, that was her! And the Siverusan prince was dancing with her! Tobias watched them confer together, far too intimately for his comfort, and then the prince took her hand and ran with her from the ballroom! Absolutely not!

      Tobias had no idea why Asha had come to the ball, or how she knew the prince, but no way was he letting that foreigner steal his girl. There was some commotion on the dancefloor, but he didn’t have time to stop and see what the fuss was about. He was already chasing after Asha, determined not to let her go without fighting for her with all he had.

      He just hoped it would be enough.
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        * * *

      

      “Your Highness, may we have a word please?”

      Lord Sage’s son had been dancing with ‘Princess Odette,’ and he held her in place now while she looked at the Council of Nobles and the palace guards surrounding her.

      “What is the meaning of this?” She tried to brazen it out, but the panic in her eyes betrayed her. Lord Sage knew his information was correct, even before he reached out and lifted the tiara off her head. The effect was instantaneous. Princess Odette’s features melted away from head to toe, leaving a scared and angry Odile in their place.

      “Lady Odile d’Avigny, I hereby place you under arrest for the crime of treason, the impersonation of the royal heir, and the unlawful imprisonment of the same.”

      “No! Maman!” Odile cried out for help, looking around the ballroom frantically.
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        * * *

      

      Across the room, the Regent watched his plans unravel and looked to his wife for support. “What do we do, Aoife? We have to rescue Odile.”

      “Don’t be a fool, Roland,” Aoife replied sharply. “The girl cannot be saved now. When Tobias is king, he can pardon her.”

      “Tobias will never be king. We are discovered.”

      “They have no proof. A dead swan is not evidence, and Tobias is still next in line for the throne.”

      “Dead? Odette isn’t dead.”

      “Not yet, but that is soon rectified.”

      “What? Murder, Aoife? You are talking about regicide!”

      “I have not come this far to flinch at the final hurdle. I promised I would have control of Bretonnia. I won’t break faith now.”

      “Promised? Promised whom? You are not making any sense, my love,” the Duke pleaded with his wife. “I am going to help our daughter. Please, come with me?”

      “Do what you want, but I will do what I must.” Aoife looked at the guards now approaching them and sneered. She threw her hands to the ground and a cloud of smoke enveloped her, obscuring her from view.

      “Maman!” Odile screamed, echoing Roland’s shock at the choice her mother had made. But it was too late.

      When the smoke cleared, Aoife was already gone.
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      Alexei jumped to the ground before the carriage came to a complete stop. Natashya’s dress hampered her from doing the same, but she was quick to follow him once they were stationary.

      “Where is she?”

      “She’ll be by the lake. This way! Come on.” They ran through the Chateau’s grounds in the fading light of twilight until Natashya saw the familiar white-clad figure by the water’s edge. “Odette!”

      “Asha! Thank goodness you’re here. I—Alexei!” She broke off in distress when she realized the prince had come too. “No! Don’t look at me! I don’t want you to see me like this.”

      Asha could understand her friend’s distress. Though she was still mostly human-looking, Odette’s hair was turning to feathers, her feet were webbed, and her arms were half-way to becoming wings. Asha couldn’t tell if it was because she hadn’t fully transformed back when the sun had set a half-hour ago, or because she was already beginning the transition for the approach of midnight, but it was clear that Sienna’s fears had been well-founded. As the gap between sunset and midnight decreased, there was less and less humanity left for Odette.

      Alexei ignored Odette’s pleas. He sat on the ground beside her and pulled her into his arms. “Please don’t turn away from me,” he whispered. “You have nothing to be ashamed of. You are beautiful, no matter what form you take because your beauty is the person inside and I see her.” His quiet words helped calm Odette. She collapsed against him and let him comfort her, quiet sobs shaking her frame as she leaned on the strength he offered.

      “I’m just so tired,” she murmured into his chest. “Of fighting, of being afraid, all of it. I just want to sleep and forget for a while.”

      “Oh! Sleep – that’s it!” Asha exclaimed. She remembered the words the fairy godmother had said to her: Don’t underestimate the curative powers of a good sleep; you don’t know when you might need it. “It wasn’t an accidental meeting, was it, Ruby?” she muttered to herself. Alexei and Odette were staring at her, not following. Asha wasn’t sure that she was following her erratic thoughts fully – they were coming so fast, it was hard to keep track – but she was filled with a new clarity and certainty.

      “Odette, if you are asleep at midnight, you will be pulled into Dreamworld instead of transformed into a swan. A covenant willingly entered and sealed by blood should take precedence over a curse imposed.”

      “You think so?” Odette looked hopefully for the first time that night but then her face fell. “It is already nearly midnight. How am I meant to fall asleep now? I’m too anxious to settle!”

      “With a little help from the fae,” Asha replied drawing the vial from her bag.

      “You met a godmother?” Odette asked, shocked.

      “She was at the Coronation Ball. She said I looked tired so she gave me this. But I think she knew I would need it here; she just couldn’t tell me outright. You know how the fae are about interfering in human magic.”

      “So I just drink this and I’ll get to the Dreamworld?”

      “Wait, what’s going on?” Alexei interrupted. “Where is this Dreamworld? Is it safe? You aren’t going anywhere without me.”

      “You can’t come, Alexei,” Odette explained. “It is a magic location we can access because of our blood vow.”

      “What blood vow?”

      Asha ignored her twin as a solution occurred to her. “Blood!” she shouted. “Alexei is my twin, we share our blood. Will you share a blood bond now? I think the blood of two of us should be enough to pull him with us.”

      “I don’t understand what’s going on, but if it will keep Odette safe and allow me to stay with her and protect her, then I’ll do whatever you need.” He drew his dagger from his belt and sliced a thin cut across his left hand. A rivulet of blood welled up. “Odette, I will follow you wherever you let me. Let me come with you and help you find a way to break this curse.”

      Odette’s eyes welled up and she could only nod in response, but her eyes conveyed everything she couldn’t put into words. Asha felt like a voyeur witnessing this moment, but they didn’t have time for her to give them privacy. Odette held out her hand to Alexei who sliced the dagger across it as quickly as he could. She winced but didn’t cry out. Asha took charge, pressing their bleeding hands together.

      “Blood of my blood, joined by blood once more, join us in our blood bond and follow us this night.” The air seemed to stir around them as she intoned the words, but she shrugged off the feeling of foreboding. She handed the vial to Odette. “You first.”

      Odette gave a week smile and took a small sip. Asha quickly took the vial back, as Odette swooned almost immediately. Alexei caught her and lowered her to the ground just as the bells tolled midnight. They watched her for a moment, and when she remained as she was without completing her transformation to swan, Asha let out a sigh of relief.

      “You weren’t sure it would work?” Alexei asked curiously.

      “You can never count on anything when magic is involved,” Asha replied with a shrug. “But I hoped. Now, your turn.”

      “I should go last, bring up the rear.”

      “Nobel as that idea is, I would prefer to have you in the middle so that I can ensure you make it, seeing as you have never been to a Dreamworld before.”

      “And we will be talking about when you went to a Dreamworld, and why I am only learning of this now, later.”

      She smiled at the peeved tone; her twin hated being left out. “Sit down beside Odette,” she instructed him. “If you fall asleep as quickly as she did, I won’t be able to catch you.”

      “Good point.” He settled on the ground, tucking Odette’s still form closer to him. Asha handed him the vial.

      “You are my twin, the same blood runs in our veins. Now you are blood-bonded to Odette too, so focus on that link and follow her in your sleep. Princess Sienna will meet you both on the other side, and I will follow as soon as I see you’re through.” Still confused seemingly but willing to trust Asha regardless, he took a swig of potion and slumped into slumber beside Odette. Asha looked at him closely. He was relaxed, and definitely asleep. She hoped the slight smile playing at the corners of his lips meant their plan had worked, and he was in Aurora’s castle in Dreamworld now, but there was only one way to know for sure. She lifted the vial to her own lips, prepared to take the final swallow and join them, when the sound of voices and running footsteps stopped her. There were people coming! She looked at the sleeping couple at her feet and realized that if she joined them then all three of them would be defenseless in the real world. She reached for Alexei’s dagger, meager protection though it was, and saw that Alexei had worn his ceremonial sword to the Coronation Ball. She drew it from its scabbard and tested its weight and balance. Not ideal, but she could swing it if she needed to. She stepped in front of the sleepers, prepared to defend her brother and friend from whatever threat was coming.
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        * * *

      

      Alexei hadn’t been sure what to expect when Asha said she was sending him to a Dreamworld, but he reflected that the very solid and real looking castle wasn’t among his considerations. He followed the sound voices down the corridor and around the corner. Something within him unclenched when he saw Odette had made it through safely. She was fully human here, and talking to another person he easily recognized.

      Princess Sienna of Orella was his sister’s best friend, and as such, he had known her for many years. But they had never exactly gotten on. Alexei had never really known how to deal with the girl who seemed completely immune to his charms, so he had always felt a little awkward with her. His attempts to be suave had always fallen flat and his flattery was met with skepticism. Why someone so beautiful was so resistant to compliments he had never worked out. But despite their differences, he was glad to see her. He was probably one of the few princes of their generation who realized just how sharp the intelligence behind the beautiful exterior was. After all, he had been cut by her razor-wit more than once in their acquaintance.

      “Hello, Alexei. I wasn’t expecting to see you here,” she said with a wry smile that was welcoming nonetheless.

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

      “Don’t worry, we have all night to fill you in. Where’s Asha?”

      Alexei looked behind him as if expecting his twin to have appeared while he wasn’t looking. But of course, she hadn’t. “Could she have arrived somewhere else?” he 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?” Odette asked in a small voice.

      “Natashya will be okay; she’s stronger than she looks.” Alexei did a double-take as he recognized Princess Eva of Vitalia joining them to comfort Odette. Just how many princesses were here in this dream castle?

      “I need to go back. What if she needs help?” Worry for his sister conflicted with his worry about Odette and her curse.

      “You can’t go back; the sleep spell we are in won’t release us until dawn. There’s nothing we can do to help Asha now,” Sienna replied grimly. “She’s on her own.”
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        * * *

      

      Tension vibrated through Asha’s muscles as she waited for the approaching footsteps to come into sight. Tobias ran around the corner and skidded to a halt when he saw her. He eyed the sword warily, and his eyes widened in shock as he looked behind her at the two bodies at her feet.

      “Asha, what did you do?”

      She rolled her eyes in exasperation. “They’re just sleeping,” she told him witheringly.

      He walked to the side, trying to get a better view of the sleepers. Asha kept herself between him and her charges. Tobias noticed the action and halted, uncertainly.

      “Is that the Siverusan Tsarevich? And Odette? How did she get here before me?”

      “She never left here.”

      “She was still dancing in the ballroom at the palace when I left to follow you.”

      “Don’t play dumb. The person dancing at the palace was Odile under a glamour from your stepmother. Who also cast the spell to transform Odette into a swan. We halted the transformation just moments before it would have become permanent, but Odette is on borrowed time now unless we can break the curse.”

      “These accusations are ridiculous. Why would Aoife do that?”

      “So you will be king.”

      “But I don’t want to be king!”

      “Your protestations of ignorance are a little suspect given that your father, mother, and sister are all directly participating in the plot to overthrow the rightful monarch in your favor.”

      “Odette and I never got on particularly well, but I would never wish any harm to befall her. She’s just a kid but she’s the last link I have to my mother.”

      “Look at her!” Asha ordered him. “Really look at her, and tell me that no harm has come to her.” Tobias looked at the sleeping figure of his cousin and blanched, and Asha knew he had seen the feathers, the wings, and the other signs of her incomplete transformation. He looked genuinely shocked, and a little sickened by it. Could it be true that he wasn’t part of this plot?

      He stepped forward as if to approach the sleepers, but Asha raised her sword warily to block his way. He rocked back out of her way.

      “Who are you? A servant girl who dances with royalty and holds a sword like she knows how to use it?” A thought struck him. “You came from Vitalia, from the Wolf’s castle. There’s a rumor going around that he trained a woman to join the Red Hoods. Is it true?”

      “That is true, but I’m not the one he trained,” Asha replied distractedly. An approaching sound had caught her attention.

      “Then who are you?” he demanded again, his tone almost pleading.

      “A very good question.” They both turned at the new voice, and Asha whipped her sword around in defensive readiness as Lady Aoife emerged from the shadows.

      “Aoife?” Tobias asked, confusion evident in his tone. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m finishing what I should have done at the start of this mess, rather than allowing your father’s soft-hearted pleas to sway me, and removing the obstacle between you and the throne.” She turned towards the sleepers but Asha stepped forward to block her.

      “You’ll have to go through me to get to them.”

      The enchantress stared at Asha then laughed mockingly. “What is this? A servant trying to defeat a queen?”

      “You are no queen. Odette will be the Queen of Bretonnia.”

      “Not when she’s dead.”

      From the sleeve of her gown, Aoife withdrew a long, tapered wand and flicked it over her head. Asha felt the air thrum with power and watched as the air itself coalesced into a projectile in front of Aoife who propelled it towards Odette. Asha couldn’t reach it with her sword – couldn’t knock it out of its lethal trajectory. Panicked beyond conscious thought, she reached inside herself and tapped into the portion of her mother’s power that she had inherited. She felt the magic racing through her veins and explode out of her towards the conjured arrow. Ice surrounded it so quickly that it flash-froze, and shattered from the cold into harmless fragments.

      Stunned disbelief froze the enchantress in place also, but it didn’t last more than a moment. She turned and glared at Asha. “Who are you?”

      “Crown Princess Alexandrina Natashya of Siverus.”

      “The Snow Queen’s heir? You’re one of the Thirteen. It will be my privilege to be the one to take you out. Let’s see how much of your mother’s powers you share.”

      Thirteen? What was she talking about? Asha had no more time to wonder. The sky crackled with electricity, an unnatural storm brewing up in response. Asha stood her ground though the strength of power she sensed the Enchantress amass was more than enough to worry her. Failure was not an option. She would not be the only casualty and she refused to surrender her charges. She raised her sword and readied her own power for the fight of her life.
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      Tobias stared at Asha in astonishment, trying to reconcile the servant girl he had bullied, blackmailed, then fallen for, with the heir to the second most powerful kingdom in Fable. He watched in a stupor as Asha fended off pulses of magic lobbed at her by the enchantress and wondered how he hadn’t seen it before. Or maybe he had seen it, but just not acknowledged it? The quiet self-assurance she possessed, so unlikely in a kitchen maid, made sense now. Even the icy personality made sense – shaped as it was by the kingdom she was connected to. But she wasn’t ice. He had seen behind that façade to the breath-taking fire pulsing beneath. He winced as a globe of power came too close to Asha, knocking her off balance as she tried to dodge it and simultaneously shield the helpless sleepers behind her.

      A cold laugh filled the air and he turned to look at his stepmother, the woman who had raised him since he was a child. The warmth that he had known had been stripped away, revealing a calculating assessment underneath. He was seeing the true Aoife for the first time. His whole life had been a lie.

      He stood paralyzed by shock at the night’s revelations as Asha batted away strike after strike. With a sickening lurch, he realized that Aoife was toying with her. Each strike was designed to test her defenses and probe her strengths and limitations. Aoife was deliberately alternating her strikes making Asha run to intercept each one, tiring herself out. The strategy was effective and taking its toll. Asha’s speed and reaction time were both slowing down. She tried to anticipate Aoife’s pattern, but that was a mistake. Once she committed to one direction, Aoife reversed tack and sent a second strike behind her back. Asha saw it hurtling towards Alexei and contorted herself to reach back and knock the strike aside. But Tobias could see that she had overstretched herself, and in protecting the prince she had left herself wide open to the follow-up strike. He watched in horror as Aoife’s green flickering globe arced through the air towards Asha.

      Everything slowed down as his choices were thrown into stark relief. He realized he had been fooling himself to think he had a choice. There was only one acceptable outcome: he couldn’t lose Asha. He threw himself towards her, tackling her just in time. The strike flew over their heads and hit the old oak tree, where it sizzled nastily. He shuddered to consider its potential effect on Asha had it touched her. He stared at the princess trapped beneath him, belatedly realizing that he was both crushing her and in an extremely compromising position. The dangerous look in her eye suggested that neither of those facts had escaped her notice. He hastily pushed himself upright and helped Asha back to her feet too. She took his proffered hand warily.

      “Stand aside, Tobias,” Aoife ordered. “This is not your fight.”

      “On the contrary, I am right where I am meant to be: between Asha and anyone who wishes her harm.”
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        * * *

      

      Asha stared at Tobias in shock. What was he playing at? The rising moon highlighted his proud features, and she had to admit that he looked every inch the king he could be, purpose giving him the resolve he had lacked. She just couldn’t understand why he had chosen her as his purpose.

      “You fool!” Aoife shouted. “I did not work this hard for so long to gain control of Bretonnia just to have you throw it away at the last moment.”

      “You control Bretonnia?”

      “I have controlled Bretonnia for years! Do you really think your father could have ruled by himself?” she sneered, jabbing her wand in the air for emphasis. “He can't decide what to have for breakfast without me there to tell him!

      “I have been building towards this moment for two decades, waiting for my chance. You were the heir, Tobias. You were meant to be the king. I used Louisa's illness to ingratiate myself with the family. Once I was sure my acceptance was complete, I had no need for a lingering patient. Louisa had outlived her usefulness so I increased the dose of poison I was feeding her and removed another obstacle between me and the throne.”

      “You killed my mother?” Tobias asked dumbfounded.

      “I am your mother Tobias. I raised you. Who cleaned up your scraped knees every time you fell from your horse? I did! Who taught you the value of your own worth when you were too shy to talk to that Baron’s daughter? Me! I am your mother in every way that counts.”

      Asha slowly backed away while Aoife’s attention was on Tobias. She needed to check her charges, needed to reassure herself that they were still safe.

      “I had it all set up. The future king relied on me. My control was assured. And then that brat was born. But I am nothing if not adaptable. After all, a princess needs a husband to guide her, and who better than her royal cousin? But I also had a daughter of my own, as another back-up option.

      “My partners assured me that my preparations were unnecessary, that the Piper would take care of her.” The mention of the Piper stopped Asha in her tracks. “But Hamelin botched it,” Aoife continued scathingly, “and couldn’t complete the spell. That’s when I knew I needed to take direct control of the princess. One tragic ‘accident’ later, and she was here at Avigny, away from her supporters and under Roland’s custody. Which, of course, meant mine.”

      Asha simmered with rage at the thought that this woman had been part of the Piper’s plot, and the source of her horrific ordeal. But it was nothing to the dark fury emanating from Tobias. His face had turned as hard as granite, as he looked on the monster that had been his mother.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Asha saw something move in the darkness. Too late she realized that Aoife’s diatribe had been a distraction while she gathered enough power to cast her spell. The shadows solidified into roughly hewn warriors, all the more menacing for their lack of recognizable features. The shadow warriors advanced on Asha in their quest to reach Odette. Tobias stepped in front of Asha, shielding her.

      “Stay behind me.”

      “I can take care of myself,” Asha insisted.

      “I know you can. But she wants me alive. She won’t risk me so let me share that protection with you.” Asha was not too proud to see the sense in his proposal and handed him Alexei’s sword, keeping the dagger for herself. “Besides,” he added darkly. “I need to stop this atrocity that is being done in my name.”

      Aoife was oblivious to his anger. “Come here, Tobias. Let me deal with this.”

      He hacked at the nearest warrior in response. His sword cut clean through the insubstantial shadows doing no damage. He turned to Asha excitedly.

      “They’re not real! They can’t hurt us! They’re just – Ow!”

      The shadows had taken advantage of Tobias’ lapse in attention and the nearest one had sliced a shadow claw across his arm. Tobias stared at the welling blood in disbelief.

      “Apparently wanting you alive is not the same as unhurt,” Asha said grimly.

      “We can’t hurt them but they can hurt us? How is that fair?”

      Asha pulled him out of the way of another strike. “It’s magic.” She twisted her dagger through the air in front of her to ward off the shadows. “It’s not meant to be fair.”

      “What can we do?”

      “They’re shadows. Shine a light at them to dispel the shadows.” Asha huffed as he stared at her uncertainly. “Use the sword’s blade to reflect the moonlight at them.”
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        * * *

      

      Tobias’ face brightened as he finally caught on. He angled the sword in front of him directing the light towards the closest warrior. The beam sliced through its neck and this time the wound did not reseal. He looked to share his triumph with Asha but she was already engrossed in some magic of her own. Rather than distract her, he circled around her, keeping the shadows back with well-placed flashes of light, giving her the time she needed.

      The air around him chilled. The wind picked up and a blizzard swirled around them. Tiny ice-crystals sparkled in the moonlight and magnified the light into a flare so bright he had to shield his eyes. Aoife’s shriek of outrage caused him to look around again. Asha’s magic had dispelled the shadows around them, but she looked wan from the exertion.

      Tobias pulled her to the shelter of the tree, beside the sleeping royals, to give her a chance to recover. Aoife was already regrouping, but the shadows were sluggish in responding to her, while the afterburn of Asha’s spell still sparkled in the sky. Tobias watched warily as Aoife waved her wand more aggressively, forcing her will on the shades.

      “How come you don’t need a wand to do magic like she does?”
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        * * *

      

      The question surprised Asha. “Wands are needed to direct magic and call it to you. I don’t need to call the magic, it’s already part of me. It’s in my… Blood!” Tobias looked confused by her emphasis but she had no time to spare for him. She had just had an epiphany and needed to act on it while this reprieve from the enchantress’ onslaught lasted. She turned her mind inwards, to the core of her power, to the blood in her veins, and to the bond that connected her to twelve princesses and her brother. She felt the strength of that bond, the promise to always come to each other’s aid, and she drew that strength into herself.

      The first jolt shocked her with its suddenness, followed by its sudden absence. But then a stream of strength flowed towards her, filling her up and chasing the fatigue from her limbs. She recognized the ‘flavor’ of some of it – Sienna’s fierce determination, Eva’s quiet steadfastness, Odette’s hope and woven through it all, Alexei’s unwavering and absolute trust in her. Her eyes snapped open, and Tobias drew back sharply.

      “Let’s go, Princeling,” she told him, a corona of power sparking around her. “It’s time to finish this.”

      The first shadow warriors had reformed and advanced on them. This time Asha did not cower behind Tobias but strode forward confidently. She waved her hand negligently at the shadows as she stalked toward the enchantress. She didn’t even turn to look as her ice magic overpowered Aoife’s shadow magic, freezing the warriors in place. The satisfying tinkling of smashed ice told her that Tobias had shattered the frozen statues with his sword in her wake.

      “Tobias! What are you doing?” Aoife’s voice betrayed the first hint of panic. Asha saw in her eyes the desperation of a cornered animal, and the moment she decided to gamble everything rather than surrender.

      “If you won’t follow me willingly, there are other ways to ensure your compliance,” Aoife screamed.

      The magical currents in the air were plainly visible to Asha, her senses still heightened by her borrowed power. Aoife was weaving chains of compulsion to trap her stepson. Everything within Asha rebelled.

      “Tobias!”

      Asha cried out the warning even as she launched a counter-attack; a burst of magic so powerful that she was thrown backward from the force of it leaving her. She lay on the ground, panting from the effort.

      “Is she… dead?”

      Tobias’ question roused her. She looked around. The remaining shadows were turning to wisps. A puff of wind from the lake and they blew away completely. Where Aoife had stood, there was now an exquisitely detailed statue of ice. Her wand was raised to cast her final spell and the hatred on her face was enough to make Asha shiver.

      “I’m not sure,” Asha replied shakily. “I don’t think so. Just contained until the ice melts and releases her again.” At least she hoped so. She didn’t know what they would do if the secret to breaking Odette’s curse had died with Aoife, because she was certain the deadline hadn’t. Strong arms wrapped around her and helped her to her feet. She absorbed his comfort and strength, happy to put down the burden of leadership for one moment. He was saying something. What was it? She was so tired the words barely penetrated.

      “Come on, it’s over, let’s get you inside.”

      “No!” She pulled back from him. “I won’t leave Odette and Alexei alone. Not tonight.”

      “You are so exhausted you can barely stand. You need sleep, Asha.”

      “I can’t sleep until I know they’re safe.”

      “Then I’ll keep vigil with you.”

      Tobias’ offer surprised her, but she had no energy left to argue with him about it. She sat next to him, their backs against the tree, and together they waited for dawn.
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      “Sun’s coming up.”

      Asha shook off her stupor at the quiet murmur from Tobias. She looked at the sleeping duo, covered by blankets Tobias had brought from the house to warm them through the chill of the night. Odette looked so peaceful in her sleep, the anxiety that aged her wakened face absent, for once. Asha frowned at the feathers still in her hair. Once dawn came, she would be released from the Dreamworld and her curse would take hold again.

      The sun finally broke the horizon, chasing the shadows from the sleepers’ faces and casting them in a rosy glow. Asha thought she detected the moment they left Dreamworld; there was a slight shudder that rippled through them. She waited for the inevitable transformation… and waited.

      “What’s happening? I thought she was meant to turn into a swan?” Tobias asked, coming to peer over Asha’s shoulder. She shrugged in response; she had no answer for him. Before their eyes, the feathers faded, the wings transformed into slender human arms, and the webbing between her toes retracted until her feet were normal again. She was wholly restored.

      “They did it,” Asha breathed in wonder. “They broke the curse.”

      “How?”

      “I have no idea.” She paced, unable to sit still while her curiosity burned. Just because dawn had released them from the Dreamworld, it didn’t mean that they would wake immediately. She had no idea how strong the fae sleeping potion was. Besides, she was getting cold sitting still. The sun was too newly risen to offer much warmth, so pacing helped ward off the early morning chill.

      The line of sunlight crawled across the lawn towards the ice imprisoning Aoife. Asha realized the danger and ran to pick up Alexei’s sword. She didn’t know if Tobias had seen it too, or if he was just reacting to her urgency. He grasped the dagger and stood with her facing the statue, ready to subdue Aoife again once she was released from the ice. They watched as the light flowed from her feet to her head, the ice magic dissipating far more quickly than regular ice would melt.

      “Was that… meant to happen?” Tobias asked uncertainly.

      “No.” They stared at the puddle of melted ice that was all that remained of the Duchess of Avigny. Asha didn’t know what to make of it. Had her spell been powerful enough to freeze Aoife to the core, so the sun destroyed her? Or had she managed to escape from inside her icy prison? She could see the same questions in Tobias’ eyes, but thankfully he didn’t voice them. Perhaps he could see that she had no answers for him. She paced again, agitation rendering stillness impossible.

      Finally, a low sound indicated the sleepers were stirring. She rushed over to them and knelt on the grass at her brother’s side.

      “Ash?” Alexei asked groggily.

      “Here, I’m here, Alexei.” He pulled her into a hug and she clung to him gratefully.

      “When you didn’t follow us through, I was so worried, but we couldn’t get back to you. And then I felt your call for strength and knew you needed help. What happened here?”

      “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

      “Alexei?”

      “Odette!” they shouted together.

      “I can feel the sun on my face,” Odette said in wonder, as the tears started to fall. “I had forgotten what that felt like.” The Siverusan siblings enveloped Odette in a hug from both sides as she adjusted to her new reality. As they drew back, Alexei took Odette’s hand and turned shyly to his sister.

      “Ash, I’d like you to meet my fiancée,” he told her proudly.

      “So that’s how you broke the curse! Oh my goodness, congratulations! You have to tell me all about it. Odette, we’re going to be sis—” A large yawn cut off the rest of her sentence. Alexei looked at her in concern.

      “We need to get you to bed. You’ve been protecting us all night, now it’s our turn to look after you.”

      “My bedroom is in the attic,” Asha told him, pointing vaguely towards Chateau Avigny.

      “Are you crazy? I am not letting the savior of both me and my kingdom sleep in a drafty servant’s bed. You can bring her to my room Alexei – I haven’t been using it, but Asha can attest that it has been kept clean.”

      Alexei scooped Asha into his arms, ignoring her protests. In truth, she only put up a token resistance. It was nice to be able to lean on another person’s strength for a while. Now that the adrenaline of the fight was gone, she felt nothing but weariness in its place.

      It was only when the three of them started moving towards the house that she remembered Tobias was there. He approached them with a blanket to wrap around Asha.

      “Is Asha okay?” he asked.

      “Who are you?” Alexei demanded.

      “My cousin. Tobias.” Odette’s voice hardened.

      “So, you’re the one who has been blackmailing my sister into spending time with you and abusing your position of power to force her compliance to your desires. Odette told me all about your treatment of my sister. Not to mention cursing my fiancée and attempting a coup against her.”

      “No,” Asha mumbled sleepily. “He wasn’t part of the coup.”

      “Hmm.” Alexei sounded unconvinced, but didn’t argue the point. “Let’s get you inside.”
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        * * *

      

      Tobias watched numbly as the foreign prince carried his girl away. The Tsarevich walked past him as if he wasn’t there, ignoring the proffered blanket in his hand. Odette simply looked at him with the disdain usually reserved for bugs and stalked past him to join the twins. Tobias knew now that Alexei was Asha’s brother, so not a rival for her affections. But he recognized that Alexei was a formidable obstacle to winning her hand anyway. That look of disdain from Odette said it all really. He didn’t know when his indifference to a child seven years his junior had spawned such animosity, but given what his family had put her through maybe her contempt was justified. Could he have done something to help her, had he just stopped to think of someone other than himself for once? No wonder she had nothing good to share about him to Alexei!

      Neither of them would let him near Asha now, and they certainly wouldn’t give him a moment alone with her. Not that anyone could stop Asha doing what she wanted; he’d like to see them try! But would Asha want to see him? Or would she just walk away from Bretonnia, and him, and go back to her ice palace to rule in solitary splendor, or marry an aristocratic marionette to give her an heir?

      Everything within Tobias rebelled at the thought, but he realized that there was a real possibility that he would never see Asha again.
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        * * *

      

      Asha knew Alexei and Odette were talking, but their voices were muffled and indistinct. Alexei put her down and she looked around blearily. Odette’s room, right. The bed was like a siren’s call to her. She pulled at the laces on her dress and let it fall to the floor, and crawled under the covers.

      “You can look now,” she called hoarsely to her twin, who had turned his back to give her privacy. He tucked the blankets more snugly around her, making sure she was comfortable. He pressed the vial of sleeping potion into her hand and guided it to her lips. She was glad of his support; lethargy weighed down her limbs, and she might have spilled it unaided. The warmth of the potion in contrast to the cold bottle that housed it might have surprised her, if she had had energy left to be surprised.

      Alexei eased the vial from her grasp and kissed her temple. “Sleep well, sis.”

      Asha barely heard him. The potion’s warmth coursed through her, pulling her to sleep, and the world disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      Asha looked around, blinking in confusion. Where was she? It took a moment for knowledge to overcome disbelief. This was Aurora’s castle! Somehow, she was in Dreamworld outside of the hours between midnight and dawn. She ran along the familiar corridor which looked different bathed in morning sunlight. The whole castle looked cozier and less foreboding than it did at night. She climbed the stairs quickly and went straight to Aurora’s room. But Aurora wasn’t there.

      “Of course! It’s daytime – she’s awake.”

      Though she had a good sense of the castle’s layout, she also knew it was too large for a systematic search by one person, especially as she did not know how much time she would have until the sleeping potion wore off and she awoke. She started to search the castle’s daytime rooms but paused when the strains of a harp broke through the silence. Asha followed the sound to the music room. Princess Aurora was playing the instrument, very much awake.

      “Natashya?!” Her cry was somewhere between a question and a shriek of joy. The girls clung to each other in a fierce embrace.

      “Oh, it’s so good to see you!” Happy tears coursed down Aurora’s cheeks.

      “You too! It is so wonderful to know for sure that you are okay here. Letters are good, but no substitute for seeing you in person.”

      “Can we really call it ‘in person’ when we are only meeting in our dreams?”

      “You know what I mean. Don’t make my head hurt with Dreamworld logic conundrums!” Asha laughed as she waved aside her friend’s semantics. “Sienna is on her way to Carabas to confront the witch that cursed you. 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.”

      “But 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 fae-kin.”

      The new voice startled Natashya. A man stood in the doorway, a man who bore an uncanny resemblance to her younger brother. He could be Jack in a few years, from the angle of his cheekbones, to the dimple in his chin. Even his posture was similar. If his familiar appearance was designed to ingratiate himself with her, he had sorely miscalculated.

      “Who are you?” Asha positioned herself in front of Aurora protectively.

      “O!” Aurora exclaimed, her voice full of warmth. But O wasn’t looking at her; he was locked in a staring competition with Asha, and she glared back at him. “Asha, it’s okay. O is my friend.”

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

      “Why would you say that?” Aurora objected.

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

      The stranger smiled, condescendingly. “I assure you, Your Highness, this is my true appearance.”

      “Then why is it you look just like my brother Jack?”

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

      “First you call me fae-kin, now you call me your kin,” Natashya snapped. “Which is it?”

      “Both.”

      His cryptic answers infuriated Natashya. “I am not fae-kin. My blood is too diluted to claim the lineage.”

      “Aunt Crystal has deceived everyone then. She is full blood fae, my mother’s sister.”

      “Who is Aunt Crystal?”

      “Your mother.”

      “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?”

      “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. I haven’t seen my aunt since.”

      “We’re cousins?” Asha asked weakly. That would take some getting used to. “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 your mother, she’s my aunt? What’s she like?”

      O smiled as the questions tumbled out of her. Asha couldn’t check the flow and didn’t want to. She sat down with him on the settee, and he answered all of her questions about their family, the Faerie Court, and the story of Crystal and Cole’s courtship and eventual defection from Faerie. Asha soaked in the knowledge, trying to square it with what she had been told of her family history. There were enough similarities, that she didn’t doubt O’s veracity, especially when his face was proof of their familial ties.

      The biggest shock was that she was fae-kin, a first-generation descendant of a full-blooded fae. That meant she had inherited far more fae magic than she had previously thought. Descendants at a greater remove could exhibit magic as well – most mages had some fae heritage to thank for their powers – but fae-kin was a different category of power. Suddenly, defeating a mage of Aoife d’Avigny’s skill made a lot more sense.

      Asha felt the building pressure that indicated her release from Dreamworld was imminent. She had been so engrossed in her conversation with O that she only now realized how quiet Aurora had been throughout. She turned to her friend sitting across the room with an apologetic smile.

      “I don’t have long left here, Aurora, but hopefully you don’t either.” The girls met in the middle of the room and hugged each other tightly. “We’re coming for you, Aurora,” Asha whispered to her. “No princess left behind.”

      Aurora nodded stoically, the determination in her eyes shining through, even as the rest of the Dreamworld faded away from Asha’s sight.
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        * * *

      

      Disorientation descended when Asha awoke. The unfamiliar surroundings were too much after her strange encounter in Dreamworld. Dreamworld… Aurora… Odette… the fog lifted as memories flooded back. In the late afternoon sunlight, she looked around Odette’s room. Had it really only been twenty-four hours since she snuck in here to get ready for the Ball? So much had happened since then. So much had changed.

      The pumpkin dress was still on the floor by the bed where she had discarded it that morning. No way was she putting that on again! As nothing else in Odette’s closet fitted her, she elected to put back on the maid’s uniform she had stashed there the night before. She went upstairs to her own room under the eaves and pulled out her valise from under the bed. She changed into a lavender day dress. It wasn’t as fine as a princess should wear, but it was better than continuing to wear a servant’s uniform.

      She wandered downstairs in search of company. She figured Alexei would be hungry, as always, so headed for the dining room initially, but voices from the parlor caused her to change course. She entered without knocking but stopped short when she saw Odette and Alexei were not alone.

      “Lord Sage,” she said with a small curtsey of respect to the other occupant of the room.

      “Tsarevna,” he responded, with a much deeper bow.

      Odette jumped up from her seat beside Alexei and ran to Asha. She pulled her into a big hug. “Thank you so much,” she whispered.

      “What are you wearing, Ash?” Alexei asked in mock despair from where he lounged on the sofa, his plate piled high with delicacies from the afternoon tea selection. “Hardly up to your usual standards. Though I guess it’s better than that orange puff-ball you were wearing last night. What has happened to your wardrobe lately?”

      Lord Sage watched the exchange with interest. Asha saw the moment he put it together. “You were the messenger who informed me of Princess Odette’s plight,” he deduced.

      “Yes.” She saw no point in lying about it. Lord Sage was too shrewd to be diverted. All that would do was alienate an ally. “However, we would prefer that my role in this was not widely advertised. As I’m sure you can appreciate, Siverus would not want to be implicated in interfering with the internal politics of Bretonnia. My assistance to Odette was in a personal capacity, not an official one.”

      “I am just grateful for your intervention, in whatever capacity,” Lord Sage replied. “All of Bretonnia owes you thanks. But I will not reveal your involvement, if that is your wish.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Lord Sage has been recounting what actions have been taken since you met him yesterday,” Alexei told her, getting the conversation back on track. “The Duke and his daughter were arrested last night.”

      “Former Duke,” Odette corrected. “He has forfeited his title with his treason.”

      “Roland d’Avigny was quite the broken man when we took him into custody,” Lord Sage told them. “His wife abandoning him and Odile like that? Well, neither of them took it well.”

      “Is Odile blaming everyone but herself and insisting she is too pretty for prison and thus should be released?” Asha asked acerbically.

      Lord Sage inclined his head. “I see you got to know the family well, Tsarevna.”

      “More than I cared to.”

      “Of course, that was only half the family,” Lord Sage continued. “After Aoife’s dramatic disappearing act, we questioned Roland and Odile, but they were unwilling or unable to tell us where she had gone. In the confusion, no one noticed that Tobias had slipped out of the ball already before we put it on lockdown. Once we realized he was gone we questioned everyone. None of the guests knew anything, so we moved onto the staff. Some of the stable lads said that he had called for his carriage and driver and was apparently heading for Avigny. Finally, we had a lead. Captain Bertrand gathered his men and we followed as quickly as we could.

      “Of course, when we got here, we also discovered where Aoife had gone. As she was, um, liquidated, and Princess Odette safe and well, we focused on the remaining member of the family. Tobias d’Avigny has been confined to his rooms here in the Chateau and is under guard until we can transfer him to the capital.”

      “Tobias?” Asha’s stomach lurched uncomfortably. “But he had no part in this.”

      “How sure are you?” Odette asked skeptically.

      “Tobias is guilty of being self-absorbed, unobservant, and indifferent, but he is not guilty of treason. He stood beside me against his step-mother to protect you.”

      Odette was clearly taken aback by the news but slowly nodded in acceptance of her friend’s judgment. “Based on the testimony of the Tsarevna of Siverus, I hereby exonerate Tobias d’Avigny of the crimes of his family and award him the Duchy of Avigny by inheritance.” Asha smiled in relief. She was certain he had no knowledge of the plot against Odette, and would have prevented it had he known. It was not right that he should be blamed with the rest of his family.

      “What about the Duke and Lady Odile?”

      “The punishment for treason is imprisonment, exile or death,” Lord Sage informed them.

      “I know which I'd choose,” Alexei muttered darkly.

      Odette let out a weary sigh. “They can remain in custody until the Council of Nobles can be convened. Their fate can be decided at trial by their peers, as is their right. I want nothing more to do with them.”

      Lord Sage bowed deeply. “Yes, Your Majesty. I will see it done.”

      Odette started at the title. “It’s going to take me a while to get used to that,” she said ruefully.

      “That’s okay sweetheart,” Alexei told her, kissing her temple. “We have all the time in the world.”
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      Asha was restless. It was unexpectedly hard to settle back into court life. After weeks of constant activity, the idleness of the past few days was difficult to endure. Court politics were even worse. She did her duty, smiled and took tea with all the right people, but the only people she had any time for were Lord Sage, Odette and Alexei. And her servants.

      Nika, Sasha, and Piotr had been wonderful since her return to the Bretonnian palace. Asha thought she had known them before, but she had never realized how much of a barrier protocol had put between them. Sasha had a wicked sense of humor and entertained them all with biting commentary on the noble visitors to the castle.

      But no amount of distraction could clear Asha’s dissatisfaction. Odette was free, so her mission in Bretonnia was successfully completed, but now she felt like an unnecessary appendage. The outcome of the battle also left her with the sour taste of anti-climax. With no real resolution, she had no closure, but couldn’t remain on constant high alert. Lord Sage had nothing new to report. Though he said that the guards would stay vigilant for any signs of Aoife, she knew they thought her gone for good. Asha wished she could share their certainty. Why did Aoife do it? Twenty years was a long time to pursue such a goal. It felt unfinished, and not knowing bothered her. Perhaps that was the source of her restlessness?

      She was roused from her lethargy by Piotr’s unceremonious entry to her rooms to announce breathlessly, “The Tsaritsa and Tsar are here.”

      Asha jumped up, her ennui forgotten. She rushed to the hallway window overlooking the courtyard. Her parents were following the butler inside while a swarm of servants descended on the carriages to bring their luggage in, direct the retinue to their quarters, and tend to the horses. Asha ran downstairs as fast as decorum would permit.

      “They are in the Rose Salon, Your Highness,” the butler told her as he passed, presumably to find Odette and Alexei. Asha thanked him without stopping and headed straight for the Rose Salon.

      “Mama! Papa!” she greeted them in delight. “What are you doing in Bretonnia?”

      “Did you think we'd miss our son's engagement party or our future daughter-in-law's coronation?” King Cole asked jovially.

      “And I had a feeling you needed me too,” Queen Christabelle said quietly to Asha.

      “I'm so glad you're here!” Asha confessed, enveloping her mother in a hug.

      Christabelle returned the hug pensively, clearly surprised by the uncharacteristic demonstration from Asha. “We’ll talk later,” she promised.

      There was no time for more as Alexei and Odette entered the room. Alexei was full of pride and bursting with satisfaction. Odette looked intimidated and anxious to please. But she needn't have worried. The Snow Queen belied her moniker and greeted the princess with such warmth that Odette could not help being put at ease.

      Alexei stayed protectively close to Odette, and she basked in his attention. Her eyes constantly sought him out, and he was always nearby to take her hand or touch her cheek, declaring his support with every gesture. Asha would find it smothering personally. She was glad Tobias wouldn't be that way.

      While Alexei’s hovering set Asha’s teeth on edge and would have felt like shackles to her, she also acknowledged that it seemed to work for the couple. Odette seemed grounded now and more assured. She no longer looked ephemeral, as if a slight breeze would blow her away. She had found her anchor, and, with it, a renewed self-confidence. Asha noticed a change in Alexei also. He had finally matured. The carefree rake was gone and in its place was a considerate young man she was proud to call her brother. Looking at them together, Asha could see the same strength of bond between them as her parents shared. Despite the suddenness of their engagement, she knew they were solid – partners and friends, as well as husband and wife. She felt a twinge inside her chest and rubbed the spot absently. She hoped she wasn't getting indigestion from the rich Bretonnian food.

      Speaking of food, a parlor maid and two footmen arrived with platters of afternoon tea. They deposited their trays and left the room at a nod from Odette. Asha got up automatically to serve the tea before she remembered it was no longer her role. Still, she continued serving as a way to keep herself occupied. She was conscious of being the odd one out in the room. Now that Alexei was getting married, perhaps it was time she did the same? When she returned to Siverus with her parents they could draw up a shortlist and arrange the necessary state visits. As she passed out the teacups, the memory of the last time she had served tea resurfaced, unbidden. She wondered if Victoria was serving tea to Tobias in the library now – not that it was of any concern to her.

      Odette and Alexei were recounting their adventures to the Tsar and Tsaritsa, as a prelude to how they had gotten engaged so suddenly. Of course, the secret correspondence came to light. Christabelle gave her son a reproachful look but didn’t interrupt their story. They skirted any mention of Dreamworld, implying that their shared dream was only a result of the fae potion Odette took to halt her transformation. Asha was glad of the omission. The fewer people who knew of the strange connection she shared with her fellow princesses the better. Odette had joined them every night since her curse was broken, but Alexei had not reappeared. It seemed the shared blood was only strong enough to enter into Dreamworld when supported by fae magic. Asha watched her mother closely as the fae were discussed, but could see no hint of a greater connection or interest from her. She would save those questions until they were alone.
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        * * *

      

      Odette touched the jeweled combs in her hands reverently. Shaped like snowflakes, each exquisitely detailed in diamonds and filigree silver, they were more than just valuable decorations. Like the golden balls the de Breton family owned, these jewels were symbolic of the Siverusan royal family. Queen Christabelle had made it clear that she considered Odette part of their family already, when she gifted the combs to her that morning.

      “I want to wear these combs today,” she announced to the team of lady’s maids who had descended on her to prepare her for her Coronation. It was the first input she had made to the proceedings. The woman in the mirror did not look like her, and she struggled to accept this mature, poised visage as her own reflection.

      “Are you sure, Ma’am?” one of the ladies – Stephanie perhaps? – asked. Odette understood the hesitation. Wearing the symbols of Siverus on her Coronation as Queen of Bretonnia was a declaration of an alliance more powerful than mere words. Undoubtedly, there would be some who would consider her a Siverusan puppet, that the alliance was no more than a thin veneer for a takeover, but she didn’t care. Alexei’s family had claimed her as their own and she wanted to publicly claim them too. She had thought she was alone, but now she had a family again. She was determined that they would be acknowledged and included in this important day.

      She followed the ladies where they directed until, finally, they declared her ready. She was deposited in the ante-room off the main throne room. Suddenly alone, she started to doubt herself. But before she could work herself into too great a panic, Lord Sage entered and bowed deeply.

      “Your Majesty, you look radiant.”

      They had already walked through the ceremony several times, but all of her instruction flew out of her mind as Lord Sage led her into the now packed throne room. The faces blurred as she stepped onto the dais. Lord Sage intoned the speech that would see her formally invested as her father’s successor. She responded at the right parts but couldn’t remember speaking.

      Then she saw Alexei sitting at the front and her world snapped back into focus.

      He was flanked by Natasha and Christabelle, staring at her with eyes full of pride and a face shining with love. And then he winked at her, the irreverent scamp! She couldn’t help it, she beamed back at him, just as Lord Sage placed the ermine-trimmed Crown of Alain the Valiant on her head completing the ritual.

      “Bretonnia, I give you your monarch. Long live Queen Odette!”

      The assembled aristocracy repeated the cry, amid deafening cheering. She surveyed the people who were now her subjects, smiling at them all. One face kept drawing her attention, and she knew her greatest treasure was not the crown on her head, but the man who had pledged to spend the rest of his life by her side.
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        * * *

      

      After the official words had been spoken, a procession began so Odette could welcome each of her guests and thank them for their attendance. The non-Bretonnian attendees went first to offer congratulations to the new monarch and good wishes for future alliances. King Philippe conceded Vitalia’s place at the top of the receiving line, recognizing Siverus’ greater claim on this occasion. Queen Christabelle acknowledged the gesture with a magnanimous nod of her head.

      Alexei didn't wait for protocol niceties. He bounded onto the dais and kissed Odette most inappropriately. Not that the kiss itself was inappropriate. By Alexei’s standards, it was actually quite chaste. Still, a kiss of any sort was indecorous during a Coronation ceremony. She tried to give him a reproving glance but it had no effect on him. He kissed the tip of her nose, completely unrepentant. Behind him Christabelle sighed in fond exasperation. Asha rolled her eyes at his antics, but only once she was certain no one but Odette could see her. Of course, that caused Odette to giggle and she desperately tried to swallow her laughter and maintain a dignified appearance while she greeted King Philippe and Queen Marianne. Crown Prince Edward was present on behalf of King George of Anglia, Bretonnia’s neighbors on the opposite side to Vitalia. The only other royals in attendance were the King and Queen of Northaven, Aurora’s parents. They gave no indication that their daughter and heir had been missing for over a month, and that no one had been able to find her. Their nonchalance sickened Odette, and she greeted them as coolly as protocol would permit. After the royals, the ambassadors from all the other kingdoms brought messages of support from their monarchs to the new queen.

      Finally, the well-wishers shifted to the Bretonnians. While the foreign dignitaries were always welcomed starting with the most important, for her new subjects the receiving line was ordered according to increasing rank. Representatives from all the Guilds in the city presented her with tokens of their industry and skill. Then followed a parade of Barons, Vicomtes, Comtes, and Dukes. The faces and names had started to blur for Odette when she became aware that a hush had fallen over the room.

      “Tobias, Duke of Avigny,” the herald announced.

      Though the details of what exactly had befallen Odette had been kept quiet, plenty of speculation had circulated since her return to the palace. Everyone had witnessed the arrest of the d’Avigny family at the Coronation Ball and were waiting to see how the sole remaining member would be received.

      Tobias dropped to one knee in front of the throne and bowed his head deeply. “My Queen.”

      “Cousin,” Odette responded, claiming their kinship publicly. “There is no need for such formality between us. We are family.” Tobias smiled gratefully at her, but she didn’t miss the hopeful look he cast at Asha, standing to her side. Odette darted her eyes sideways, but Asha was studiously avoiding acknowledging Tobias, and his hope faded away to be replaced by something akin to anguish. With the last of the guests acknowledged, Odette led her party off the dais and back to the ante-room. But she couldn’t help wondering about her cousin’s reaction. That was not the reaction of the callous playboy she had assumed him to be. Perhaps she had misjudged his feelings for Asha.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tobias watched Asha walk away without even looking at him, and felt sick to the pit of his stomach. She had withdrawn completely, as if she had never met him, her perfect icy façade firmly back in place. No! He wouldn’t let her put those walls between them, not without trying to breach them. He walked to the ante-room and the guards let him through after a moment’s hesitation. After all, he was now the highest-ranked noble in Bretonnia after the Queen, and she had welcomed their kinship.

      Only Odette and the Siverusan royals were in the ante-room. Lord Sage and his attendants had already left. Tobias caught Asha’s eye as soon as he entered, and she froze like a rabbit cornered by hounds. He took a step towards her but she turned away from him and approached Odette instead.

      “Congratulations again, Odette. Or should I say ‘Your Majesty?’” she teased while embracing her friend. “I need some air. I’ll see you later.”

      She left the room and Tobias moved to follow her, delighted at the chance to talk to her alone. But Alexei stood in front of the door, barring his way.

      “My sister wants some privacy. I think you should give it to her. You have encroached on her space too much already.”

      Tobias winced at the accusation, conscious that his beloved’s parents were listening to the exchange, but he couldn’t protest the summation. It was clear he wasn’t going to be leaving this room while there was a chance he could catch up to Asha, and he recognized that he had another task to accomplish first. Taking a deep breath to steady him for his audacity, he turned to the rulers of the second most powerful kingdom in Fable and announced, “I want to marry your daughter.”

      There was a stunned silence in the room. King Cole’s usual easygoing demeanor hardened as he looked him over. “It seems my daughter does not want to marry you,” he replied, with a pointed glance at the door through which Asha had just fled.

      “No, I need to work on that,” he admitted ruefully. “But I intend to. The reward is worth the effort.”

      “You couldn’t get the Bretonnian throne so now you’ve set your sights higher?” Alexei scoffed.

      “Indeed,” Cole agreed, his eyes still cold. “The throne of Siverus is quite the reward.”

      “No!” Tobias retorted angrily. “I wish she wasn’t the Tsarevna. It just complicates everything. I never wanted to rule Bretonnia, and I loved Asha before I knew who she really was.”

      “You love her?” It was the first time Queen Christabelle had spoken to him.

      “Yes, Your Majesty, I do,” he said respectfully. He knew that her opinion was the one that truly mattered. She was the one he had to convince, or she would never let him near Asha again.

      “Why?”

      Why? What sort of question was that? Surely she knew how amazing her daughter was. He tried to order his thoughts into a coherent argument.

      “She has such passion in her, such fearlessness. She is more vibrantly alive than anyone I’ve ever met. She makes me feel more alive when I’m with her. I love her biting wit, how she chastises and challenges me. When she laughs, it’s like the sun breaking through clouds to brighten the day. I love the fire inside her and her outspokenness and—” Tobias broke off to glare at Alexei, who was choking on his laughter.

      “Fire? Outspoken? I’m sorry, have you met my sister?” he asked derisively.

      “Yes. Have you?” Tobias retorted hotly. “There’s more to her than that mask of icy perfection she wears, you know.”

      “Enough.” One word from Queen Christabelle silenced them both. She turned to Tobias, and he felt the judgment in her gaze. “An outspoken and passionate woman does not make for an easy wife,” she cautioned him.

      “I don’t want easy. I just want Asha.”

      She weighed his words and reached a decision. “I cannot give you permission to marry my daughter.” Tobias’ heart constricted in his chest and breathing became difficult. He almost missed the Tsaritsa’s next words. “That permission is Natashya’s alone to bestow. But I give you my blessing to court my daughter if she will accept your suit.” Air rushed back into his lungs. She wasn’t going to block him! She might not exactly be an ally, but nor would she actively oppose him and that was more than he had dared to hope for.

      Now all he had to do was convince Asha.
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      Tobias tracked Asha to the summer gardens in the palace grounds. It had been hard, so hard, to stay away from her last night during the Coronation banquet and again this morning at breakfast. But he knew he needed to approach her alone, where she didn’t feel the need to maintain her façade for any audience they might acquire. He turned a corner on the path and saw she had stopped to smell the hibiscus. She was surrounded by the colorful blooms, in stark contrast to the monochromatic white of her gown. She was breathtaking, the juxtaposition of color reinforcing her exotic appeal.

      “These flowers must be very different from what you are used to in Siverus.”

      She started at his voice, betraying how far away her thoughts must have been. But she quickly recovered her poise. “Yes, even in summer our gardens do not have this range of color. There are some things from Bretonnia I will miss when we leave.”

      “Are the flowers the only thing you will miss from Bretonnia?” Tobias asked.

      “Well, of course, I will miss Odette. And now Alexei too, seeing as he is staying here.” She trailed off, wistfully.

      “And the millefeuille pastries?” he teased, hating to see her sadness.

      “Of course,” she smiled.

      “And me?” Tobias pressed, taking her hand in his. The shutters came down at once. She didn’t exactly snatch her hand away, but it was close.

      “What do you want from me, Tobias?” Though her voice conveyed cool indifference, he counted it a small win that she still used his name rather than ‘Lord Avigny.’

      “I want what I’ve always wanted: the chance to win your heart without our roles getting in the way.”

      “And as I told you then, our roles will always get in the way.” She had told him that, but he had assumed she meant the gulf between maid and nobility. The chasm between the scion of a minor royal house and a future Empress was equally wide, but he was less certain of her willingness to cross the divide for him, compared with his previous intention to elevate her.

      “They don’t have to,” he told her, appealing to her rationality. “We belong to the same circles. We are actually very compatible.”

      “In what way are we compatible?” she retorted archly. “I have no interest in an affair, and you have no interest in marriage.”

      “That’s a rather large assumption to be making about my intentions towards you,” Tobias challenged her, hurt by the insinuation.

      “It’s not an assumption. You told me yourself your views on marriage.” Ouch. She was right, he had. But so much had shifted since then it was like remembering a different life.

      “I changed my mind. People change. I’ve changed.”

      “The throne of Siverus would make anyone reconsider,” she scoffed.

      He bristled at her erroneous supposition. “I don’t want the heir of Siverus. I don’t want Princess Alexandrina. I want Asha. I love you, Asha.” For a moment he thought he had gotten through to her. Her façade cracked, revealing the bewilderment beneath, but she shored up her defenses immediately, shutting him out again.

      “This rosy future you have imagined is a fantasy, and I have no interest in being part of it.”

      “No, you would prefer a loveless, practical marriage, where you never have to give up control!” He shouldn’t have snapped at her, but his frustration was mounting. She had smothered her fire under a layer of snow. He needed to ignite it again.

      “You're scared!” he goaded her, in the hopes of eliciting an emotional response from her. Even anger would be better than this blank politeness. “You're too frightened to give your feelings a chance! To give us a chance! No wonder they call you the Ice Princess!”

      That got a reaction, but not the one he was hoping for. She retreated even further behind her walls, and the frost in her gaze chilled him to his soul. “I’ve given you my answer, and you no longer have leverage over me to force me to change it to suit your whims.”

      It was a punch to the gut. “Do you really think so little of me?” he whispered. She didn’t answer, but her eloquent shrug spoke volumes. Something inside him crumpled as he finally accepted the hopelessness of his quest. He couldn’t convince her if she wasn’t willing to be convinced.

      “In that case, I won’t trespass on your time any longer. Please forgive the intrusion. I wish you nothing but the best.” He bowed formally and walked away from her before she could see his tears, leaving fragments of his shattered heart strewn in his wake.
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        * * *

      

      Tobias stopped halfway down the palace steps. The Tsarevich was lounging against the d’Avingy carriage. His stance was casual but there was a predatory gleam in his eyes. Tobias approached him warily.

      “So that’s it, you’re leaving?” he accused. “What happened to fighting for my sister? Or are you just talk?”

      Tobias rubbed his eyes wearily. He had spent a sleepless night considering his options, and he wasn’t in the mood to have them picked apart by Asha’s hostile brother. “I tried. She said no. So it’s time to leave. There is nothing for me here.”

      The Tsarevich dropped the antagonism. “She didn’t mean her refusal, you know. She’s just scared,” he said, almost apologetically.

      “I know,” Tobias agreed sadly, surprised by the solidarity from the other prince. “But she doesn’t know. No means no. Until she is ready to admit to herself that she wants this too, I will respect her decision. I’ve done too much to force her hand in the past.”

      “That makes a lot of sense. You know, I never thought I’d say this of any man, but I think you might actually be worthy of my sister.” He reached out his hand, and Tobias shook it. “Don’t stay in Avigny for too long. You know you are welcome here whenever you want to visit. After all, we will be family soon.”

      Consumed by thoughts of Asha, it took Tobias a moment to understand his meaning. “Look after Odette. She deserves someone who cherishes her. She’s lucky to have you.”

      “I’m lucky to have her. Safe travels, Tobias.”

      Tobias started at the familiar use of his given name and then smiled at the acceptance it implied. “Thank you, Alexei.” He stepped into his carriage and Olivier flicked the reins and drove out. Tobias sank back into the seat and closed his eyes. His parting with Prince Alexei was on much more cordial terms than he had expected possible. If only Asha were as open to reevaluating assumptions as her brother, he might not feel quite so despondently certain that he would never see her again.
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        * * *

      

      A shooting pain lanced through Asha’s chest as she watched the carriage drive away. She had held her composure during their garden encounter only with extreme effort, but now she was alone that composure cracked. She leaned her head against the hallway window. She wanted to shout after him to stay, but she squashed that reaction back into the box with the rest of her heart-led decisions and locked it tight. Letting emotion overrun her logic had never helped her in the past and wouldn’t help her now. She had concluded that the best way to deal with the awkward situation was to be polite but distant with him for the remainder of her time in Bretonnia. She should be relieved that his departure removed that awkwardness. She rubbed her chest, trying to alleviate the pain.

      The strength of her reaction was indication enough that Tobias d’Avingy was a threat to her emotional stability and independence.

      I don’t want Princess Alexandrina. I want Asha.

      Those words would haunt her if she let them. Even though she knew it was just a line, she wanted to believe it too much. If she gave him her heart, she would chase the illusion until it destroyed her. Surrender her identity piece by piece to try to make his words true. Until there was nothing left but a shadow of her former self. And who could love a shadow?

      I don’t want Princess Alexandrina. I want Asha.

      No, it was definitely for the best that he was gone. It was time for her to return to Siverus and get on with her life. Without Tobias.
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        * * *

      

      Queen Christabelle watched with sadness and no small degree of worry as her daughter closed in on herself. Natashya was good at hiding it; possibly no one else in Bretonnia had noticed the slide. But Christabelle knew her better than that. She saw the signs of melancholia dragging Natashya under again, despite the smiles she showed to the world.

      Christabelle didn’t mention it at first, hoping that Natashya’s dark cloud would lift, or that she would choose to confide the source of her unhappiness. But it had been nearly a week since she and Cole had arrived in Bretonnia and neither had yet happened. If anything, Natashya had withdrawn more. Alexander had told Christabelle of his conversation with Lord d’Avigny, and she was certain that he was somehow connected to Natashya’s downward spiral. Though she would prefer to wait until Natashya was back in Siverus, in a safe space away from prying eyes, she knew she could not delay any longer. If the source of her daughter’s despondency was in Bretonnia perhaps the solution was too. And if not, they were due to depart in a day’s time, so she could have Natashya safely away. Far better than waiting until they were a thousand leagues away to discover that Bretonnia held the answers.

      Christabelle entered Natashya’s rooms without knocking. Her daughter was directing her servants in packing her cases, somehow managing to be simultaneously engaged in the minutiae and far away. The two servants noticed her and immediately curtsied.

      The queen acknowledged them with a nod. “I would like to speak with my daughter alone,” she announced, dismissing them. They curtsied again and with a swift “Yes, Your Majesty,” they quit the room.

      “Is something wrong, Mama?”

      Christabelle sat on the couch. “We haven’t much time together, just the two of us. I’ve noticed you’ve seemed a little down lately. Do you want to talk about it?”

      Natashya sighed wearily. “I’m just exhausted. This trip was not exactly the relaxing state visit I was expecting. I will be glad once we board our ship and I can sleep all the way home.”

      “This listlessness seems like more than simple tiredness,” Christabelle probed gently. “Are you sure that’s all that’s wrong?”

      Natashya shrugged and glanced out the window, unable to meet her mother’s eyes. Christabelle smiled grimly. She knew she was on the right track. With a silent apology for any emotional wounds her words might rent apart, she opened the conversation she had been longing for since Odette’s Coronation.

      “Tell me about this Tobias.”

      “There’s nothing to tell,” Natashya replied dismissively, but Christabelle saw the tension that gathered in her shoulders at the question.

      “You like him?”

      “He’s a distraction I don’t need.”

      “A distraction? A distraction from what?”

      “From my duty. From learning to be a good monarch. Siverus needs my focus. How can I let foolish fancies take me away from that? You are amazing, Mama. Your legacy is hard to live up to. But I will keep working at it, until I can arbitrate dispassionately, and rule justly, and do the right thing even when it is the hard thing, without it weighing me down. I need to be strong.” She paced agitatedly, her obvious discomfort with the topic not letting her sit still.

      “Is that what you think? That I am strong all the time?”

      “Of course. I’ve never seen you falter from what needs to be done.”

      “But that doesn’t mean that it is not hard for me.” Christabelle pulled her down to sit beside her on the couch. “We all need support sometimes. The avalanche is powerful, but each snowflake is fragile.”

      “Lord Avigny is a poor choice of consort for me. Alexei’s engagement means Siverus already has a much stronger link to Bretonnia. My marriage should create another alliance for us.”

      “Alliances can be made in other ways. You don’t have to sacrifice matrimonial happiness for one. Did you ever wonder why I chose your father?”

      “Papa is wonderful,” Natashya defended him automatically.

      Christabelle smiled at the fiery response, the side Natashya let so few people see. And yet it seemed young Avigny had. “I couldn’t agree more,” she replied. “But he is not connected to any of the great houses. He brought no alliances within Siverus or internationally. Yet I chose him over so many others who would have gladly accepted to be my consort.”

      “You left Faerie for him.”

      Christabelle didn’t try to hide her shock. She listened intently as Natashya explained the curse on the Princess of Northaven, about Dreamworlds and a blood vow. Christabelle got an insight into the mysterious malady that had struck her daughter four years previously, but she didn’t interrupt, knowing that Natashya needed to purge herself of the secrets that had been poisoning her. And then she reached the part about taking the fae potion and meeting O. Christabelle pursed her lips. It seemed her nephew was skating very close to the line of non-interference in his dealings with Princess Aurora, and that could backfire badly. But she was more annoyed at the family history he had revealed that wasn’t his to share. And Natashya was obviously disconcerted by the revelations too.

      “Why didn’t you tell us the truth, Mama?”

      Christabelle sighed. “The burden of fae-kin is high. I wanted to spare you that if I could. You don’t appreciate the full extent of fae-kin power, but there are plenty of people who do. As the Siverusan heir, you are already wary of the motivations of others. How much worse would your mistrust be if people knew you could summon storms, make barren land fertile, control the tide?”

      “I can’t do any of that!”

      “Yes, sweetheart, you could,” Christabelle replied sadly. “You and Jack both have the power of nearly full-blood fae. You have no idea what you are capable of. Being fae-kin is a blessing and a curse. I wanted to protect my family from those who would try to exploit you and your power for personal gain.”

      Natashya nodded. “What about Alexei?”

      “He seems to have avoided the fae legacy. I would say his charm was a fae gift except that Cole is just as charming without a drop of fae blood!” Christabelle watched Natashya closely. She still seemed distant. “I’m sorry you found out as you did. I broke ties with Faerie when I left to marry Cole, so I never dreamed one would approach you.”

      “How did you know, that Papa was the one? What made you willing to give up everything for him?”

      Natashya’s distance made sense now. She was pondering a much bigger question. It hurt Christabelle’s heart to know that her beautiful, brilliant daughter still thought that to love someone she had to surrender her personal identity in the process. How could she make her see that it didn’t have to be like that?

      “I didn’t feel like I was giving up something,” she explained. “I have the strength to make the decisions I have to make because I have your Papa to hold me afterward. I am full-blood fae and Queen of Siverus in my own right. It is not easy wielding the power we do. But Cole makes me laugh even on the hardest days, and he dries my tears when I can’t keep them inside anymore, and he never thinks less of me for either of them.”

      Natashya absorbed her words thoughtfully. Christabelle sat in silence, giving her time to process it at her own pace. There was a moment when her face cleared and joy lit her up like a sunbeam, but the dark clouds of doubt quickly rolled in again. “How do I know if Tobias is the right one?”

      “What does your heart tell you?”

      “I can’t trust my heart,” Natashya objected immediately. “My heart led me to Dmitri, and look what a disaster that was.”

      “Why was Dmitri wrong?”

      Natashya gave her mother an exasperated look. “He was selfish and manipulative. He wanted to curry favor for his family’s advancement and he used me to do it. He told me he loved me but everything came with strings. And I let him entangle me in those strings hoping it would be enough to hold his attention. But it was never enough. I was never enough.”

      “You were not the one lacking; he was,” Christabelle said with frost in her voice. “Dmitri Ivanov is a petulant child, a bully and a user. He wanted the future Queen of Siverus but wasn’t man enough to stand beside you without feeling threatened and chose to belittle you rather than rise to the occasion himself. So, do you think Tobias is like that?”
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        * * *

      

      Asha stared at her mother, transfixed by this new perspective.

      I don’t want Princess Alexandrina. I want Asha.

      “From the way I heard it,” her mother continued, breaking the silence, “He tried to court you – however inept his execution – when he thought you were just a maid, with no powerful ties to offer him. But he also wasn’t frightened off when he discovered your true connections. Oh sweetheart, you deserve love and laughter in your life, not just duty. Really, the only question that matters is ‘could Tobias make you happy?’”

      I want Asha.

      “Yes,” she whispered, the truth ripped from her soul. “But I’m scared, Mama. If I open myself up like that, if I let myself love him, I make myself vulnerable. I’m so scared he will hurt me.”

      “That’s what love is: giving another person the power to hurt you, but trusting that they won’t.”

      Could she really trust someone that much? Asha wondered. But the answer was obvious even before she finished asking the question. Tobias who had come to check on a servant after his friend had propositioned her. Tobias who had leverage over the same servant but didn’t force her into impropriety. Yes, she could trust him.

      “What if it’s too late?” Asha whispered. “I was so adamant in refusing him, and he left. What if I’ve missed my chance?” Anguish laced every word. It was only now that she fully appreciated what she had thrown away, and how flawed her reasons for doing so were.

      “Why don’t you go to see him, and find out for yourself?” Christabelle suggested. “I believe you know where he lives?” Asha ignored her mother’s gentle teasing, too captivated by the idea she proposed. Could she do it? Could she put her heart out there and risk rejection? But if she didn’t, what then? She unlocked the compartments in her mind, for once allowing the emotions she kept tightly contained to run free. They washed over her but when she didn’t fight against the current, she no longer felt like she was drowning. When the tumultuous sea calmed, she was filled with certainty. She loved Tobias, and she would regret it for the rest of her life if she didn’t give love a chance.

      She turned to share her revelation with her mother, but the serene smile on the Tsarita’s face told Asha she already knew. She probably had known long before Asha herself. “Thank you, Mama,” she said, embracing the woman who was everything she aspired to be. “How is it you always know the right questions to ask, to show me what I already know?”

      “Because I’m your Mama, sweetheart. It’s my job to know.” She returned the hug, and Asha felt wrapped up in a blanket of unconditional love and support.

      “I love you, Mama.”

      Christabelle’s breath hitched. “I love you too, Natashya. Now, go get your prince!”
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      Asha smoothed her hands over her dress in an uncharacteristic show of nervousness as her carriage pulled up outside the familiar façade of Chateau Avigny. Piotr opened the carriage door but she didn’t move. He cleared his throat in a non-verbal rebuke, and she steeled her courage. She accepted his hand as she alighted from the carriage. Piotr was acting as both coachman and footman for her today. If her reception wasn’t favorable, she didn’t want anyone other than her closest confidantes to be aware of her humiliation.

      Piotr preceded her to the front doors and rapped twice on the brass knocker. When a footman answered the door, Piotr immediately presented him with her calling card. He didn’t wait for the footman to read the gilded lettering, instead announcing “the Tsarevna Alexandrina Natashya of Siverus to see Lord Avigny.”

      The flustered footman scrambled to work out the proper protocol for treating such exalted royalty, given they had arrived so unexpectedly. Daniel, for Asha saw now that it was him, tried to show them to the guest salon. Asha knew this tactic; it was one the family used when they wanted to gain time by distracting guests with refreshments while their hosts dawdled elsewhere. Asha had no intention of being sidelined like that.

      “Where is Lord Avigny now?” she demanded imperiously.

      “The library, Your Highness.”

      “Thank you.” She swept past him towards the library. He belatedly realized her intent and hurried to lead her.

      “I remember the way, Daniel” she chided, neither stopping nor allowing him to get in front of her. From the corner of her eye, she saw him freeze in shock that she knew his name.

      “Asha Snow?” he breathed in amazement. But she had already gone too far for him to catch up and confirm his supposition.

      At the door to the library, she hesitated. It was the point of no return, her last chance to back out with her heart and pride intact. Part of her screamed to do just that. But this was something she had to face. Mustering her bravado, she opened the door and strode in.

      “I left orders that I wasn’t to be disturbed,” Tobias said crossly without lifting his head from the books in front of him.

      “I don’t take orders from you,” Asha replied, unable to resist challenging him, even when things were so uncertain between them. He looked up quickly at the sound of her voice. “But I can leave if now is inconvenient?” she continued. She was half teasing, half trying to gauge what her reception was, somewhat unnerved by his lack of response.

      “No, no. Please, stay,” Tobias rushed to assure her, finding his voice again. The anxiety coiled inside her loosened a little and she was able to breathe properly again. He ushered her to sit down.

      “Tea! I should order tea!”

      Asha didn’t care about tea, but while Tobias organized it, she had a moment to compose herself. He seemed equally flustered, and once the bustle of tea was done an awkward silence descended.

      “What are you reading?” Asha asked, hoping a neutral question would help start a conversation and ease the tension.

      Tobias flushed and looked away. “Fairy tales,” he muttered. Perhaps not such a neutral question, Asha realized. Her heart thumped erratically. Surely, this was on her behalf? Maybe she hadn’t destroyed her chance?

      “What do you think of them?” She tried for nonchalance but wasn’t sure she succeeded.

      “How could any prince fall in love with these princesses? They are so, so, insipid. They do nothing, just wait vacuously for the prince to swoop in and solve all their problems. And then bat their eyelashes and simper while he does, without an opinion of their own to share!”

      “Some men like that in a woman.”

      “Not me! I prefer a woman with a backbone, who has thoughts of her own and is willing to speak them.”

      Asha smiled at this, finally convinced that Tobias was nothing like Dmitri. Her smile faded as she saw the serious look on his face. They were no longer talking about fairy tales.

      “Why are you here, Asha?” The pain he wasn’t able to keep out of his voice tore at her heart.

      The servants’ door opened to admit the tea. Tobias never took his eyes from Asha’s face, and transfixed by his gaze, she couldn’t look away either.

      “Asha Snow! Is that really you?”

      “That will be all, thank you, Victoria,” Tobias dismissed her without even glancing her way.

      “But…”

      “Thank you, Victoria,” he repeated sternly. She reluctantly obeyed the order and left them alone again. Asha listened for the click of the door, to be sure she was really gone. She was hyper-conscious of Tobias’ hand so close to her own on the settee. She wanted to reach out and take it but didn’t know how to. She stretched her fingers towards his, brushing them ever so slightly. His breath hitched, but he didn’t pull away. Emboldened by the tacit acceptance, she curled her fingers against his, and he responded, taking her hand in his. He finally looked away from her face and stared at their entwined hands instead.

      “Asha,” he said hoarsely, somewhere between a question and a plea.

      “I don’t want to be scared anymore,” she whispered, her voice equally raspy.

      He slowly raised her hand to his face, and kissed the back of it, watching her reaction with the utmost concern and tenderness. Asha couldn’t speak around the lump in her throat, so she squeezed his hand to reassure him. A tentative smile spread across his face, becoming more certain and bathing him in a glow of happiness, relief, and love.

      “What do you want, Asha?”

      Blast, he was going to make her say it. Part of her had hoped that she would only have to turn up, and he would take the initiative – and the responsibility – from there. But that wasn’t fair to either of them.

      “I want to try. To see if there can be something between us,” she said haltingly.

      “I already know there is something between us. So do you, or you wouldn’t be here. Half-measures aren’t enough for me anymore, Asha. I want all of you. I don’t want to wonder if today is the day you will withdraw from me, if I will cease to be enough for you. I’m here, offering you all of me. Can you do the same?”

      Spellbound, Asha nodded. “Yes,” she forced out past the emotion knotting her vocal cords. “I want that too. But I am not good at letting people past my defenses,” she admitted.

      “That’s okay,” Tobias said with an insouciant grin. “I can be very persistent.” She laughed at the blatant understatement. He cupped her cheek in his hand and drew her towards him.

      “Are you sure?” he asked, searching her face. “It’s your choice. Always, your choice.”

      “I choose you.”

      She leaned forward to close the gap between their lips and fireworks exploded again. It was every bit as intense and shocking as the first time they kissed, but there was something sweeter in it too. There were no secrets or leverage between them this time, just a promise that wrapped around them and bound them together. Asha could have lost herself in that delicious moment forever, but eventually, the need for air separated them. Tobias leaned his forehead against hers, unwilling to break their connection.

      “And they lived happily ever after,” he whispered.

      “What makes you think we will?” Asha challenged archly, though she was delighted that he had remembered this tidbit she had shared.

      “I get to spend my life with you. I’ve already found my happy ending.”

      She kissed him again, because how could she not when he said something like that? When they finally pulled apart, breathless, she was almost undone by the love she saw shining in his eyes. She hugged him tightly, reveling in the strength and security of his arm around her.

      “Just so you know,” she told him, “This isn’t the end of our story. Our story is just beginning.”
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      Natashya found Sienna and Rose where she expected to, in the sitting room of Aurora’s suite in Dreamworld.

      “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. Her eyes betrayed her nervousness but her voice was determined. “After the disaster at Carabas…”

      “I guess you’ll only know when you get there,” Natashya said.

      Sienna nodded in agreement. She looked around the room at the paintings they had gathered there from all over the castle. “I think this is it. I’m sure we are right. Violetta and Albrecht agree, and Albrecht has lived in the area for over decade.”

      “Well, good luck on your trip tomorrow. It’s sure to be quite the adventure,” Natashya said. “I’ll leave you to get some sleep.”

      Sienna followed her out of the room. “Not so fast,” her best friend said. “Odette said told me 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.” Heat rushed to her cheeks at Sienna’s is knowing tone.

      “Well, yes, I guess that does make it a bit different,” she admitted.

      “Teasing aside,” Sienna said. “How you doing? Are you nervous?”

      Natashya thought about it. She imagined introducing Tobias to the Winter Court and she grinned. “No, not nervous at all. I’m… I think I’m happy.”

      “Good. You deserve to be happy,” Sienna said, hugging her friend. Asha hugged her back, savoring the blessings of friendship.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Asha woke up in her own guest suite. Tobias had insisted that she not go back to borrowing Odette's room. Of course, the servants were all agog about her true identity, but she would deal with that gossip later. Right now, she had someone more important to talk to. She sat down at the dressing table and looked into the large mirror above it. Ever since she had realized she was fae-kin and the scope of what her power might be, she had been pushing herself to try more of what she was capable of, pushing through her previously self-imposed limits.

      She touched the surface of the mirror and concentrated her magic through her fingertips. A light sheen of frost iced over the mirror, like a lake freezing. Asha smiled at the slightly distorted reflection in the ice. This was a trick she had seen her mother do countless times but had always believed it to be beyond her power. Touching the mirror again, she sent a spark of power into it and in a clear voice said, “Queen Christabelle of Siverus.”

      The ice rippled and a perfectly crisp picture of her mother appeared in the frame. Christabelle gave a start of surprise when she realized how Asha had contacted her, but quickly smothered it.

      “I take it things went well with Tobias?” she asked archly. “Seeing as you didn't come home last night?”

      Asha felt herself blush. “We’re engaged.”

      “Congratulations. I would comment on the impropriety of you staying at your fiancée’s house unchaperoned, but seeing as you have been there for a month already, it seems a bit of a moot point at this moment.” Asha opened her mouth to defend herself but swallowed her words when she noticed her mother’s wry grin.

      “I’m only teasing, Natashya. I'm really delighted that you two worked it out.” Christabelle smiled openly, something Asha had rarely seen her do. “I'm glad to see you stretching your powers, too,” she continued, after a pause. “This is not the life I wanted for you, but it seems to have found you anyway. If exploring your magic is something you wish to pursue, I’ll happily work with you on it.”

      “Thank you, Mama. Perhaps we can start our lessons on the ship on the way home?”

      “You're still coming with us?”

      “Yes, and Tobias too.”

      “Well, I look forward to getting to know my future son-in-law better over the journey. Is there somewhere near Avigny we can land the ship?”

      “There's a lake on the property which is more than sufficient to accommodate the ship. You can touchdown there.”

      “Perfect. I'll see you just after lunch. I'm proud of you, Natashya. It took courage to face up to what you wanted. I'm glad you got it. You deserve every happiness.”

      “Thank you for pushing me forward, when I was too stubborn and scared to push myself.”

      “Of course, sweetheart. That's what mothers are for.”
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        * * *

      

      Asha stared at the pile of suitcases growing in the hallway, as Tobias supervised the packing up of his home.

      “Are you sure about leaving?” she asked, worried she might have pressured him into something he would regret.

      “My heart is about to be on the other side of Fable. I figure I should go with it.” She smiled in relief. “Besides,” he added more soberly. “I think it is better that anyone with the name d’Avigny maintains a low profile for a while. I don’t condone what my family did, but they are still my family. I can do without hearing their misdeeds gossiped over at every gathering until Midwinter.”

      Asha reached out and squeezed Tobias’ hand. He was putting a brave face on it, but she knew the double blow of his step-mother’s duplicity and his father’s pending trial weighed heavily on him. He squeezed her hand in return and pulled her to his side. He wrapped his arm around her and she nestled into him, still marveling at the affection he gave so freely. After a lifetime of denying herself, she basked in the tactile demonstration of his regard for her. Passion and tenderness, levity and sincerity, he offered her everything she needed. She sighed in contentment against his chest.

      When it became clear that they were in the servants’ way, they sheepishly broke apart and stepped outside. Asha turned her face to the sky, searching for the Siverusan flying ship. The speck in the distance quickly grew. Tobias’ jaw dropped open as he watched the large galleon float down from the clouds and land on the lake with no more disruption than a few ripples across the surface.

      “How does it stay in the air?”

      “The brilliance of Siverusan engineering and a little bit of magic. Impressive, isn’t it?”

      “Everything from Siverus is impressive.”

      Asha turned to him and realized he was not talking about the ship anymore. The love in his eyes nearly undid her. She stepped into his embrace without conscious thought. He leaned forward so their foreheads were touching.

      “Before your parents disembark and I have to be respectable and proper, there’s just one thing I need to tell you.”

      “Wha—” Asha’s question was swallowed by his kiss. All the tension drained from her body, as she returned his passion with her own. He made her feel weightless and grounded simultaneously, and she loved him for it. His grin was unrepentantly smug when they broke apart at a pointed cough from her father. Asha laughed. “Happily ever after, indeed.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ~ The End ~
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        * * *

      

      Princess Aurora is tired of waiting for a prince to rescue her

      Join Sienna and Rosebud, as they work together to fulfil their vow and free Aurora from her mysterious curse. Sleeping Beauty is served with a side portion of Puss in Boots in the next book in the series:

      
        
        The Princess Vow

        https://books2read.com/ThePrincessVow

      

      

      Turn the page for a preview of Chapter 1.
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      Thank you!

      Thank you for reading my book, and for sticking around to read my notes and to let me say hello to you. As a child my favorite book was a retelling of The Frog Prince which featured the golden ball in several of the illustrations. I made my parents read this story to me multiple times each night. I knew it by heart, and if they got one word wrong, I’d make them reread the entire book. When I started writing a Frog Prince retelling, I knew the golden ball would be a significant part of the story. Though other fairy tales like Cinderella and Swan Lake are prominent parts of the story, in my heart this is still a Frog Prince story. I really hope you enjoyed Tobias’ transformation into a prince Asha could be proud of, and Asha’s own transformation to learn to accept love.

      I don't know why the second book is harder to write than the first, but I was nervous about this one. In true procrastinator fashion, I managed to leave a lot of things to the last minute. I am so incredibly grateful to the people who jumped in to give me feedback at short notice, and the people who had my back with encouragement, support, and the occasional nagging, to make sure I didn't quit on myself. As always, love and thanks to my own Prince Charming and our beautiful royal-minis. And to all my Jitterbugs – Kelly, Sarah, Micky, Nat, Robyn, Laura, Angeline, and especially Jim and Lasairiona – thank you for making my story better! Any errors remaining are entirely my own. If you spot any errors, typos, or unicorns, please let me know! You can reach me at Erika@erikaeverest.com, and I’d welcome your feedback. Especially about the unicorns.

      Do you want a little more from Fable? King Philippe and Queen Marianne of Vitalia make a brief cameo appearance during Odette’s coronation. The Orphan Queen tells the story of how they met. It’s a mashup of The Ugly Duckling and Cinderella, with a dash of Sherlock Holmes mystery. It's for sale on Amazon, but you can get it for free when you sign up to my newsletter. So if you want new releases, cover reveals, news, and updates before anyone else (and another visit to Fable) you can join here: https://www.subscribepage.com/erika-everest-golden-ball.

      You can also find me on Facebook in the Fairytale Courtyard reader group (https://www.facebook.com/groups/FairytaleCourtyard) or at my author page (https://www.facebook.com/ErikaEverestAuthor).

      Asha says to her mother Christabelle “Thank you for pushing me forward, when I was too stubborn and scared to push myself” and this is also part of the dedication of this book, to my mother. When writing Christabelle, I imagined what advice Mum would give me in the same situation. I am so lucky to have someone who understands me so well, and is able to challenge me without undermining me or my achievements. I wanted to capture the incredible gift of that mother-daughter relationship in this book. Realizing that was a turning point in the book’s structure.

      Continuing the family theme, The Princess Vow is a story about sisters: both those we are born with and those we choose. Book three in the Tales from the Kingdoms of Fable series will release in Spring 2021, but the turn the page for sneak peek now.

      Happy (ever after) reading!

      Erika.

      21st December 2020

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Princess Vow

          

        

      

    

    
      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 threw a lavish party for her that lasted three days and nights. The sixteenth birthday of Princess Eva of Vitalia was 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 in Aurora’s hair, almost seeming like 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 moue, 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 bitch did know what she was doing with that curse after all.”

      “There’s nothing for it, ***. 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 sniffed, <upset>.

      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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