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Eric


I sat quietly in the back of the room, watching the assembly of royals as they met together in the Fey King’s palace.


Most people would have been completely awed to have the honor of visiting the Fey capital. I, on the other hand, was just mildly amused by the lack of interest the other royals were showing in their surroundings. I’d spent quite a bit of time there over the past few months, so I was pretty much immune to it. Still, it made me feel a lot better about the state of the Northern Continent that none of the people at the table were playing games, trying to get more power or esteem.


Then again, Crechel isn’t here, I thought sardonically as I glanced at my sister. Little Lana was sitting beside her fiancé, diligently taking notes, as the representatives from Alenia, Mindep, Shessat, and Fretche talked over some of the issues they’d faced recently.


“Well, it’s good to hear that things are finally moving in the right direction in Fretche,” Reese told the former Queen of that country. He was actually from Brenlew but was representing Alenia for this particular meeting. “Joy and I didn’t want to leave you there, but… well, you know how it is. There wasn’t much we could do at the time and then we didn’t want to cause more problems for you.”


Caillte Lynn nodded gracefully. Then again, she was nothing if not self-possessed. You would have to be to deal with her former husband. “You did plenty,” she reassured Reese. “And with Snow ending the isolation, you should hear more from us soon.”


“Indeed,” King Tiertanal said. “I find it particularly telling that all of these incidents are related to Rancune. It’s easy to think she’s the one behind all the evil in the world but quite another thing to discover proof.”


Stone–or King Grantiin of Shessat–growled, “Any leads on her whereabouts?”


Everyone shook their heads.


“No doubt we’ll find out she’s involved in more problems, but she’s been playing the long game on these,” Father replied, representing Mindep for our King. “And speaking of problems, some women from Mindep have gone missing. Now, I won’t even start to say that we don’t have women go missing but these are a bit more worrisome. Two are related to the King, albeit distantly, and the third is my daughter, who is far too accomplished with fighting to be taken easily. Has anyone heard anything?”


Father’s voice had cracked on the last question and the looks he was given showed that people had noticed.


“You aren’t alone,” Stone began. “My cousins are missing too. Fire and I thought it was more games by the nobles, otherwise, I would have said something earlier.”


He didn’t need to explain anything more than that. Most people were well aware of how the nobles had manipulated the royal family of Shessat for years. Stone and Fire had broken the cycle, but they were still wary about getting close to others. Very few people were even aware that they knew me, let alone were close friends of mine, and they wanted to keep it that way. Historically, anyone or thing they were attached to was used as leverage. They didn’t want that to happen again.


“I’m sorry to hear that. As far as I know, no Fey are missing. Well, none that matter anyway.” Tier’s foreboding expression told me that I didn’t want to ask any further.


Probably someone trying to kill Lana again. If they were lucky, he killed them quickly. It was a wonderful thing for a big brother to realize that his sister was being watched over by someone even more protective than I was. Than I am, really.


Reese frowned. “Now that you’ve brought it up, there is a distant cousin of the Alenian royal family missing. Her father is quite wealthy, so we assumed it was related to that, but…” he sighed. “Well, Portia is missing too.”


Lana frowned. “Joy and Cindy’s sister? How long?”


He shrugged. “Since just after we got back to Alenia. No one thought anything of it, at first. She’s close to her sisters but is a bit absent-minded. She’s wandered off before, and we figured she just didn’t want to deal with more fawning attention from the nobles. About a week later, we went to check on her and couldn’t find her, so we started searching but nothing’s been found. Joy is still looking but the whole family is really worried.”


Joy was Reese’s fiancé and Cindy was Princess Cinderella of Alenia. “So young women with connections to the royal families are going missing,” I mused aloud, wondering idly if Portia looked anything like her sisters. “What about Fretche and Lettelach?”


Caillte bit her lip and looked at her husband, Captain Craftis. “I don’t know of anyone missing in Fretche, but my… the old king probably didn’t keep track of women going missing. Honestly, he probably would have been involved in something like that. Dallin? Did you hear anything about Lettelach? I don’t remember River saying anything at the wedding, do you?”


He frowned. “No, but we were a bit busy at the time. Snow didn’t mention anything after her visit with him this fall.”


Stone spoke up again. “Thyme’s kept in touch with him mentioned something similar. Two women, both related to the royal family. We hadn’t made a connection ’til now.”


Everyone grew quiet. This wasn’t good.


“Has anyone heard from Crechel?” Tier asked. He didn’t look very hopeful and I didn’t blame him. It wasn’t the most friendly country.


Father sighed. “I know that one girl has gone missing there. She’s the daughter of a wealthy noble house, so the abduction has been well-publicized but I’ve no idea if she’s related to the royal family. People there try to keep that sort of thing quiet, what with Midas getting madder every day. It doesn’t pay to draw his attention or threaten his daughter’s position, such as it is.”


Stone grimaced at the mention of Midas’ daughter, making me fight off some very ill-timed laughter. The Mad King had briefly thought of marrying her off to one of the twins before suddenly changing his mind. Stone had been forced to spend quite a bit of time with the girl one summer, along with the courtiers that her father insisted play chaperone. He hadn’t enjoyed the experience.


I sighed softly and turned my mind back to the problem at hand. More than just my sister were missing and we were missing far too much information to properly figure out what was going on. I sat with the others, letting everything digest before coming to the only conclusion I could. “I’ll look into it.”


Well, that got everyone’s attention.


“What do you mean, son?” my father asked, his brows pulled low.


“Exactly what I said. I’ll look into it. My sister is missing and this is the best lead we have. My estate can run itself easily enough, particularly now that the Fey are patrolling the borders again. Besides, I’m used to moving through these countries. I have enough contacts to get the information without drawing too much attention and–if I need to–I can just tell them I’m doing research on the various trade markets for you. I mean, you are a well-known merchant, Father, and I've been working with you on and off for years.”


Stone scowled. “We can investigate.”


I laughed humorously, knowing he was offended by my insinuation that he would make a mess of things. “Not really. Think of the panic that it would cause if the news got out that members of the royal families were disappearing. And it would. You know it would. You all are too well-liked by your countries. Any move you make to investigate is going to be noticed. I’m not related to anyone but Lana and no one really knows about her and Tier yet, so that shouldn’t be a problem. I can get in an out quietly. Besides, I have the cover of looking for my wayward sister.”


It took a few minutes for everyone to agree but they did. Eventually.
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“Are you sure about this?” Tier asked me privately after the meeting broke up. “You know that Pearl doesn’t fit with the rest of them.”


I sighed and leaned back against my chair. “I know. But, as I said earlier, it’s our best lead. And as the last year has shown us, pretty much everything that’s happening right now is interconnected. Finding these girls might lead me to my sister.”


He nodded. “Just as long as you take care of yourself. I don’t want to have to tell Lana that another sibling has gone missing. She might send a company of soldiers to find you two and that would lead to a lot of awkward conversations with the rest of the continent.”


I snorted but didn’t deny it. Lana was generally very level-headed but was very protective of her family. She probably learned it from me, I ruefully admitted to myself. It didn’t help that most of the soldiers–not to mention the citizens in the capital city–were more loyal to her than their king. The bottom line was she could cause some serious damage if she got her dander up.


And the grimace on Tier’s face showed he was thinking the same thing.


“Calm down, nephew. He’ll be fine,” a husky voice declared from the doorway. I turned and spotted an Unseelie Fey woman, a rare thing in Valeoss. It tended to be the territory of the Seelie Court. In fact, I think she may have been the first Unseelie that I’d ever met. It was interesting. She wasn’t strictly pretty, more handsome really, but attractive nonetheless. The Seelie tended more toward an ethereal, delicate look. But she did, however, definitely resemble the King.


“Aunt Maleficent! What brings you to the capital? And do you plan on staying long?” Tier asked nervously.


I narrowed my eyes. The name was familiar, yes. Everyone had heard of the Fey Maleficent. I just figured most of the tales about her were false. Tier’s reaction made me worry though.


She snorted and walked in, her practical dark skirts flapping like raven wings around her feet. “Why? Don’t you want me around?”


Tier sighed. “Auntie, of course, I do! But last time you were here, I had to put out more than one fire. Literally. Multiple people tried to burn you alive after you insulted them. And then they got thrown on their own pyres. It was a mess and I had to rebuild half of the palace. And then there was that baby incident…”


She shrugged. “First, you know what happened with the infant. Second, they take life too seriously and third, that half was hideous. You know it was. Why on earth would anyone use that much yellow brocade? Besides, I’m not staying long. I just came to meet your fiancé and then I’m off to visit some friends in Shessat.” Maleficent turned to me and gave me a once over. “Hmmm. You’ll do.” And then she pulled a cloak out of her pocket and threw it at me. I’m not sure how it fit in her pocket, though, since it was huge and had quite a bit of heft to it. Then again, she was a magician.


“Uhhh, thank you?” I said. I held it up and realized the weight was from the magic that had been embroidered into it. Well, that and the special threads that she’d used. Some of them were clearly made out of gold or silver. There were also weights sewn into the hem, most likely to keep it from flying up in a breeze.


“It’s an invisibility cloak. You might need it.” She paused before admitting, “And it was taking up too much space. You can’t be seen or heard when you have the hood pulled up. You’ll still leave footprints, but it will even stop a shadow in full sunlight. Also, it mutes your scent but not enough to hide you if you are dealing with an animal hunting you. It will, however, hide you from all but the most precise spells. If someone has a piece of you to use for blood magic, that will work, but anything else will overlook you completely.” She looked incredibly proud of the cloak, practically glowing as she told me it’s capabilities. She had good reason to be. From what I knew, rendering someone invisible to spells was incredibly difficult.


Tier looked interested too. “How did you pull that off? You’d need to team up with a pretty impressive enchanter and dwarves don’t like to enchant cloth.”


“Grace helped. We’ve been working on this for the past four years. Most others block immediate sight but not sound or shadows in bright light.” I smiled slightly, recognizing my friend’s wife. She was an accomplished enchantress and it didn’t surprise me at all that she’d been involved in making something like this. They’d begun to talk about the techniques she used when I cleared my throat, wondering if they still needed me. “You can leave now,” she told me imperiously before striking up the conversation with Tier again, who looked like he wanted to laugh but didn’t want to be told off.


I just shook my head and moved toward the door.


“Wait,” I called out, stopping suddenly. “How do I turn it on?” But, when I turned, the two Fey were gone. I sighed. “Oh, well. I guess I’ll figure it out on my own.”


Pearl, I’m on my way. Just hold on.
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‘Opel


“Are you serious about this?” my brother Allister asked. He was a year older than me but also my best friend. I had many brothers and but only one friend. And right now, he was trying to persuade me not to go through with my plan.


“Why not?” I asked him, staring into the black eyes that were identical to my own, the same eyes I saw when I looked at any of our many brothers. Nothing else about us looked alike, though. I was as pale as snow, both my skin and hair, whereas he looked like a true desert dweller, dark hair and bronze skin. The freckles were a throwback to one of our ancestors, but other than that, he looked just like everyone else. I never had and never would.


Unless I succeed.


“Kuzif will kill you if he finds out!” Allister whispered. “You know he will.”


I snorted. “Please, he’ll be too busy trying to figure out what to say to his father.”


“Our father, ‘Opel. He is our father, too.”


“The point is, we can’t let this plan succeed. You know it, I know it, half of the others know it, too. They’re just too scared of disappointing their father to stand up for themselves. And I would be too if I didn’t have a plan.”


He blinked. “A plan? Really? And what is that?”


I shrugged. “I look more like the northerners than I do like anyone from the Empire. I’ll escape and hide among people who don’t care about my pedigree or how easily I can be magicked to look like Kuzif in a year’s time.”


A voice from behind me made me jump. “It is a wise plan, little one, but perhaps there is more that can be done?”


I turned and let out a sigh of relief. If anyone would understand my predicament, it was Finis’yalif. He was just as uncomfortable with his position as I was. He’d been raised by his mother, a proud queen from beyond the sands. She’d been under contract to provide a child to our father but had refused to hand Finis over until he was eight. She still required that he visit every two years and sent tutors to train him every summer.


The bottom line was we were outcasts.


Still… “What do you mean?”


“This spell is evil. It must be stopped. I am not sure how yet, but maybe you can help me delay things a bit. It is already taking longer than expected to prepare for our excursion. I wonder where all the supplies have gone.” He winked at us and grinned.


Allister smiled broadly back. “I can help with that! How much longer do we need to hold off?” He was much more agreeable than I was. I’d heard one of our older brothers say Allister was like a puppy. I’d always found the description rather accurate. He was friendly, eager to please, and could be a vicious guard dog if you gave him cause.


Finis shook his head. “It is too late, I am afraid. We will be leaving soon. But,” he began when he saw our faces fall. “There is more that can happen on the other side of the sea. When we camp, things may not be as… comfortable as anticipated.”


I frowned. “I thought Kuzif arranged for a manor to stay in.”


My older brother smiled, his teeth whiter than egrets against his darker skin. His skin always reminded me of a treat my mother would make for me when I was sick. It was the exact shade of the hot chocolate she gave me every time I got a cold. I always envied him. His coloration wasn’t as common as Allister’s but it wasn’t uncommon and he never burned in the sun, not like I did.


“Kuzif’s man seems to have run into problems. Don’t worry about it. You better go pack though. I believe we leave tomorrow. And yes, ‘Opel, I will help you escape. This is the wrong life for you. For most of us, but for you especially.”


And then he walked off like he hadn’t just flipped everything on its head.


Kuzif appeared just then and clapped his hands. “Go pack! We leave at first light. It’s time to go meet our princesses!”










CHAPTER 1: I DON'T LIKE TENTS



PORTIA


I sighed and stretched, stopping just before I knocked over the tent post again. You really only need to be attacked by your tent once before you realize that it isn’t for you. Or maybe that’s just me…


Living in a tent wasn’t for me. Then again, I didn’t really have a choice in the matter. Kidnappees, apparently, aren’t consulted in that type of thing. And considering the fact that I’d been there since October… well, I should really be used to it. But I wasn’t.


Skies, I can’t believe it’s already January! Maybe I’m just a slow learner. I snorted, not believing myself. I’d always been quick on the uptake but I rarely showed it. Life was simpler if people thought I was simple.


“Are you laughing at yourself again?” Cherree asked. At 12 she was both the youngest of us, as well as the last one brought to the camp. She was also very social and seemed to find me fascinating. I didn’t blame her. I am pretty fascinating, even when I’m not trying to be. Granted, it’s rarely a good sort of fascination.


“Yes. Just thinking about how I almost got attacked by the tent again,” I told her absently, already thinking about sneaking over to hang out with the horses. Not that the guards would let me. Maybe I can bribe them with bad jokes? They might pay me to stop talking! That’s always fun.


“What again?” Cherree asked with a giggle. I blinked, trying to figure out what she was talking about.


Right! The tent! “Yep.” I took a little step before twirling slightly. Cherree giggled again and took the hand I held out before letting me spin her. They can’t take my love of dance from me! I thought with a smile before my eyes landed on the rest of the girls as they got up for the day.


There were 12 of us. Two from each country. It was quite an interesting situation, really. Almost story-like. Two women kidnapped from each country, all of us related to the royal family, forced to dance every night in a mysterious clearing in the woods. Well, not forced, per se. More like encouraged. I mean, they played music for us and suggested that we dance but there were no threats, not unless we tried to leave. Honestly, the whole thing was confusing. Even the guards didn’t seem to know why we were there. That was actually the worst part. I think it’s easier to know that you’re being used for nefarious purposes than to just surmise it. I mean, what if they are actually using you to bring unity and love and healing to the continent?


Then they wouldn’t use kidnapping and mysterious ceremonies to accomplish their goals, I thought grumpily. And they definitely wouldn’t have cursed us.


That was one thing that I figured our captors hadn’t counted on. I could see and understand a bit of the spell they were using. My mother was a witch, albeit a bad one. Still, she and my aunt had made sure that all of us girls knew the basics of magic and how to read spells. Not that it helped me any. Joy could do magic. It turned out she was an enchantress, like our Aunt Grace, and it looked like she was just as talented. Cindy didn’t have any powers, but she wasn’t a blood relation so no one expected her to. She was good at reading magic, though. It was coming in handy as a princess. People sent her all sorts of things, and not all of them were pleasant.


Then there was me. I could read magic easily enough, but I couldn’t actually use it. There wasn’t a drop of power in me, according to my mother. It would have been a good lie if it wasn’t so obviously wrong. No matter what she said, I could feel magic inside me, trying to claw its way out and not able to. Either way, it gave me the ability to tell that we’d all bee cursed. I just didn’t know why or what it actually did. All I knew was that every girl had shown up with a curse on her. They were all still pretty formless, so I was guessing that we hadn’t activated them yet.


And the guards weren’t talking. At all. In fact, I’m pretty sure that they were mute.


I didn’t know you could hire this many mute mercenaries. Is there a guild that specializes in that? I wonder if it’s one of those guilds where you get your tongue cut out so you can’t speak! “I wonder if I can ask about their tongues.”


“Portia, are you daydreaming again?” Raina asked. She was from Mindep and had become our leader, of sorts. She wasn’t elected or anything. Oddly enough, she’d originally thought I should be the leader, since I’d been captured the longest. That had lasted all of a day, once she’d realized I have absolutely no leadership qualities. Too short an attention span.


“Portia?”


I blinked. “Huh?”


“Are you awake yet? Or should we toss some water on you?” she asked with a smirk.


Oooh! I bet the water is warmer here than back home. We haven’t even had snow! “I should go swimming… would they let me?” Ras and Shessie might go with me. They were cousins from Shessat and both loved the water. Rassallen was training to be a shipwright under her step-father and Shessalla drown-proofed foreign sailors and children. Her words. Apparently, sailors–from every country other than Shessat and Lettelach–were notorious for their inability to swim. She made a lot of money teaching them how to survive falling into the water. 


Darena snorted as she walked by. “I don’t think she’s ever really awake.” Darena was from Crechel, like Cherree. While the younger girl had been raised out in the country and was very sweet, Darena was from a noble family in the capital and it showed. Her remarks were often rather cutting and her humor could be borderline mean. I’d met women like her before, though, and knew that she was just hiding behind a façade. It’s a really good one though.


“You’re fun,” I told her before turning and wandering off.


“Wait, what?” she asked, making me smirk. The girl took herself far too seriously and seemed to think that no one could see through her front. It was tons of fun to mess with her. Our days were very uniform and exhausting, so I took my joy where I could. I also sensed a softening in her. She was becoming attached to us and spent more and more time with us every day.


Skies, she spends at least half the day teasing me now. I’m pretty sure we became friends without realizing it. I snickered, imagining Darena’s frustrated expression when she figured it out. She’d tried really hard not to get close to people and seemed to be failing with us.


I looked around and saw Jenny–from Mindep–and Gale–from Fretche–digging in our garden. Both girls were quiet and very serious. With Jenny, it was just her nature. She was a farmer and preferred to work in silence. Gale though… she’d been in pretty rough shape when she was brought in. Whatever outspokenness she’d had was beaten out of her long ago.


Crystal–from Alenia, like me–was trying to argue with the guards again. She did that a lot. Then again, she was the daughter of a very wealthy man and had a big family. She was used to getting whatever she wanted from most people and arguing for everything with her family. It was an odd combination but seemed to fit her. The fact that the men never argued back just made her more determined to yell at them. It was our daily form of entertainment.


Meanwhile, Nan and Cloud were talking about their festival journeys in their home country of Lettelach. Katherine–also from Fretche–was chiming in and telling them about her own trip when she was younger. Apparently, her family lived close to the border and her grandmother was one of the Lake People before marrying into Fretche’s aristocracy. All three of them had the forthrightness you would expect from the Lake People, though too different degrees. Nan was strong-minded and strong-willed. Cloud was much more accommodating and either had something to say or she just didn’t speak. Katherine was the most circumspect, measuring each word before speaking it but that was mostly due to the political climate in Fretche. Careless words had a way of making people go missing according to her.


Shessie and Ras were in the water already, from the sound of it. Weather didn’t matter much to them. They would find water no matter where they went. They tended to stick together, mostly because they were family but also because of their personalities. Shessie was a good listener and was wise and Ras was a typical moody sixteen-year-old. Emotional.


I sighed, feeling trapped by the monotony.


Every day, we woke up at about four in the afternoon. Then, we cooked, cleaned our clothes, tidied the camp, and did whatever chores we could find to occupy ourselves. About ten every night, we were lined up and led out into the woods to a large clearing with a pavilion. Actually, we just called it that. In reality, it was a big tent with a fire in the middle and just enough room to dance. And that’s what we did. From the time we got there until we left an hour before dawn, we danced. Well, I did anyway.


I love to dance. I love the freedom that the movement gives you. Formal dances, folk dances, partner, solo, it didn’t matter. I love them all. Cherree would join me most nights, as would some of the other girls. Not all of them though. They would pace and try to find a way to sneak away and get help.


But there was no escape, not for any of us.
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Things had changed and I wasn’t sure if I liked it. Up until that night, everything had been the same. We left at the same time, went to the same place, enjoyed the music as much as we could, and went back to our tents to sleep before waking up and doing it all over again.


So why was magic thrown in at this point? I wondered silently. It’s one thing to lay a curse when they first get us. It’s probably just a safety precaution for if we really do escape. But this, whatever it is… this isn’t good.


“Who are the new guards, do you think?” Cloud whispered to me as we walked back from. “They look odd.”


Darena snorted delicately. I don’t know how she managed to make it sound ladylike but I was seriously considering asking her for lessons. Nothing I did was delicate. “They aren’t soldiers. Well, not all of them,” she said. “They all move like they have the training, but I’m betting they’re royalty.”


Cherree frowned. “But, none of us recognized them. How could that be?”


She has such an odd way of speaking. So formal. “Because they aren’t from this continent.” Everyone turned to me with shock on their faces. I blinked. “What?”


“Portia,” Cloud began. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but that was the first sensible thing you said today. You’ve been starting conversations in your head a lot lately.”


“Huh. That explains a lot. Sorry.”


Ras rolled her eyes as she passed us. “Don’t worry about it. We’re used to it by now.”


“What makes you think they aren’t from this continent?” Darena asked, a pleased smile on her face. She seemed oddly proud of me. “Not that I disagree. I’m simply wondering if we noticed the same things.”


I cocked my head and stared at the guards as they led us back to our camp. “The clothes, for one. What they’re wearing is wrong for this area and they don’t match a single style for any country. It’s all mashed together. It indicates that they are either mercenaries from all over and very bad at blending in or they’re from another area entirely and aren’t aware of the subtle differences like we are. Their accents have similar issues, like they’d each had different tutors from different countries, but they all have similar ways of saying their ‘ah’s. And they roll their ‘r’s. It’s distinct.”


That and the spell they used on us wasn’t one I recognized. It had a foreign structure. I wish I knew what it did. The whole night had felt different. For one thing, dancing was no longer voluntary. The compulsion was light and I doubted that anyone else noticed it but it was most definitely there. It felt like a test run, though, as if they were readying for a much larger spell. Better pay attention to the others, though. They might have caught something I’ve missed.


Darena nodded appreciatively to me. “I saw the same things. I have to say, though, I do enjoy listening to their accents.” The other girls murmured in agreement, realizing they’d noticed it as well but hadn’t put everything together yet.


“Oh, and the food is wrong.” That last one was a big tell in my mind. Cindy was always careful to cook dishes as traditionally as possible. I looked up and saw everyone looking at me in confusion. “You didn’t notice?”


“I just figured they were bad cooks,” Nan said.


I shook my head. “Nope. They aren’t used to the ingredients or dishes used in this area. They probably come from Lunzif.” The guard closest to us stiffened slightly. I turned and smiled at him. He may have been a great mercenary but he wasn’t good at bluffing. It’s amazing what you can learn by watching someone. “Yep. Lunzif Empire. They’re the only ones who use cinnamon like that in stews.”


Darena had a wide grin on her face, having caught the guard’s reaction as well. “How do you know this?” the Crechelan noble inquired, clearly amused.


“My stepfather is a merchant. He used special dinners to explain the various world cultures to my sisters and I. He says it’s the best way to learn more about a people group.”


“But what does that mean for us? I mean, with the new guards? And where are they?” Cloud demanded.


Jenny cleared her throat. “They stayed behind at the pavilion, talkin’ about making sure that everything was arranged properly with the spell. Also, they weren’t happy with our accommodations.”


That silenced us for a moment.


“Wait, what spell?” Nan asked.


Ras rolled her eyes. “The one they cast on us tonight. Didn’t you notice that dancing wasn’t a choice tonight?”


“How do you know?”


The younger girl sighed and glanced at the guards before lowering her voice slightly. “Shessie and I are mages. We don’t have much power though, so we can’t use it to help get us out. We just have an affinity for water.”


“They’re the emperor’s sons,” Shessie said, surprising us all with both the abrupt subject change and the statement itself. She didn’t usually join in on these types of conversations since she wasn’t a fan of gossip so it was pretty obvious that she just wanted to draw attention to Ras. When she noticed our attention, she continued. “The sailors talk a lot about the places they visit. The Lunzif royals are pretty distinctive looking, or rather, they have one distinctive feature. Their eyes are black. Not dark brown but black. And they tend to have a lot of different skin tones. The royal family likes to have a diverse group. Apparently, it makes it easier to control new countries if you look like the natives.”


She was right about the different skin tones. Their eyes were really the only thing all the men had in common. One of the men was so pale that he would blend in with the snow while another was so dark that his skin was nearly black. The others seemed to occupy all the other parts of the spectrum; olive, bronze, golden, chocolate brown, and peach. And their personalities were just as varied. Some were quiet and others loud; some gentle and others arrogant. Then there was the fact that their ages ranged as widely as our own did, from early thirties to teens. Them being related made a lot more sense than anything else.


Shessie’s words put us all on alert, though. It hadn’t escaped anyone’s notice that there were twelve of these mysterious princes and there were twelve of us. I doubted they were going to force us into marriage–or worse–but it was always a possibility.


“What do you think they meant by saying that they were moving us soon?” Cherree asked.


Raina’s head whipped toward the younger girl. “What? Where did you hear that?”


Cherree shrugged. “One of the princes told me when we were dancing. ‘Opel. He said that we would be moving camp soon and that there would be a new place to dance tomorrow too. Something with better food and music.”


It was a rather ominous comment that was making everyone very uncomfortable. When you’re already trapped in a bad situation, the unknown becomes your ultimate enemy. Luckily, we’d finally reached the camp and we could sleep instead of thinking up all the horrible possibilities.


“That’s weird,” Raina said. “Where are the guards that were left here last night? They’re usually awake by now.”


I blinked and looked around the camp before frowning. They’re missing. And something smells odd. That was another change over the last few months: my senses had improved. A lot. Right then, I was smelling metal and musk. There’s someone out there. Several someones. And we’re surrounded. Wouldn’t it just figure if we were kidnapped from our kidnappers?


My giggles broke the quiet and helped the others relax. Conversely, it made the guards tense up more than they already had when they realized that people were missing. That made me laugh harder. It felt really good to know I could still unnerve people with my laugh. For years, I’d made my laugh as obnoxious as possible to drive people away and help my stepsister avoid her admirers. Well, there was also the issue of my grandmother, but she was more interested in Joy and Mother than she was me. Since being kidnapped, I’d stopped hiding behind a mask and started being myself all the time, including while laughing, but I’d missed seeing people freak out over something that wasn’t all that serious. Except, this sort of was…


And somehow I’ve become even stranger than before. Joy and Cindy would be pleased. My sisters always told me that I was trying too hard. The sound of a boot scraping the ground softly brought my thoughts back to the present. “I wonder if they came for breakfast.”


The only one who didn’t look confused was Darena but I’d long suspected that there was more to her than met the eye.


“What do you think, Portia? Will we have enough of that gruel they call breakfast? Or will they have to get rid of a bit of baggage first?”


I blinked and smiled back, although I had a feeling that my grin looked much kinder than her’s did. Darena looked a bit too predatory to be pleasant. While we’d been talking, the very uneasy guards had herded us into the center of camp and created a circle around us. They were looking distinctly uneasy, which just made my smile grow. “The baggage has to go.”


Before anyone could say another word, there was a bird call and more than a dozen men burst into the clearing. Our guards advanced on them slowly, feeling confident with their slightly higher numbers.


At least, they had higher numbers, until Darena, Nan, Crystal, and I picked up some rocks and knocked a few of them out.


Did they really think we’d just stand there and do nothing to try and escape? That we hadn’t planned for a situation just like this? Idiots…


By the time our victims had rallied enough to attack, they were easily overpowered. They went down fighting though and within ten minutes, not one of them was left alive.
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Things moved quickly after that. Or maybe I was thinking too slowly. It had been a long night, after all.


The invading soldiers helped us gather what we needed and lifted us onto their newly acquired horses. Dead guards don’t need them, apparently. A few of the girls had to ride double, as they weren’t dealing with the deaths very well. 


They must not have grandmothers like mine. Probably for the best. I don’t think the world could deal with more than one Granny Sunny.


The ones who were the least affected–Nan, Shessie, Gale, and I–helped the others settle, although I think Darena was faking a panic attack so that she was underestimated. Either way, by the time we left, the sun was fully over the horizon and we still didn’t know what was going on. Our newest kidnappers seemed more concerned with getting us out of the area.


Not that I blamed them. We’d made sure they knew there were twelve more men out there and we didn’t know when they’d be back. That was about all we could tell them before they started getting things organized to take us back to their headquarters.


One thing I was sure about, the older gentleman with the multi-toned gray hair was in charge. He was the one giving the orders and in the lead as we went... somewhere. I was too tired to figure much out at that point, so I just held onto the horse and enjoyed the ride.


When we finally arrived at our destination, it was pretty obvious. For one thing, the men seemed to loosen up and slowing down. For another, we’d left the woods and were riding up a well-paved carriage path toward some extensive gardens and a massive manor house. It was two stories and built from slate, river stones, and a whitewashed wood siding. The dark sashes on the windows and front door matched the iron fences on the balconies and worked with the gables and round towers to give the building quite a bit of drama.


When we reached the front door, the leader of the group dismounted and turned to us.


“Welcome to Forestbrauch Manor. My name is Duke Vincent Walmund. I’ve prepared a large room for you to rest in until we can sort this all out.”


Raina nodded at him. “Thank you. We appreciate the rescue. It’s good to know that we’re in Mindep.”


He blinked. “Was that a concern?”


We looked at each other and grimaced. It had, actually, become a common point of contention between us, trying to figure out precisely where we were. It was, obviously, the southern half of our continent–the weather alone made us certain of that–but we weren’t sure exactly where. Really, we could have been camped anywhere along the Fey border.


The Duke frowned. “I’d love to know more, but I think you better rest first. Once you’ve woken, we’ll discuss this further. This is my steward,” he told us, gesturing to another man with military bearing. Then again, this is Mindep. Most people have that bearing here. “He can show you to our banquet hall. It should be large enough to fit all of you. I didn’t think it wise to separate you unless necessary.”


“How long have you been watching us?” I asked as the others started following the steward.


“A few days. Just long enough to strategize a bit. I’m sorry I wasn’t here earlier,” he told us with complete sincerity.


I nodded, pretending to understand, and decided to head for a bed before I said something I’d regret. I needed sleep, immediately.
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“Good evening, ladies,” Duke Vincent said as he walked into the banquet hall about 11 hours later. It had taken us almost that long to wake up, we were that exhausted.


“Good evening, sir,” Raina responded. “How was your day?”


“Frustrating. I wasn’t able to track those other men down. The trail was obscured by magic. I couldn’t get much from the camp either. Unfortunately, I will have to ask you more questions.” He let his gaze roam the room, full of regret. “I don’t want to cause you any distress, but I need to know what happened.”


Raina nodded and opened her mouth, only to stop. I frowned when she tried again and started to gag. I stood up and moved over to her, looking closely while her eyes broadcasted her distress.


I let my eyes unfocus slightly, remembering Mother’s instructions. People who weren’t magicians had little hope of seeing magic that wanted to hide but those of us with just a hint of power could tell it was there by letting our instincts guide us. It’s sort of like when you let your vision blur so that you can spot movement more easily as you hunt. Spells move and breath. They are in constant motion but it is so slow that most can’t catch it. I’ve been trained well enough that I can.


“She’s gagged. We probably all are,” I announced with a sigh, then patted the poor girl on the head. “Stop trying to talk, Raina. You’ll only make it worse.” This must be the curse that we all showed up with. We probably activated it by going too far from our guards. Now, if only I knew what the other spell was for. It was woven so strangely… “I wonder if their tapestries are woven that way too.”


Vincent looked concerned and a little lost, but he chose to ignore my last comment and stick with the first. “You mean a geas? That’s what it is, right? A spell that stops you from speaking about certain things.”


“Or controls your actions.” I couldn’t directly agree with him, but I could clarify his definition. Thank you, Mother, for your lessons in bending yourself instead of the rules. She was always telling me that I had to be smarter than the rules and it had come in handy more times than I could count.


Our host sighed wearily. He’d probably been awake since the night before and it was beginning to show. “What can you tell me?”


We looked around and tried to speak. Nothing.


Wait… “The guards weren’t from Lunzif.” It was a silly statement but it was also the only thing that I could think of. They weren’t actually blocked by the spell, after all. Only the circumstances, the princes, and the specifics of the curse.


“And by that, you mean that there were people from Lunzif there, they just weren’t the guards? Good. Anything else?”


I shrugged. Anything related to the spell was off-limits. I couldn’t even tell him where I was from or who my family was, let alone hint that there were princes there! Man, this is a quality spell!


So we filled him in on what little we could. The only thing it really accomplished was frustrating us more and causing a few of the girls to start gagging. Finally, the Duke told us he would try again in the morning and headed for his bed as we moved back toward our own.


“Well, that was annoying,” Crystal announced when we were nearly at the old banquet hall that had been converted into a room for us.


“And enlightening,” I told her. “We know a lot more about this,” I swallowed heavily as magic constricted my throat and noticed the guards that were close enough to hear us, “thing we’re under. Hey, this would make a neat game, you know, if it weren’t for the intense pain and potential danger.” Note to self: don’t try to say anything important as you walk through doorways. It hurts.


Darena laughed. “It might. And you’re right, it was enlightening. For instance, we now know that where we’re from matters just as much as our relatives. And we were able to talk about this at the camp, so it must be leaving that triggered the,” she choked, “thing Duke Vincent mentioned.”


“Geas. It’s rare that they would be activated by leaving a specific area but it could be tied to an overall spell formation and the lack of proximity starts it.” They blinked at me in awe. “Generally speaking.”


Raina sighed and closed the door firmly behind her. “So we have to speak generally. Got it. Well, I know we just slept the day away, but we should get some more sleep. We’ve all earned it.”


“Oh, but I was so looking forward to a dance tonight.” We jumped and turned to look at the far side of the room. One of the princes stood there, his delicate features and nearly white hair offset by his black eyes. He was the oldest one of the twelve, Kuzif, I think they called him. He seems annoyingly arrogant. Must be pretty high up in line to the throne.


“Come, ladies. It’s time we got started. It’s a bit of a walk to the dance grounds. Don’t worry, though. We’ve moved them closer, just for you.” And with a wave of his hand, one of the Princes of the Lunzif Empire used the spell to drag us out a hidden door and into the darkness.


I knew it was too easy, I thought as a force compelled me to follow him.










CHAPTER 2: WHY DOES EVERYTHING CHANGE?



IT TOOK TWO weeks to realize that something was wrong with us.


Granted, those were two straight weeks of dancing all night long only to fall into bed at dawn. Two weeks of gagging on our words whenever we tried to bring up anything of importance. Two weeks of seeing Duke Vincent’s sad eyes as he worried about how we always seemed to sleep most of the day away.


Still, two weeks of not seeing the dramatic changes that were happening!


How did we miss this? I wondered as I sat in the garden, going over the days in my head.


In our defense, we were trying to settle into our new situation. We’d gone from being around one another constantly to having quite a bit of space and freedom. Sure, it wasn’t as much freedom as we would have liked but it was better than being under guard at a camp in the middle of nowhere. Instead, we were under a much less intense guard in a mansion in the middle of nowhere.


Honestly, It wasn’t too bad. We whiled away our days doing things we liked for the first time in months. No one expected us to do chores, cook our own meals, or stay in a confined space.


Jenny and Gale spent most of their days in the greenhouse or solarium, playing with plants. Raina was in the kennels. She loved animals and was an excellent dog trainer, though she was a bit upset that there wasn’t a rookery on the grounds. She missed her birds, apparently. Shessie started training the soldiers in the basics of swimming, just without the water. It was still far too cold to get in but she was convinced they could at least learn the basics. Ras, on the other hand, was actually in the water for most of the day. She’d found a pond on the property and rarely left its shores. Said it was nice and quiet.


Cloud spent a lot of time working with cows. Her father owned a dairy farm and she was in training to take over, so she was eager to get back to work. Katherine spent most of her time in the library, ostensibly trying to learn more about our curse. We all knew that she was really hiding from everyone and that books were her safe place. She was the exact opposite of Cherree, who spent every day talking to the manor’s staff and helping them with their chores. The girl didn’t have a shy bone in her body and couldn’t stand sitting still. You could usually see her dancing around one of the sitting rooms with a dust cloth in her hands.


Despite everything going on with our curse, life was fairly pleasant at the Manor. The Duke treated us like family, often referring to us as his ‘girls’ and giving us the run of his home. The servants were very polite and helpful, doting on us and going out of their way to give us special treats. The soldiers that had been assigned to that area were respectful and good-humored, always asking after our health and if we needed anything. And every single one of them was worried sick.


When they rescued us from the camp, we all thought that we were safe, that the Empire’s plans had been foiled, even if for a short time.


When the prince appeared and led us back into that nightmare, we all figured that the Duke would figure it out fairly quickly. We thought he would be able to save us once again.


But he didn’t. I mean, he knew something was wrong but couldn’t figure out what. There was no way to avoid it. It isn’t natural to go through a new pair of shoes every night. It’s even less normal to request that your replacements be dancing slippers. When those wore through quicker than our original ones, we decided to go for comfortable boots instead. Except for Cherree. She preferred ballet shoes.


Dancing slippers just have no support. How can I be expected to hike two miles–each way–and then dance for 7 or 8 hours! I’m so glad that she took my advice and switches her shoes when we get to the pavilion.


Vincent began to worry about us when he noticed that we were still sleeping late, even though he’d rescued us days before. Some of the girls began to look gray, they were so tired. When Cherree slept most of the day away, only to start snoring during dinner, he’d finally had enough.


He started investigating.


Not that we really noticed. It was around then that… other things began to catch our attention.


The most obvious was that our nightly venue had changed. I have no idea why it took so long to finally notice that. It was pretty apparent. For one thing, the original clearing we’d danced in was miles away. The new one was just down a long pathway and a short boat ride away! Joy. The tent had changed as well. It was much better quality and had enchantments built in so that it provided its own music and food, only the finest for the princes and their guests. Oh, and it also had a massive spell set up inside it that pulled us in as soon as we got there. It turns out that the initial magic I’d felt was a primer spell to get things started.


As far as the princes went, they were also much kinder than we’d expected. The mercenaries that had first kidnapped us weren’t exactly pleasant companions. These new men were generally quite courteous and polite–except for Lonzif, who was just an angry person. And they talked, which was a huge plus. It’s frustrating to be surrounded by people who can’t or won’t talk to you.


But those weren’t the only changes distracting us. There were also a few more… less than subtle problems that had cropped up.


Like my catching the curtains on fire. Without a flame.


And the curtains were so pretty, too. I sighed and plucked a piece of grass from the ground, tearing it into curly strings before groaning. Okay, Portia. Time to stay on task, for once! What changes am I seeing?


That was actually a difficult question to answer. As with many things, it’s difficult to tell when something began, since it is usually a slow buildup. We’d already reached the point where it became dramatic and glaringly obvious. Like my having started with no magic and I’m now able to light candles with a thought. I snorted and went back to the task at hand.


In my lap was a small notebook with each of the girls’ names in it and any changes I’d seen.


Jenny was the oldest of us. She was also the most stubborn, but farmers often are. Lately, though, her appearance had begun to change, if only slightly. Her skin was always fairly bronze looking because of all the time she spent in the sun, but it had started looking like actual bronze. I’d never seen anyone’s skin look metallic before but her’s was getting closer and closer every day. That wasn’t the only thing, though. Her hair had always been black and suddenly had the same color-changing quality as a crow’s. Oh, and her strength had gone from surprising to abnormal. She could currently lift her bed directly over her head without breaking a sweat. She’d done it by accident while looking for her other boot just a day ago.


Nan was next and most of her changes were… more subtle. Her appearance wasn’t much different but she seemed to have lost most of her sense of humor. Everything was serious and important, which was odd. Before, she’d been serious but not to the point of losing her joy. It might have been because she was having a lot of nightmares. Nightmares that at least one of the other girls seemed to share. The tandem screaming was starting to wear on everyone.


If only they were the only ones who had changed…


Raina had started to draw animals to her and they seemed to listen a bit too closely to her commands. I mean, the dogs in the kennel were one thing but blue jays? And who’d ever heard of an obedient goose? And her long blond hair had started to move slightly–only when you weren’t really looking. It would create a halo around her face when she was upset and the gold flecks in her purple eyes randomly glowed!


Cloud had almost stopped talking completely. Unless she had something specific to say, she refused to speak. Not a big deal, at first. Then she knocked over a cup and the water floated back into it. Gale disappeared into the gardens one day and handed us some fruit when she came back. It was January! There was still snow on the ground and she had a basket full of apricots! It would have made a lot more sense if there were apricot trees in the greenhouse but the only ones on the property were out in the orchard, currently covered in icicles.


Shessie was getting sadder and sadder every day and didn’t know why. The only time she was happy was when she was in the water. Even teaching was no longer making her happy! And, again, January is not the best time to go swimming, yet that’s what she did, every day. When we were at the forest camp, we’d been close to some hot springs. People could explain that away. They couldn’t ignore a tiny woman sitting in the fountains. Not when they had ice growing on them. Her cousin, Ras, had begun to avoid everyone, and not in that typical teenage way. It was like just being around us caused her pain. Her unnervingly light green eyes had grown impossibly paler–almost white in color–and were always tight from the headache she complained about. Most days she stayed at the pond until dinner and yelled at anyone who dared to come near.


Crystal had become really antagonistic, particularly when someone other than her tried to take the lead. She was constantly running rough-shod over people but would hate herself for it and apologize afterward. Whatever was going on seemed to scare her. She’d begun to train with the soldiers in an attempt to get rid of some of the aggression. It never worked. Still, she spent nearly all of her waking hours learning new fighting techniques and sparring with the trainers and other soldiers. Most of the recruits were afraid of her. Cherree, on the other hand, was loved by everyone. I began to get concerned when I notice she seemed to be losing herself as she started copying everyone. She was picking up people’s phrases, physical tics, and even their vocal tones. She only had to watch someone do something once before she could copy them exactly. Even when it shouldn’t physically be possible, like when she’d lifted her bed just after Jenny did it. She wasn’t even five feet tall yet! It was beginning to be a problem though. The girl had been very good at joining in without being overwhelmed by other people’s decisions. She’d been indecisive, yes, but not easily manipulated. That was no longer the case.


Darena was a bit trickier to pin down. She’d lost some of the physical softness we’d seen before but seemed basically the same. She didn’t hide behind her nobleman mask as much anymore but seemed to be more cautious than ever. Looks-wise, she’d become more beautiful, even though no one had thought it was possible. Still, it was a dark beauty, almost scary somehow. I found it fascinating but it wasn’t making the soldiers feel very comfortable around her.


And then there was Katherine…


“Portia, what’s happening to me?” she asked desperately.


Katherine was the reason I’d finally noticed the changes in us all. She was the one affected the most dramatically.


In the past two weeks, her hair had gone from solid blond to a mix of dark brown and blond. Her eyes had shifted from brown and one was now pitch black while the other was amber. Even her skin was affected, becoming a patchwork quilt of golden tan and alabaster white. It was beautiful but alarming, considering it had been a typical creamy pink before. Most concerning of all were her rapid mood and personality changes. It was like talking to two separate people.


“I don’t know,” I told her. “But I’m going to find out. Something is wrong with us and we’ll figure it out. I promise.”


“Do you think it has to do with… you know what?”


I stifled a sigh over her tentative question. She’d been shy before. Now she was practically scared of her own shadow. “Probably. I wonder if it has to do with our partners…” That was the other change. Originally, we’d been left to our own devices when we were at the pavilion. When we were dragged back by the princes, they would take turns dancing with us. It wasn’t every prince, every night, but they tried to dance with at least two girls every night. I had a feeling it was because of the spell but it was still too amorphous to really tell.


Katherine looked at me sharply–her mismatched eyes opened wide–but she didn’t disagree with my thought. 


Before she could respond, Shessie ran over to us, clearly upset.


“We need to get the others, right now!” she announced.


“Ugh! Why? What happened now?” Katherine complained loudly as she sat up. Any trace of the shy woman I’d just spoken to was gone.


“The Duke just announced that he wants help with investigating the mystery of our worn-out shoes. He’s going to have a soldier posted in our room tonight!”


I blinked. “Well, crap.”
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“This is a big problem! Why aren’t you taking this seriously!” Crystal demanded as she paced.


After collecting the others, we’d all met up in our room for a frank discussion about what was going to happen next. It wasn’t going all that well.


Raina sighed. “It is a big problem, Crystal. No one is saying otherwise. What we are saying is that there may be a few different ways of dealing with this. To start with, how close is the soldier going to be? Can we make sure he’s not actually in our room? I’m sure we can use propriety as an excuse. And do we want him to follow us or do we want to make sure he doesn’t know we’ve left?”


That shut everyone up. We all wanted to be done with our curse, of that I was sure. It’s no fun, being dragged to a dance every night. After the first night, when Prince Kuzif appeared in our room, we hadn’t received or needed an escort. I wasn’t sure what was keeping us safe from the Forest creatures but it seemed to be effective and the spell was enough to ensure we showed up where he wanted, when he wanted.


He had warned us about bringing in any outsiders, though.


“He’ll kill ‘em,” Jenny said, her voice dull as she acknowledged the truth all of us were avoiding. “He told us so. Plus, we can’t sneak anyone in the boats and the water is too cold and too wide to swim.”


Shessie nodded. “That lake is fed by the mountains. It’s pure ice right now, even if it isn’t frozen. I might be able to swim it, but a soldier in full armor? Not a chance.”


“And there’s too little cover for them to sneak over in their own craft,” Crystal added grudgingly. “They made sure that the clearing the pavilion is in has a good line of sight to everything around it. They even cut the trees back.”


Apparently, the soldiers have been teaching her more than just how to fight.


“So what are we gonna do?” Katherine whispered.


That had us stumped. Normally, it would be simple. If you’re in a city, you lose your follower in a crowd. In the country, you backtrack and use the terrain. In a manor, though? Our biggest danger was someone discovering the hidden passage. Not only that, but we also needed to make sure they didn’t know we’d left our room at all.


“If they find that door, we’re in trouble,” I told the others. “We could probably lose them on the way to the lake–even with the well-worn path–but if they find the door, all they have to do is come back and lock it up the next day.” I paused. “Or booby-trap it. Does anyone have a long rope, a bunch of nails, some shaving cream, and an anvil lying around?”


Nan narrowed her eyes at me but ignored my helpful idea. “What would happen if we couldn’t come that way?”


“So… that’s a no on the anvil. Got it.” I sighed and got back on topic. “The magic will make us go, no matter what. We don’t have a choice. It would be harder to get there, though, and a lot easier for the guards to discover us. And if we get stopped… well, I’m not sure what will happen but it’ll be painful.”


Quiet descended as we each considered the situation. When no one came up with a solution, I began to get worried.


If only we knew for sure what would happen if we had someone follow us, I mused, my chin resting on my palm.


“They’ll be killed and their bodies will be used to remind us to obey,” Ras said.


I blinked and swiveled to stare at her. I knew for a fact that I hadn’t said anything aloud! “Did you just…?”


She sighed. “Yes. I heard you. I can hear everyone now. Well, most of the time, anyway. It hurts though. That’s why I’ve had so many headaches lately.” She paused, allowing us time to process this new information. I’ll have to add that to my list. “It isn’t really precise. I can’t pick people’s thoughts from their heads, but I heard Kuzif thinking it the other night. He knows that we’ll be discovered, sooner or later, and he was making plans about how to deal with it. He was going to run it by the others in the next few days, just so they’re all on the same page. He’s not thrilled with the idea, but he’s not sure what else to do. For someone bent on world domination, he isn’t very bloodthirsty.”


Nan spoke up next. “Do you know how he learned about the secret passage? That seems like something that would usually be kept quiet.”


“No,” Ras replied with a shrug. “All I know is he keeps complaining about how they have to sleep in the woods while we get to stay in the manor, like they’d planned to. I think that they were going to use this place but I don’t know how or why.”


“That still doesn’t tell us what to do with the guards if they start getting too close. We can’t exactly warn them but if we don’t, someone is going to get hurt, or worse.”


Darena sighed. “This would be so much easier if we just killed them ourselves. You feed them some poisoned wine, hit him in the head with something hard, and then throw the body in a horse’s stall so it looks like he was drunk and got kicked when he wandered into their stall.”


“Sounds like a plan,” Cloud said. “Let’s do that.”


I have to say, that was not what any of us expected to hear. Darena, sure. It might seem a little odd to the others. She tended to hide her violent nature better around them than she did around me. Cloud though… yeah, no.


For a long moment, no one responded. Then Darena started to smile. “I knew you were more cunning that you appeared! You think we should drug them and make it look like they got drunk and passed out!”


Cloud shrugged. “Seems like the best bet. That way, whoever it is won’t be able to check on us and won’t even know we’ve left. I’m sure at least one of us can convince them to have some wine before bed.”


Gale chimed in, “I can get us the plants we need to knock them out.”


“I know how to distill them down and make sure they won’t be lethal,” Darena added. “I can even do it at the fireplace so no one asks any awkward questions.”


Raina nodded. “Perfect. Then we have a plan. We need a working drug by tomorrow night, if possible. We don’t know how soon this will start, but I’ll try to delay it by talking to Vincent. If nothing else, I should be able to talk him into guards outside the doors and the one who’s investigating can sleep in the room they used for staging the food when this was still a banquet hall.” She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Let’s just hope our plan works. I don’t want to be responsible for the death of anyone here.”


We all echoed our agreements and started to get ready for dinner. The day was almost over and we had quite a night ahead of us.
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Our plan seemed to be working.


Katherine and Darena worked together to create a powerful sleeping agent and mixed it into our nightly wine. I was a bit worried that someone would find it odd that we suddenly started to order wine at the same time we got better guards but no one did. I think they thought we were using it as an excuse to flirt with the soldiers. On the bright side, Raina had convinced Vincent that it would be inappropriate for any of the men to be inside our room while we were sleeping, even the one investigating us. I think the variety of cultures helped sell that. If we’d all been from Mindep, he probably would have insisted and solved the problem by keeping all the doors open.


It was a week after we’d made our plan and we’d been successful every single night. Seven men had been charmed into a nightcap and seven men had been removed from our detail for allowing themselves to get drunk enough to fall asleep during guard duty. I had a feeling that it would change when they started running out of soldiers. Either way, everything was going great!


Until it wasn’t


I should have known it was too good to last, I thought as I stood in the pavilion, staring in horror at a scene none of us could have imagined.


The night had been pretty standard. A new guard had taken up residence in our ‘guest room’, as we’d dubbed it. He’d been smirking when he drank the wine, but we were running late and no one noticed. Just like no one noticed the slight scuff of a foot while we made our way down the long, dark staircase into the depths of the manor or the rustling of trees as we walked to the boats. We certainly missed the quiet splash of a small boat entering the water and following us from too far away to see.


I wish I could say that we realized we were being watched as we began the nightly routine, each taking the hand of a prince and beginning our dances to the ghostly orchestra.


We did notice when he got too close and the spell dragged him in.


One moment I was dancing with Ben’yalif, his dark hair glinting in the light from the bonfire, and the next I heard someone laughing hysterically. And it wasn’t me!


“What!” Ben’yalif exclaimed, still turning me.


I glanced over my shoulder and blanched. The guard, the one who we thought we’d drugged, was there. He was in the pavilion, dancing of all things, with a wild expression on his face and fear in his eyes.


I’d like to say that I stopped immediately and tried to help him, but I can’t. I couldn’t! I was as trapped in the dance, the same as he was. In fact, it felt like I was being forced to dance. My partner was able to back out, running for his sword, but I was still there. All of us girls were.


The soldier’s movements became harsher as the music picked up. I lost sight of him for a moment as I spun around three times and leapt to my left. My leg swung up, allowing me to lean back in a graceful stretch, arms behind me. Then, I spun again.


He was in the center now. He was spinning in circles, laughing manically and looking thoroughly terrified even as his mouth was stretched into a garish smile.


Nan grabbed my hand and we began to twist into pretzels and straighten. She spun me out, letting go of my hand as she grabbed Raina’s. The turn let me see that the princes were standing in a group, looking puzzled and upset. None of them seemed comfortable with this turn of events, but their eyes were focused on the soldier, even while scanning the woods for another incursion.


Cherree leapt into the air, her legs stretched completely parallel to the floor. She landed gracefully and pirouetted before tossing me a look of anguish. She’d known the soldier. He was teaching her how to ride a horse. We both knew that this was going to end badly, but there was nothing we could do.


I whipped my head around and spotted him again. He looked different. His skin was beginning to look dry and brittle. His nose was bleeding and his eyes were glowing like lanterns.


He’s absorbing the magic! I thought, panic filling my thoughts.


Round and round we twirled, dancing around the man who’d been caught by our spell. Ras ducked beneath me as I leapt in the air. Cloud swirled around me like the early morning mist. Shessie seemed to flow through the space. Darena bent in ways that I didn’t think were possible, always moving just before crashing into someone and turning it into something beautiful. Jenny moved heavily and with purpose, each step shaking the floor. Nan was a whirl, appearing suddenly and disappearing again. Gale seemed to rotate in one place, as if rooted. Katherine appeared to be dancing with a partner, including dips that were impossible without someone else, but no one was there.


And me? I was like a leaf in autumn, catching every eddy and swirling through the area.


The soldier moved more like a puppet, as if someone else were directing his movements.


We danced like that for hours. Never stopping. Never slowing. The music building in speed and intensity, bringing our dancing with it, until suddenly…


It all stopped.


The soldier dropped like someone had cut his strings. The power faded from his eyes and burst out to encompass us girls and momentarily lifting us off of our feet.


And then we collapsed on the ground, tired and frightened. And filled with more sorrow than anyone could ever guess.


“What was that? Juzif! What just happened?” Kuzif asked his next oldest brother as they rushed to check on us.


“I-I don’t know. Finis?”


Finis’yalif was in his late teens or early twenties and had beautiful chocolate-colored skin and the black eyes of his family. He was also, apparently, the only one with real experience with magic.


“He got dragged into the spell,” Finis told his brothers. “He wasn’t mentioned in it, so it grabbed him and added him in. The power was too much for his body, though. It burned him out.”


That seemed to have them all in shock, including Kuzif. “B-but how? And what was that light there at the end?”


Finis shrugged helplessly. “It is not a spell I know. I was not allowed to study it properly. There are probably many such side effects built-in. And that light was the magic leaving his body. It looked like it was absorbed by the ladies. I’m not sure what the consequence will be.”


Cherree started crying then, dragging herself over to the soldier’s body and trying to wake him up. Crystal grabbed her when she began to wail and rocked her back and forth, attempting to comfort the young girl. Everyone watched silently, trying to process what had occurred.


Finally, Kuzif spoke, his voice breaking slightly at the end. “I suppose you will just have to be more careful tomorrow night. We wouldn’t want this to happen again.”










CHAPTER 3: FINDING THE LOST
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Eric


I’ve been traveling for almost two months and haven’t found a single clue, I grumbled to myself. How can ten women disappear without a trace?


The meeting in Valeoss felt like it had been years ago but that was probably the exhaustion pulling at me. It isn’t exactly easy to search two countries in two months, but I’d done it. Lucky for me, I had more than a few informants spread throughout the continent, including among the Fey, despite what Tier and the others thought. Being a merchant’s son had started the process but my time in the military was much more covert than any but the Prince realized.


Shessat had been my first stop. Fire and Stone had already completed a pretty thorough investigation, so I put my ear to the ground and checked the places they might not have thought of. Lucky for them–and unfortunately for me–both girls were upstanding citizens of their hometowns. It is easier to find troublemakers. They tend to leave a trail and are more noticeable. Shessalla was currently being sought by no less than 20 merchant ships. The sailors considered her to be a sibling of sorts and her swimming lessons had apparently saved countless lives.


To say they were angry would be putting it mildly. I grinned, remembering some of the creative curses they’d hurled while discussing the kidnapper. Whoever had taken her was in for a rude awakening when they next entered a port city. Even Shessalla’s cousin, Rassallen, was a part of their search. Her salty nature had endeared her to a few of the captains that frequented her stepfather’s shipwright for repairs.


Unfortunately, their trails had been completely cold and no one had any idea where they’d gone. They just vanished. Rassallen was on her way to the market to pick up some potatoes for her mother and Shessalla had gone on a walk along the beach. Both were in crowded areas when they suddenly weren’t there.


More frustratingly, no one else from the area had gone missing or begun to act oddly. No sudden influx of money. Even their enemies were distressed, though mostly because they didn’t have a hand in it.


On one hand, the lack of disturbance and the way they disappeared in a crowd suggests them knowing the kidnapper. The rest suggests the opposite, that it wasn’t someone local who gave them up. It’s a bit of a conundrum.


Searching Crechel had been even worse. Even knowing that a noblewoman had gone missing, it was difficult to get any information. Apparently, it was the girl’s enemies who were talking about her disappearance. The family was very close-mouthed about the situation, going so far as to say she’d been sent to visit a distant cousin who was ill. That might be believable if they had any cousins. They didn’t though. The Aranid family was very small compared to most.


They’re also some of the most accomplished assassins on the continent, though few know it. The Aranids were incredibly picky about who they killed and even more cautious about letting rumors spread about them. I’d considered that it could be a case of retaliation but it just didn’t add up. Besides, my spies told me that they’d been caught and questioned by the matriarch when she heard they might know something. Apparently, she was furious at her daughter’s disappearance. The younger girls were scouring the city nightly to find Darena and their socialite cover identities were suffering for it. They would have gone on a rampage if she’d been killed and would have checked the most obvious options first.


It was thanks to the Aranids that I knew another girl had gone missing. Unfortunately, she was even harder to investigate. Cherree Miller had been in the capital when she went missing but she wasn’t a noble. By all accounts, she was a peasant, a miller’s daughter who’d gained entrance to one of the most prestigious dance academies on the continent by skill alone. Which, naturally, meant that she wasn’t welcomed by anyone there. Who really wants a poor girl showing them up? It brings out all the insecurities that adolescents struggle with. I still wasn’t sure how she was related to the crown, but that wasn’t a surprise. No one wanted to admit that they had a connection to Midas. The man was mad as a hatter and meaner than a troll on wash day.


It did give me ample time to try out the invisibility cloak Maleficent lent me, I mused. Desperation and an awkward moment in a pub revealed that just clasping the neck would activate it. The weight actually helped keep the thing from flipping up in high winds and made you feel much safer. It had come in handy when I was being chased by some Crechelan soldiers who didn’t like the look of me.


Which led me back to Jep. Mindep’s capital might not be as gaudy as Rallin but it was home. Well, close to it.


I rode up to the soldier’s barracks and relaxed slightly. It was good to be somewhere familiar again.


“Eric? Is that you, boy?” asked a gravelly voice from my left, a voice I recognized very well.


“Major Greenfoot, sir!” I replied with a salute. Strictly speaking, I outranked him now but he had been my commanding officer for too long. It would feel disrespectful to not salute the old soldier.


“Eh, none of that nonsense, boy. What are you doin’ here?” His brown eyes searched my own as I slid off my horse and grasped his forearm in welcome.


“Chasing rumors and whispers of moonlight,” I told him, not wanting to get into the details in such an open area. “What about you?”


The major lowered his chin slightly, looking down his nose at me. “Beatin’ on recruits. Have been for about a year now. How are you sisters? I heard one’s married to a noble, another got herself engaged to a king, and one’s missin’.”


I sighed and shook my head. “Always to the point. Yes, Belle is married and Nolana is betrothed to the King of the Fey. He’s actually not bad. A bit prone to cuddling in one of his furry forms, but not bad.” Greenfoot snorted but didn’t interrupt. “And yes, Pearl is missing. Since just after the treaty with the Wraiths, near as we can tell. She just up and disappeared.”


He nodded. “Then you must be heading toward Walmund’s estate.”


I blinked and frowned. “What?”


“You haven’t heard? Walmund went and found himself 12 women in the middle of the woods. They’re a bit of a mystery though. Can’t say anything about themselves or where they’re from. And they keep wearing through their shoes. Every morning, he has to go find them new shoes. The one time he didn’t, they ended up with bleeding feet.”


It was my turn to eye the old soldier. “You’ve been using my informants again, haven’t you?”


“Who me? I would never! But I might have a letter here from the new Queen of Fretche with the names of the women who are missing there.” The old man smirked at me and handed me said letter. Opened, of course. I wasn’t sure how he’d gotten it but it didn’t surprise me in the least. The Major had been using my network since I was in the academy. I never understood why, since he had his own men gathering information, but he seemed to like turning my informants and then feeding them information that I needed.


I looked at the barracks and sighed again. There was still plenty of daylight and I had to cross the entire country to reach my destination. Looks like I’m sleeping on the ground again. I’m getting too old for this.
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It took me a solid two weeks to get to Walmund’s estate. It would have been slightly less, but he was basically on the complete opposite side of the country from the capital. Making it worse, the roads had been washed out by a huge storm, which also caused the river to flood. Crossing it was nearly impossible.


Unless you happen to be friendly with the Fey merchants that are expanding into the area. I’ll have to see about getting Lana a new knife to thank her for that. Nearly a hundred years of isolation and all it takes is my baby sister throwing a fit to change their minds. Well, that and the illness that swept the continent last fall. It still amazed me that the combination of Beryl’s healing skills and Lana’s logic had completely changed the Fey’s minds about the usefulness of humans.


In the end, I only got stuck in Stonesford for a day before spotting some Fey traders as they floating down the raging river, like it was a pleasant summer day instead of a stormy winter’s night. When they stopped in the tavern to pick up the local gossip, they’d recognized me immediately. Granted, it wasn’t hard. I knew for a fact that Tier had commissioned pictures of my entire family and had them circulated on flyers throughout the Fey Forest. He wanted to make sure that his people would instantly recognize us on sight and know that they were required to give aid if necessary.


They’d generously offered to take me across the river, saving me weeks of waiting. Even the added speed didn’t change the fact that it was cold, though.


Why am I traveling in winter again? Oh, yes. My sister had the poor taste to disappear without a word, I grumbled silently as I turned the last corner and finally saw the manor. The drive was longer than expected–as well as moving uphill–but it gave me plenty of time to appreciate the house and the extensive gardens that would surely shine come spring. Beryl would kill to have all this land to play with. I better make sure she never sees it or I’ll end up turning the entire mansion into a greenhouse for her.


Instead of heading directly to the front, I decided to circle around the back of the manor and find the stable first. My horse had put up with a lot of travel over the last few months and he deserved a warm, dry stall and some hot mash. Just before I reached that paradise, though, something grabbed my attention.


Someone was laughing. I wasn’t sure why that made me stop, but it did.


I turned and searched the area, wondering if it was one of the women I’d been sent to find. Off to my left, sitting in the middle of the back garden was a tall woman with hair the color of a cozy fire on a cold night, a stunning mix of red and orange. As I rode closer, she turned to look at me, revealing eyes the same gray color as the clouds overhead.


I stopped moving and stared at her, like an absolute idiot. I couldn’t help it, though! The woman was absolutely gorgeous! Her skin was pale and creamy, covered with a light dusting of freckles. Her eyes twinkled with amusement, making her look mischievous and emphasizing her youth. She couldn’t have been more than 20, but I hoped that she was at least over 18. Any younger and my fascination would have been disturbing. Then she stood up and I nearly groaned!


This woman is perfect! How is that even possible! Her figure was fairly slender–she was even taller than I first suspected, nearly my height–and her hips were generously curved, showcased by a pair of trousers that had clearly been meant for someone else. I’d always had a thing for women with ample hips, particularly ones close to my height. It’s pretty miserable, trying to have a conversation with someone and getting a crick in your neck.


I dismounted and realized that she wasn’t just close to my height, she was my height. In fact, it looked like I was just about a quarter of an inch taller than she was.


“Were you laughing at me or just in general?” I asked her.


She cocked her head to the side. “Have you ever seen a cat chased by a bunny rabbit?” I shook my head and she smirked before pointing at something.


When I glanced over, I realized that her question hadn’t been rhetorical. There was a large cat with a gray body and a black mask, trying to dodge a very determined and very old, white bunny. The bunny kept hopping up to the cat in a way that suggested it was trying to smell the cat, and the cat kept dodging, looking both terrified and curious at the same time. What made it even better was that the cat was quite large, probably 15-20 pounds, and the bunny probably only weighed about 10-12.


“The cook’s daughter let her bunny out for a bit of exercise and the Duke’s cat snuck out. He was trying to figure out what the bunny was for a bit, but he’s been too scared to get close. They’ve been at it for about fifteen minutes now.”


“I feel like there’s a moral here, somewhere,” I muttered, still watching the scene intently. The cat had jumped on a low stone wall to escape the bunny. “I mean, curiosity killed the cat and satisfaction brought it back, but a bunny convinced him that it was a bad idea.”


The woman snorted once before letting out peals of laughter. Strictly speaking, it wasn’t pretty sounding. I’d heard many women–human and Fey alike–with laughs like tinkling bells and songbirds. This was loud and would only be called melodious if you were tone-deaf. On the other hand, it was also so joyful that it was contagious. You couldn’t not be happy when listening to her laugh. She just was so unself-conscious about it!


“Oh, I need to remember that one to tell Joy. She’d love it! If only it rhymed…” she mused before blinking those big gray eyes at me and frowning. “Wait, I don’t know you. Do I?”


I smirked and shook my head. It almost seems like she’s slow, but that doesn’t quite fit somehow. I wonder… “I’m Eric. I just got here.”


“Oh! So the Duke sent for you?” Her eyes became focused and glittered like the throwing knives I’d given Pearl for her last birthday, sharp and deadly accurate. All it had taken was a single comment and she had a good idea why I was there.


I frowned, wondering how to respond. Strictly speaking, Duke Vincent hadn’t sent for me, so saying no wouldn’t be a lie. Despite all the information I could get from her, I really didn’t want to lie to her. She isn’t the type to let that sort of thing go and she definitely wouldn’t trust me after, which might be a big problem. There’s no telling what I might find or if we’ll end up in a life or death situation where she needs to follow my orders. Best not chance it.


“No,” I finally said. “I’d heard he needed some help and decided to volunteer.” Judging by her less than pleased expression, this was not what she wanted to hear. Unfortunately, I hadn’t spoken to Walmund yet and I didn’t know if he was going to agree to a cover story or not. “May I have your name, lady?”


She blinked at me before snickering. “I don’t think I’ve been called a lady since I last visited my stepsister, and I’m pretty sure it was only used mockingly. But, since you asked so nicely, I’m called Portia.”


It was my turn to blink. Wasn’t Princess Cinderella’s sister named… “I think I know your sister.”


That did it. In less than a second, Portia’s eyes had shifted to the dark gray of a stormy sky and tears were dripping down her cheeks.


“H-how? Is she okay? Which one?”


“Whoah! Slow down, sweetheart. I met both Cindy and Joy.” I don’t know why I used the Princess’ nickname, but it seemed right somehow. “And I saw Joy’s fiancé about two months ago. He said that both of them are fine.” She kept crying, but I had four sisters. I could tell the difference between sad, angry, happy, confused, scared, and relieved tears. None of them scared me. As far as I was concerned, she was more than entitled to be an emotional wreck.


“Thank you,” Portia said as she pulled herself together. Then, she frowned at me. “You never said how you knew them.”


“I didn’t? How odd,” I began, mind racing as I once again tried to decide how much I should say. In the end, I decided to keep my cards close to my chest and only tell her what I had to. “We met last fall. We have some mutual friends that introduced us.”


The knowing expression came back but she didn’t question me further. Instead, she said, “Follow me. I’ll help you get your horse stabled. You’re too pretty to be out here in the cold,” she said to my horse.


I smirked, seeing a perfect opportunity to cheer her up a bit. “I know. I am, aren’t I?”


She snorted. “I was talking to the horse, not the horse’s backside.” And then she grabbed the reigns from my hand and began walking toward the stable, giving me time to enjoy the subtle sway of her hips.


Despite wanting to ask what was going on, I knew that she wouldn’t discuss it with me. She probably couldn’t, if that curse circling her neck was any indication. Between my father and the army, I’d been trained well enough to recognize magic like that.


Besides, with the way she reacted, Portia would have gone home a long time ago if she could. She’s got too much spirit to stay put and too much love for her sisters to stay away from them for long. Something is stopping her from leaving and I intend to find out what. Hopefully, I’ll be able to find Pearl at the same time.
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Portia disappeared while I got my horse settle, leaving me to find Walmund on my own. Luckily, it wasn’t going to be too difficult.


“Halt! Who are you?” demanded a guard as I came out of the stables.


I frowned at him, suddenly realizing that it was the first time I’d been questioned since arriving. Well, by anyone other than Portia.


“My name is Captain Eric Mercer. I’m here to speak to Duke Walmund. Before I go, care to explain to me why I was able to approach the house and one of the occupants without being challenged until now?” It didn’t bode well for this outpost.


The guard, who had paled at my rank, seemed to go white when he heard the chill in my voice. I knew many captains who got loud when they were displeased with something or someone. I tended to go the opposite direction, staying relatively quiet but make my anger known nonetheless. Controlled rage is much more deadly than the explosive type. Judging by Portia Chapman’s presence, my intel was correct and the missing women were being housed in the Duke’s manor. I had no idea what happened to them–at least not yet–but I knew that the house doubled as the headquarters for a military detachment and that they should have kept the place under heavy guard.


“Apologies, Captain Mercer. We had a disturbance last night and while investigating, we discovered a few Forest creatures. Reinforcements were called and we hadn’t realized that the front was left unattended. All personnel were needed.”


I nodded in understanding. The Fey Forest had a number of unusual and highly dangerous creatures that regularly made incursions into northern Mindep. That was why the royal family had made a tradition of granting those lands to military men. It made it our job to defend that vast border and saved them both money and manpower. Far-flung properties, like the Duke’s, were often used as training for recruits. Mindep military decided that leaving the monsters to the young and old would allow the rest of the soldiers to prepare for attacks in other areas.


You never know when Crechel will finally get up the nerve to attack instead of just sniping at us like cowards.


Since I wasn’t going to chew him out, the guard saluted before leading me into the training yard and up to a robust-looking man in his 50s.


“Duke Vincent Walmund?” I asked as I moved stepped up to him.


“Yes? Wait, I know you, don’t I?”


I smiled, thinking the same thing. “Captain Eric Mercer.”


He nodded. “Yes! I was there when you received your title! How are you and what brings you all the way out here? I know you didn’t come here for hunting, seeing as you have more than enough Forest of your own to patrol.”


I snorted. Hunting was something only idiots or the suicidal engaged in. No one went hunting in the Forest but it was a term some idiot recruit had used while describing fighting off the Forest creatures and it had stuck. It actually resulted in 3 or 4 missing recruits every year, men who had misunderstood and actually walked into the Forest to go hunting. Older soldiers joked about it being the best way to retire.


“Not a chance. No, I’m here to confirm some rumors I heard, about some women you found while patrolling?”


Walmund nodded. “I should have guessed. Follow me. We can talk in my office. Standing around in the cold is for young men on guard duty, not an old soldier with one foot in the grave.”


I snorted again. “Sir, if you have one foot in the grave, it’s only so you can have a better angle to stab the reaper.”


He let out a bellowing laugh. “True! And can you imagine his surprise as my sword went through his heart?” He kept laughing as he led me through a side door and into the main manor.


The short walk to his office revealed the presence of another female, this one about 12, but she ran before I could get a better look.


As the door shut behind me, Walmund gestured for me to sit and settled himself next to me before speaking.


“So, Mercer, what do you think you know?”


I blinked. He was remarkably direct for a leader out in the middle of nowhere. They tended to act like royalty and expect to be catered to, rarely asking a clear and concise question. My opinion of the man rose significantly. “That you found twelve women in the middle of the woods and they are running out of shoes.”


Instead of laughing again at the ridiculous response, he sighed. “Unfortunately, that’s true. Now, my real question is this: why are you here?”


“Sir, do you know who my sisters are?”


He nodded. “You have three, right? No, wait… four! One of them married a noble and there was a bunch of talk about curses a few years back and there’s another one engaged, right?”


“Yes. Belle is married to my friend Baron Christoph and Nolana is engaged to the King of the Fey. One of my other sisters, Pearl, went missing just after the Fey and Wraiths signed their treaty. Because of that, King Tiertanal and my family have been looking for any information about her that we can find. During a recent meeting with various leaders, we were told that there are more missing women and I was sent to find them.”


Walmund frowned. “How many?”


“Not counting my sister? We knew of 9 when I left the conclave. Two from every country on the continent, except for Crechel and Fretche. I found out another girl was missing from Crechel and recently received a missive from Queen Snow White with two more names, which brings the count up to 12.” I watched his face grow darker, recognizing the connection. “And it appears they may all related to the rulers. It’s making the royals a bit anxious for a couple different reasons. Have you not heard about this?”


He shook his head. “I mean, I heard about one of the Prince’s cousin’s going missing, but not much else. I was stuck in Jep for a month, recovering from an assassination attempt back in December. I was lucky that it was botched so badly. I’ve no idea who hired the man but he was about as green as spring grass. He managed to injure me in the struggle but killed himself during the struggle.” 


Walmund grimaced. “Worst knife work I’ve ever seen. Anyway, I decided to head home as soon as I could, figuring that things would be safer at home. It was my first patrol after returning that I found the girls. I don’t… they haven’t said where they’re from, though.”


A grunt burst out of me. “I bet. I met Portia on my way to the stables and she had a nasty gag spell on her.” At his questioning look, I explained. “If you are in possession of information someone doesn’t want you to spread, they can put a gag spell on you. It prevents you from communicating anything related to the subject to or around anyone who doesn’t know already. Their identities probably have a lot to do with why they were kidnapped, as do their homelands, so they won’t be able to say anything. It literally chokes them. People who fight it have been known to pass out from lack of air and, in some cases, die.”


That took the color right out of my host’s face. Clearly, he cared about the young women quite a bit. That made me feel a lot better. Gag spells made you vulnerable and the missing girls needed someone who was willing to protect them.


It made me wonder though… “Didn’t you learn this when you were given your lands? It’s standard procedure for anyone granted lands along the Fey border. I mean, it’s pretty obvious you served in the military, sir.”


He shook his head. “This is the family seat. I’m only the Duke because my brother died without an heir. I left the military but didn’t warrant the training. I suppose they think that the nobles already know everything.”


We both shook our heads at this. Mindep noble families were much easier to deal with than most but they still tried to play games to garner more power. Telling everyone that they hadn’t trained their children to deal with magic would damage those goals and might invite the military to take a more active role in their lives. Few wanted that. It also would give the military more leverage. There was a delicate balance that it wouldn’t do to upset it.


“What can you tell me about their shoes?” I asked, bringing his attention back to the present.


Walmund shrugged. “I have no idea. They go to sleep each night with new shoes and in the morning, they’re worn clean through. What’s more, they don’t leave their room nor make a sound all night long. I have men guarding every entrance and exit but we can’t figure out what’s going on. I even have men who stay in the adjacent room, hoping they’ll hear something through the thinner walls, but nothing. Every one of them falls asleep. Well, except one.”


My eyes narrowed. “What happened to him?”


The Duke sighed. “He disappeared and the girls looked like ghosts the next morning. They begged me not to put another man in that room but I did anyway. He fell asleep too, just like all the others.”


I sat back and thought about it. Most of the men stationed out there were green as grass, so it would be easy to assume they just didn’t have the discipline to stay awake, but that would be wrong. They’d had the same basic training as everyone else and the missing man indicated that something more sinister was going on.


“Walmund, why don’t you change it from a single night to three? Just in case it gives someone a better chance to figure things out.”


He blinked. “Aren’t you going to volunteer next?”


I shook my head. “No. I want to investigate a bit first. How about I stay on as a gardener? I might be less intimidating for the girls if they don’t see me as another soldier. Maybe I can find something out that way.”


He nodded and then we worked together to figure out my cover story. It helped for a number of reasons but it also forced me to admit that my real mission was a failure.


Pearl wasn’t there. Somehow, I’d found all the missing women except my sister.










CHAPTER 4: I'M THE DAUGHTER OF A NUN



PORTIA


“What’s going on?” Katherine asked as she walked into our sleeping chamber. I couldn’t call it a ‘bedroom,’ not with the amount of wall covered in murals and the height of the ceilings.


Although, I suppose that Cindy’s room has a similar look… hmm. “I wonder if this was a palace, originally.”


The other girls either shook their heads or completely ignored my outburst. Well, all except Raina. She chose to redirect me instead.


“Portia, would you mind explaining what happened this afternoon to put you in such a tizzy?” she asked firmly.


Crystal snorted. “When is she not in a tizzy about something?”


I bit my lip. “It’s not often, actually. Maybe once or twice a year. But I have a good reason right now. I met someone in the garden today.” And he made me think about my sisters. But I didn’t want to tell them that. It was still a sore point that I’d nearly broken down in front of a stranger. Mother had drilled it into our heads for years that showing someone how you really felt was akin to handing them a knife and showing them where to cut you.


“Who? One of the guards?” Shessie demanded while her cousin groaned and covered her eyes with a pillow. Apparently, Ras’ headaches were getting worse.


I shook my head. “No. I’ve never seen him before but he was about a decade older than most of the guards and he seemed rather… sure of himself, if you understand.” I pursed my lips before nodding. “He was nothing like the green recruits that have been sent here to train. More like the Duke. Anyway, that’s not the important part.”


Crystal groaned dramatically. “Get on with it already! I could have told the story in half the time as you’ve spent. Cavern depths, I could probably guess too! He heard the Duke is offering a reward if someone figures out why our shoes are worn out. Big deal!”


Nan glared at the younger woman. “Hush you! We all know you’re impatient and need to go beat someone up again but you can at least be quiet and let her finish.”


“Thanks, Nan. Anyway, while I was watching a bunny chase a cat around the garden–”


Several voices spoke up at that point.


“Huh?”


“What does that even mean?”


“When did we get a bunny?”


“Skies, what is she on about now?” The last one was obviously Crystal.


I cleared my throat and the chatter died down. “As I was saying, I was watching a bunny chase a cat around the garden when someone rode up and started speaking to me. He said his name was Eric and asked for mine.”


Jenny glared at me. “This’d better not end up with you listing his best features and how many children you two ‘re gonna have.”


That woman clearly hasn’t spent enough time around me to realize how utterly ridiculous that sounds. I am not Cherree or Katherine, although Katherine only really does stuff like that when her other personality is in charge.


“No. Although, I grant you, he is quite handsome. No, what has me rattled is that he recognized my name and knows my family.” They blinked, not quite catching on. “He’s met my sisters and brother-in-law. Or rather, my step-brother-in-law. I’m never sure how it works or if there are supposed to be that many hyphens in one title. Anyway, he said he’d met Cindy and Joy and I think he’s been sent to find me.”


Cherree piped up at this point. “Oh! This is so exciting! He is ever so handsome and he’s come to rescue you!”


Cloud frowned. “You saw him? When?”


“When he was walking to Vincent’s office. He was the same height as Portia and looked so strong and–”


Jenny groaned. “Stop! Please. We don’t wanna hear it!”


Raina sighed and tried to get us back on track. “Why is this a bad thing, Portia? Isn’t it good that someone who knows your sisters is here?”


I stared at her in complete awe. “That is… the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard! Does no one else remember what happened to the last person who successfully followed us? Because I do! It’s pretty hard to forget someone dancing themselves to death as magic takes over and burns through their body!”


Several of the girls flinched. “Of course we do,” Raina responded. “But what does that have to do with him knowing your family?”


I growled and began to pace the room, attempting to keep my temper in check. I usually could, but as soon as I let go it would blaze like a wildfire.


Lucky for me, Darena seemed to understand what was going on.


“You’re all dense. The man was able to not only find but readily identify her without them having ever met. It’s easy enough to gather that he was probably sent to look for her but you’re overlooking the fact that it would take a lot of skills and luck, possibly magic, to have tracked us here. My family has extensive connections and they weren’t able to find us, yet he did! That alone tells me he isn’t one to be trifled with or overlooked. Not only that, by saying he knows her family he as good as admitted that he has personally met the Crown Prince and Princess of Alenia. And felt comfortable enough to call them by their first names.”


“You forgot Brenlew,” I added. That got everyone’s attention again. “My other sister is engaged to the Crown Prince of Brenlew. Well, the equivalent of Crown Prince. I’m pretty sure their names are titles, so I’m not positive what they actually call the heir. Anyway, when he said he’d met Cindy and Joy, it would have been when they were with Christopher and Reese.”


Even Darena was stunned by this little tidbit, not that I blamed them. Brenlew wasn’t the most accessible country and very few people knew it really existed, let alone that my sister was marrying into their royal family.


“Wait, Brenlew is real?” Gale whispered reverently. “Like, really real?”


I smiled. “Yep. Never been there, but Joy has and she sent me letters. She said it’s even more beautiful than the stories suggest and there is as much magic floating around as there is in the Fey Forest.” Which was quite the feat. Not many places could come close to rivaling the Fey’s homeland.


“That actually makes it worse,” Darena said. “Look, whoever he is, he has access to several very powerful people, implying that he has some power of his own. If someone like that were to investigate us…” She trailed off but grimaced at the thought.


Everyone was quiet for a long moment before Cloud spoke up. “Should we change our plans? Will he fall for our wine like the others?”


We all looked around uncomfortably. Finally, I sighed. “I don’t know. We’ll have to wait and see. For right now, though, we need to start thinking about what we’ll do if someone else follows us. Or worse.”


“What could be worse than that?” Katherine asked with a shiver.


This time, it was Ras who spoke up. “What if he tries to take her home? What do you think the curse will do to her? To all of us?”


Thanks, Ras, I thought at her, hoping she had heard me. It had taken us surprisingly little time to adjust to Ras’ powers. She’d continued to avoid people but I didn’t blame her. Considering how cruel people could be with their words, I shuddered to think of what their thoughts were like.


I’d spent some time chatting with her and found out that her powers were changing. Before, it had just been a wash of noise, followed by random thoughts. Now, it was more precise. She could listen in to specific people much more easily, sort of like getting used to listening to crowds. I didn’t say anything because I didn’t know how they would feel about the lack of privacy, even if it wasn’t her fault. Honestly, I enjoyed it. She rarely got annoyed with my thought process anymore and often laughed at my jokes when everyone else seemed worried I’d lost my sanity. That was actually how I figured out what was happening. She laughed at something I said in my head and then looked startled when no one else did.


Ras cleared her throat and looked at me pointedly, bringing me back to the topic.


“We’ll have to keep an eye on him. I don’t think we have another choice.”


The others agreed with me and we separated soon after to get back to our tasks, but before I left the room, I heard Cherree mutter, “I bet he’ll kiss her and break the curse.”


To which Gale replied, her voice sounding empty, “No, little dancer. That sort of thing only happens in stories. In real life, we aren’t promised happy endings with handsome princes.”


“Then we’ll just have to turn this into a story, because we need a happy ending.”


“That we do, little one. That we do.”
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We all went about our business after that. Not that I got a lot done. I was still too hyped from meeting Eric.


On one hand, he posed a threat to the delicate balance that we’d developed. On the other, he was a chance at ending the cycle and moving on with our lives.


And on the third hand… if he died, there would be serious repercussions. Raina might be good at hiding her expressions, but I knew that she recognized his name and couldn’t remember why. Darena might have been the most deadly of us all but Raina was the best informed. She was usually pretty good at hiding it but there were always little hints at how much she actually knew, things that most people wouldn’t. I’d been trained by my mother to look for those little tells. She was probably an administrator in the Mindep Military Intelligence, one of the people privy to secrets but not used for fieldwork.


I shook my head and sighed before checking my hair in the mirror one last time before dinner.


Eric was probably going to be there and I wanted to make a good impression. Not that it would matter, considering how many women would be in the same room, all more beautiful than me. It was interesting, the longer we absorbed the magic from the curse, the better we looked. Despite the theory that everyone related to royalty must be beautiful, many of the girls had been rather plain-looking before. Not ugly, but nothing particularly special.


Jenny had a pronounced, square-shaped chin and a bump in her nose from a bad break when she was younger. She’d also had skin that had been seriously sun-damaged. Over the past month, her other facial features had become stronger looking to help offset her jawline, her nose was straight as a pin, and her skin glowed with health and youth. Shessie’s slightly too wide-set eyes had moved closer and gotten a bit bigger, making her look like a doll. Gale’s extensive scars had begun to fade from pink to silver. Not silvery, but actual silver and her skin had gained an almost metallic shimmer. It kind of made her look like she was wearing jewelry at all times. Then there was the scar on Cloud’s face, which had disappeared completely.


All of us had changed, physically. Well, most of us. For some reason, I still looked the same. My hair was still red, my eyes still gray. I still had too little bust and too much hip. All my scars were there and hadn’t changed colors. The only difference was my feet looked awful from all the dancing. Honestly, I was surprised I hadn’t gone lame with all the damage on them. If they weren’t bleeding every morning then they were literally black from the bruising. The other girls dealt with it too, but theirs always seemed to heal before it got too bad.


“Are you ready?” Darena asked as she watched me from the bathroom.


She hadn’t changed much either, although her skin had begun to glow like moonlight. Then again, she’d been beautiful to begin with.


“Why haven’t I changed?” I mused. Somehow, it seemed like an important question to answer.


Instead of looking confused, Darena nodded. “I’ve wondered the same. There must be something different about you. Maybe because your mother is a magician?”


I blinked. I hadn’t told her that, I don’t think… but a lot of people know about Mother now that Cindy is famous. “No, because Shessie and Ras both have mage parents and active powers. I don’t have any magic. Not really anyway.”


She studied me closely. “Maybe you just needed the boost. I’ve heard of some magicians locking their children’s gifts when they are too dangerous.” It was a statement but sounded like a question and made me remember something my mother had mentioned last summer.


“My father was a wolf.”


Darena blinked, clearly not expecting that revelation, but I didn’t pay any more attention to her. Instead, I closed my eyes and tried to feel inside myself, just to see if something had changed. And it had.


My eyes locked with hers when I opened them again. “They woke my wolf. Mother and Aunt Grace locked it when I was a baby because of my grandmother. I didn’t even know who my father was until after he died. This isn’t good.”


She shook her head. “No, it isn’t. If you shift for the first time without a family member present…”


No more needed to be said. There were enough horror stories about shifters going mad to fill entire libraries. We were a rare group on this continent because of that very reason. Shifters needed to have strong emotional connections to people. If they were injured or alone when they shifted for the first time, the combination of a drastic change in instincts and the pain from the magic rearranging their body would drive them mad. Just like anyone who is in extreme pain, they lash out to protect themselves. Only family members are close enough to be recognized and calm them down. Blood is a very magical link. It also helps that they smell similar. The only other connection that trumps family is a spouse. Either way…


“Let’s not think about it,” Darena announced, breaking into my apprehensive thoughts. “There’s no use worrying over something we’ve no control over. Come one, let’s go to dinner.”


I nodded and let her pull me down the hall. Before entering the dining room, I pulled her to a stop.


“If I become a danger, put me down.” I ignored her shocked expression and continued on, suddenly understanding my sister so much better. “I know you can. The others think you’re ruthless. They don’t realize you’re a killer, and that’s okay. They don’t need to know. You’re the only one who can escape, even if you won’t, and you’re the only one who can take me down if I start attacking.”


She smiled at me, her eyes pained. “I knew you saw through me, but I thought I’d hidden better than that. Then again, considering who your grandmother was… I agree. I don’t like it, but I agree. And I always knew you weren’t as silly as you act.”


I snorted. “Oh, I am. It just comes and goes. It’s getting harder to keep my concentration though.” I shrugged. “Besides, it’s fun to say whatever pops into your head, if only for the expressions on everyone else’s face.”


“Yes, but you’ve been oddly coherent today…” She eyed me carefully. “Hmmm. Maybe a certain gentleman’s influence?”


I blushed but considered what she’d said. I had been more clear head since meeting Eric. It was odd. I felt focused but not in a typical way, where my mind spins along topics related to the one that’s actually important. No, this was like someone had sent me out into the forest to hunt. I had an overwhelming need to protect him and I couldn’t lose track of my thoughts when that was the goal. Something to think about, anyway.


We walked through the doors laughing but abruptly quieted when everyone turned to look.


Duke Vincent rose and smiled. “Ah, girls! We were waiting for you so we could start.”


“So sorry, your Grace!” Darena murmured. “We got caught up in conversation.”


He waved our excuse off and gestured that we should sit. “It’s not a problem. But there is one matter I’d like to discuss with you all.” He cleared his throat and gestured for someone to stand. I tensed when I saw who it was. “This is Eric Mercer, an old friend of mine. He’s agreed to be my gardener.”


I froze and then started giggling. Completely uncontrollably. I would have been mortified, but I’d already fallen back into the familiar role of a dunce that I’d used most of my life. “But, your Grace! It’s still winter! What will he garden? Ooo! Does he grow mud? Because that would be quite clever, actually.”


Vincent smiled. “Spring comes early here. We’re too close to the Fey Forest and it… does odd things to the weather. Magic is like that. Anyway, I want you girls to know who he is so you don’t feel uncomfortable when you see him out and about. He has a lot of questions about how this place runs, so please, answer him.”


I eyed the new gardener and barely held back a snort. If he’s a gardener, I’m the daughter of a nun.
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About a week later, I realized that I was the daughter of a nun.


You wouldn’t think there was a lot of work for a gardener at the end of February, but Eric proved us all wrong on that front. For one thing, the manor had a second greenhouse. I didn’t know it was there initially, probably because I’m not the most observant. In my defense, I’m not big on gardening. Joy never let me help.


Back home, we all had our specific tasks to make sure that the house was run properly. Joy was in charge of the gardens and fixing things up. Cindy was basically our housekeeper and cook. I dealt with the animals and took care of most of the trips to town. It was safer that way. When Cindy went, she was usually mobbed by people who were obsessed with her beauty. When Joy went, she was the target of some extreme bullying and had dodged more than one physical attack. Me? Well, I was generally overlooked as an idiot. It’s sad but when people think you are too stupid to understand your actions, they tend to treat you kinder than someone they don’t believe has a handicap.


The number of times I heard people whispering about how I treated Cindy was only eclipsed by the number of people who thought I was too dumb to be malicious and that Joy or Mother had somehow led me astray. Which made it even easier to throw them off when I started laughing randomly. I still can’t believe no one ever suspected Cindy as the mastermind…


Anyway, Eric found the missing greenhouse and whipped it into shape rather quickly before moving onto the quickly thawing manor gardens. It was interesting to watch the magic from the Fey Forest mess with the temperature and weather around the manor. It was like watching a bud bloom in an instant. One morning it was snowing and the next there was a small layer of greenery bursting out and trying to overtake the muddy ground. And all the while, iridescent swirls of magic ebbed and flowed in a current that only the Forest could create, bringing spring much sooner than I’d ever seen.


I shook my head violently, trying to remember what I’d been thinking about initially.


Eric. I was thinking about Eric and gardening. And just like that, my mind was recentered while I growled and stomped in the direction of said gardener.


My thoughts had been more erratic than normal and I wasn’t enjoying the process half as much. It’s one thing to day-dream and act silly. It’s quite another to have your thoughts spin-off into ever-enlarging circles and not be able to remember what you were thinking about. Most of the time, it felt like I’d entered a room and promptly forgotten my very important reason for being there. Then, I’d think about Eric and everything came back into focus.


I couldn’t understand it! My mind was odd enough without these added complications! Still, they mostly made sense. Everyone’s personalities had started to intensify in small ways. What didn’t make sense to me was how Eric Mercer could reset it for me and make me think more clearly than I ever had! Did he have special powers? And if he did, why weren’t they affecting the others?


Movement drew my attention back to Eric and I growled again. Wow. That sounded more animalistic than usual, I thought with a frown. It seems the magic is finally starting to bring the wolf out more. I shook my head and looked at Eric once again.


I’d actually tried to avoid him for a while because of how strangely I was acting but–despite my all my efforts–I seemed to find him every time I turned around, usually speaking with one of the girls. It wasn’t helping my mood any but it also furthered my disbelief in him being there to take a servant position from an old friend.


Most of the girls claimed I was being paranoid, that it was just a pleasant conversation and that they’d never even come close to being gagged by the curse. I wasn’t so sure. He was too clever to not notice how I’d been choked by certain topics. He was definitely gathering information but on what, I wasn’t certain.


And now he’s talking to Crystal! I thought incredulously as I hid behind a topiary wolf. It felt rather symbolic, really.


“Why are you interrogating us?” Crystal demanded in her brash way. She’d become more forceful than before and more beautiful because of it. Her eyes glowed like the crystals she was named after and her blond hair had grown long and curly over the past couple of months. She’d also become more self-involved and I was surprised she knew about his habit of asking too much.


“Interrogating? And here I thought I was just getting to know everyone.” Eric’s face was incredulous but his eyes twinkled with amusement.


“Of course it’s interrogating! You are constantly asking questions of us women and I want to know why!”


He cocked his head to the side. “I just asked them about their favorite parts of living here.”


“And their favorite foods, favorite song, flower, time of day… need I go on?”


Eric raised a single eyebrow and smirked. “I don’t know. Do you?” Instead of insulted, he looked incredibly amused by her whole tirade.


Crystal, on the other hand, looked like she was a tea kettle that had been left on the stove too long–red hot, steaming, and loud!


“Why you! I will not be spoken to that way!” And then she attacked him!


Standing as I was, I could see the entire altercation and was completely shocked. Crystal had clearly learned a lot in her training with the soldiers but that wasn’t what amazed me. With how much she trained, it was inevitable she’d get better. No, what made me feel absolutely gobsmacked was that she was using magic! Every step, every punch, and every kick was reinforced with magic. It pulsed through her veins and created a faint web around her muscles. I’d never seen anything like it!


Only slightly more impressive was the fact that she hadn’t landed a single blow on Eric. He was expertly weaving around her attacks and redirecting her motion so that she was constantly off balance. And then he knocked her onto the ground and took a step back.


“You finished?” he asked as Crystal sat up, breathing heavily from the effort and the magic in her system.


She glared at him but nodded anyway.


Eric let out a small breath and smiled. “You’ve got a lot of strength and the start of some good training, but you need to focus on your speed and balance now. Also, you telegraphed your moves. Combined with your speed, I was able to see every hit coming and it made it much easier to dodge.”


Then he held out a hand and to help her up. Crystal looked at it like he’d dipped the thing in blood instead of a light layer of dirt. The same dirt that she was sitting in… Priorities. Her’s were skewed. When she finally accepted the help up, he smacked her on the shoulder and told her to talk to her trainers some more.


He watched her walk off before turning toward me.


“You planning on coming out, Portia? Or are you going to keep hiding behind the wolf? You know how that story goes, about the boy who hid behind a wolf, don’t you?”


I blinked and stepped out. “He was raised to be king of the forest, wasn’t he?”


Somehow, and I’m not sure how, but somehow, I had thrown Eric off track. Instead of coming back with something snarky, his head jerked back and his brows shot up.


“Uh, I was going to say that if you keep kids from eating candy, they’ll resort to dangerous tactics and fake their own deaths. But your’s sounds better.”


I blinked before something clicked. “Oh! You mean the boy who cried wolf! I thought you were talking about the one who ran away to the forest and was raised by the Wolf King. I was wondering why the wording sounded odd.”


He smiled but seemed to force himself back to the original topic. “What were you doing hiding back there?”


“Watching Crystal try to bully you. It was pretty pathetic, considering I’m pretty sure she’s had plenty of practice.” He nodded but said nothing more, staring as if waiting for more. Finally, I sighed. “I was going to confront you about the same thing.”


“Why do you think I was interrogating them?”


“Because you were, but you were clever about it.” Something about his question made me want to prove to him that I saw more than he thought. I wanted to prove myself to him, which was a different experience.


“Oh?”


“Mmhmm. You knew you couldn’t ask them directly about where they were from, so you used clues about the food, flowers, area, festivals… a single fact isn’t very impressive but together, it can paint a very precise picture.”


He smiled, proud of me for some reason. “Any why would I want to know where they were from?”


I frowned and cocked my head to the side. “I think you know who we are. I think you’re checking off a list of some sort, making sure that we’re all here. Judging by how sad you were when you look around the dinner table, someone is missing from our group and it’s upsetting you more than a little bit.”


“My sister, Pearl.”


“She wasn’t here. I’ve been… gone from home the longest. I’ve never heard of her.”


Eric nodded sadly and picked up his shovel before moving toward one of the flower beds.


“You’re more than a gardener, and we both know it. Even Crystal knows it.”


He paused and looked back at me. “Why would I be working as a gardener if it weren’t what I wanted to do?”


I smiled. “Because you’re a clever soldier with more invested than anyone realizes. Be careful. There’s more going on than you might think and we won’t help you figure it out.”


And then, I turned and walked away. I might have given away too much information, but something was telling me that he needed it. He needed as much as he could get, otherwise, we might be in more danger than anyone expected.


Then again, maybe the best way to protect him was to keep him out of it completely. Life is never simple, is it?










CHAPTER 5: HUNTING FOR CLUES
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Eric


Interviewing the girls was interesting and a little frustrating, both for the same reasons. They really didn’t have much in common apart from what I’d already figured out: they were all kidnapped, all related to royalty, and all from the Northern Continent.


That last one might have seemed unimportant but it helped narrow things down a bit. Also, the lack of Fey, Dwarves, Wraiths, or anyone from Brenlew made it obvious that this was a strictly human affair. That wasn’t necessarily a guarantee, considering the way the Fey had been causing problems for the last 5 decades. Honestly, the most interesting part of it all was how different they were. One would expect that they would have grown up in similar manners and react to their situation in the same way, with a few minor cultural differences, but that wasn’t the case at all. 


I ran through what I knew about them as I pulled out my tools and began to ready the soil for planting. I’d lived close enough to the Forest to get a good feel for the weather patterns and I had a feeling it was going to be the last chance I had to put in some bulbs. It was already getting pretty warm. Well, for February anyway.


Their ages were spread out from 12 to 30, although most were in their late teens and early twenties. They had a variety of physical features, talents, and backgrounds. One was a widow while the rest were unmarried. Some were close to their family, some weren’t. In fact, only about half knew that they had any connection too royalty at all. There was generally nothing to indicate why these specific girls were taken and not any number of others. Most royals had fairly extensive families, even if they never really interacted, so there must have been plenty to choose from. Midas was the exception but he was the exception for most things.


As far as how they dealt with their kidnapping, they were as different as different could be. Some of them, like Cherree, made sure they were constantly around other people. Others seemed to be avoiding everyone. One woman was training with the soldiers and had been asking some very specific questions about how to defend herself or others in certain situations. Situations that were nearly identical to how the other girls went missing.


The relationships between them were quite interesting, as well. Although only two of the girls had met prior to being taken–mostly because they were cousins–there was quite a bit of camaraderie between them all. That was quite a feat, considering how often their personalities clashed. And they didn’t seem to form friendships based on a shared culture.


Well, the girls from Lettelach did, but the Lake People usually don’t get along well with others. Everyone is too dishonest for their tastes. Which was why Cloud and Nanny–or ’Nan’, as she preferred–seemed to talk to each other more than anyone else. Katherine was the exception, but she was from the southern border of Fretche, so they had similar cultures.


The oddest friendship I’d seen was between Portia and Darena. Darena was a dark-haired beauty from Crechel and seemed too sarcastic and cold to really appreciate Portia. The tall redhead was warm, generally quite friendly, and had an odd sense of humor that showed how little she cared for the opinions of others. Oh, and she was a little on the ditzy side.


Except for when she’s around me. Then, she’s oddly focused… I wonder why. I shook my head and decided to think about it later, all the while taking out my extra energy on the soil.


Even though the girls’ names and descriptions–mostly–matched up with those I’d been given, I still worked to make sure that no one was lying about their identities. And the differences in appearance were enough to make me question things a bit. After all, Katherine now had two different hair colors, Jenny’s skin looked like it was made from metal, and Raina’s hair seemed to be moving on its own. There were enough changes to make me wonder. Plus, it wouldn’t be the first time I’d seen someone slipped in with a false name to gather information or quietly direct a group, though those types generally tried not to draw attention with unusual physical characteristics.


And it wasn’t easy to get information out of any of the women. Their curses didn’t allow much in the way of direct questioning, but if you came at it sideways… well, there was plenty of information to be had. Each country and region has something that makes it special. Sometimes it is a turn of phrase, sometimes it is a flower that only grows there, but a lot of times it’s a special food.


The best part is these questions are all completely innocuous and rarely stopped by gags.


Most of the girls never even noticed how specific my questions had become. Why would they? Everything I asked was something a new acquaintance might. And it fooled them. Well, most of them.


Cloud, Jenny, Nan, Shessalla, and Katherine were more than happy to answer my questions without reservation. They seemed to enjoy chatting with someone who wasn’t asking them things that set off the gag. Gale was less open but she had the air of someone who’d been hurt for a long time, so I knew it wasn’t me per se. Besides, even that matched the description given to me by Queen Snow White. Apparently, she’d been sold to a mercenary by her uncle after enduring his abuse for years. And Bluebeard had been more than happy to get rid of a potential heir to his ill-gotten kingdom.


What was truly intriguing was the girls who didn’t trust me. I expected it from Raina, mostly because I knew about her career with Mindep Military Intelligence. She was paid to think differently. Crystal was overly protective of the rest of the girls, so she made sense as well. I was being too agreeable and spreading my time too evenly between them all. Rassallen, Cherree, and Darena were unusual, though.


Rassallen was 16, from a small village on the coast, one that only really existed because of her stepfather’s business. The waters around it were dangerous and ships often needed to be repaired after traveling that popular shipping route. Because of that, she rarely spoke to anyone outside her family or her stepfather’s employees. Not that she was shy, her life just revolved around work and family. There was little reason for her to be so jaded and distrustful. From start to finish though, she seemed to anticipate my questions and turn them around on me.


Cherree was almost as bad. The only other 12-year-old girl I’d met who was that savvy was my sister Pearl, and she’d trained herself to think of life as a giant chess game. She eventually answered my questions but was careful to give away as little real information as possible while maintaining her cute and innocent image. I was beginning to think it had to do with being from Crechel. Darena’s tactics were less youthful but she still did everything in her power to make herself seem harmless. She spoke constantly of parties and foreign delicacies from the Southern Continent, making sure to never reveal her homeland or any personal information. She was good at playing a dumb rich girl and I would probably have fallen for it if I didn’t know who she really was. She also flirted incessantly, like she was testing to see how easily distracted I was.


Chatting with all the women also helped me trace the curse that had been laid on them. It was insidious and quite well done. I almost overlooked it, hidden as it was by the gag. It helped that it was within their bodies and not just laid on top.


There are two main types of curses: internal and external. Most curses are external, something put on you, like an itchy wool sweater that you’re allergic to. It is uncomfortable and tight, making your actions stilted. It’s quick and easy to place but also very easy to see and simpler to remove than the other kind.


Internal curses are ones that build up over time. They are also put inside of you, so that they merge with your body and feel natural very quickly. These are the kinds of curses used for infants because they grow as you do. They are also very difficult to see and break. If left alone for long enough, internal curses can eventually become a vital part of your body, to the point that breaking them would cause your death. On the other hand, they can also shift into something helpful and mostly benign, becoming more aligned with you than with the original caster.


Which is what was happening with the missing women. It seemed to be altering itself to align with each individual in a unique way. That was why some of the women had unearthly appearances and some didn’t. There were probably changes in other areas that I wasn’t aware of. It was an odd choice, though, because internal curses are notoriously difficult to use on adults. We have more defenses and it takes more effort for us to fully absorb them. Repetition is key.


Which might mean it’s connected to their nightly activities. I sighed, wishing I knew more about what they did every night. While I’m at it, I could wish for better magic training.


My father had hired tutors in magic for me when I was younger, simply so I’d be able to tell when someone was trying to use it on me while trading. More than one merchant has been spelled into doing something they normally wouldn’t, like buying an inferior product for more than ten times its worth. The Mindep’s military had filled in some gaps. They were very good at giving their soldiers a basic understanding of how magic works. You never know when you’ll come up against a magician and it pays to be prepared. If you were gifted land near the Fey Forest, they gave more intense lessons, but there is only so much you can teach someone who’s untalented. We just can’t see enough to be very useful.


Still, this would be a lot harder to figure out if I hadn’t had any training at all. As it is, I wish Lana was here. She seems to understand this sort of thing a lot better than I do. She’d probably know what to say to Portia too.


I hadn’t been all that surprised that Crystal had confronted me–she was training herself to protect her friends–but I was a bit stunned that Portia had figured out my techniques. She didn’t seem the type to pick up on subtlety. Her sisters always said she was underestimated but I hadn’t really believed them. There were too many people who’d seen her act like a fool to believe otherwise. And, honestly, I’d seen her act that way too.


But only with the other girls. When she’s around me, she’s very clever and cautious. Well, after the first time.


I stabbed the shovel into the ground and sighed. There was a lot to do, both in the garden and with regard to the women, and I felt like things had just sped up.


Looks like I’ll have to speed up my own plans…
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I love night patrols. The quiet, the beauty of the stars and moon, and the soft ways that the shadows seem to wrap around things, it fascinates me. Being the overprotective big brother that I am, I enjoy knowing that those close to me are being guarded closely.


When I first went away to basic training, my instructors weren’t sure what to do with a fresh recruit who’d actually requested nightly guard duty. It was seen as a bit of a punishment because you were expected to move just as quickly as everyone else the next morning. They actually had to put in a rule that I wasn’t allowed more than three night shifts a week and that I was only allowed to patrol for six hours at a time.


This was the first patrol I’d done in a while that didn’t feel like fun.


Granted, I haven’t had to worry about people sneaking out for a while either. Not since Pearl stopped playing a nighttime vigilante. Her rebellious phase had been… interesting and made me almost wish for a normal sister who was interested in romance and the like. Instead, I’d had to dodge the constables and drag her back to the house while preventing her from killing someone who probably deserved it.


It was easier when it was just one determined girl and not twelve cursed women.


Over the past week, I’d put quite a few alarms around the property. Most were basic fare for the military but a few were things I’d picked up from the Fey. Tier’s soldiers had quite a few fun toys that they were more than happy to share with me, particularly when I worked with them on the techniques that Nolana and Pearl used to fight. The Fey palace guards were very protective of my family and loved learning new fighting styles.


Each of the cantrips that I’d used was a fairly simple thing but very sensitive, which made it very vexing when none of them were tripped. I hadn’t foreseen that, but I’d known it wouldn’t be an easy thing to figure out, otherwise, Walmund already would have done it.


I’d also decided not to use my cloak quite yet. I wanted to do things as simply as possible, the way I knew best. Magic was great but basically useless if you weren’t properly trained in how to use it. For all I knew, the spell on the cloak would deteriorate if I used it too much. I hadn’t exactly been given much information.


Better to wait on it and pull it out when it’s my only option.


The hall that the women slept in had seven large windows and faced the forest behind the manor. All of them were large enough to use as an egress point, but my traps showed that the windows were never opened at night. In fact, the only time any of them had been opened was due to a spilled bottle of perfume.


I stalked around the side of the building, keeping an eye out as I examined the freshly turned dirt beneath the windows. Nothing, I groaned. The soil was quite soft and would hold a footprint easily but there wasn’t a single sign of movement.


Sighing, I made my way back into the manor to check something. My first stop was the kitchen entrance. It led directly to the butler’s pantry, which had been converted into a bedroom for the interior guard. Unfortunately, the kitchen guard was awake, alert, and had locked the door, so that was a bust.


“Sir!” the night guards said with a quiet salute. Walmund had placed them at the women’s door from the very first night they were there and more had been added as soon as he realized there was something going on. It hadn’t helped.


I nodded at him. “Anything interesting happening?”


They shook their heads. “Not a thing. It’s been quiet for over an hour.”


Pursing my lips, I moved toward the door and put my ear to it. Then I sighed.


“I bet if we opened these doors, they’d be missing,” I told the men.


They blinked at me in shock, as if they’d never considered such a thing before.


Was I ever that young? What do they think is happening to wear out all those shoes? I scoffed. Sometimes, it was hard to remember that I’d lived quite a life before becoming a soldier and most of the recruits had not.


Finally, one of them spoke up. “But we can’t, sir. The doors are locked from the inside and we are under strict orders not to enter the miss’ quarters unless asked to do so or assigned to guard the interior.”


“I’m aware of that. However, I need to know if you heard anything before it went quiet in there. They are clearly leaving the room somehow and it isn’t through traditional means.”


“What about the windows?” the first guard asked with a smirk. He looked a bit younger than the other one but a little less serious. He also, apparently, liked to challenge those older and more experienced than he was.


So, naturally, I smirked right back at him, letting him know he was an idiot. “As I said, none of the traditional means we’re used.” And just like that, his little smile was gone.


The second one spoke up again, making me decide to name them. This one was ‘Brick’ because he seemed a bit dense. “Ladies wouldn’t be climbing out windows!”


The first guard, or ‘Smirk’, just shook his head at his companion. “If that were true, I never would have started courting my Eliza. The girl was climbing out her window to visit me since she was five years old and never looked back.”


Brick was clearly amazed and wanted to ask more questions but I stopped the pointless conversation.


“Back to my question, please. Did you hear anything?”


Brick shook his head but Smirk seemed to really think about it.


“There was a slight scraping sound, like something was just barely touching the ground and being pulled across it. And a jingle from the chandeliers. They do that whenever someone opens a door and the air moves the hanging crystals.”


“He’s right,” Brick told me. “But there is a lot of changing going on before that.” Seeing our blank looks, he turned red and explained. “I have two sisters. I recognize the sound of women getting ready to go out versus ones getting ready for bed. Nightgowns are thin and don’t make much of a rustle. And there isn’t a bunch of tossing and turning after they say goodnight to one another.”


But he didn’t think women could sneak out of windows? He must have very boring sisters. Instead of saying any of that though, I simply smiled. “Thank you! That’s exactly what I wanted to know.” Both men looked at me blankly but I refused to give in to their curiosity. “Please let me know if you can think of anything else.”


When they nodded, I turned and headed back to the garden to test some theories.


First, I checked the soil again, just to confirm that it really was undisturbed. Then I listened at the windows. They were covered with heavy velvet drapes–blocking any sight of the interior and dampening sound–but I knew for a fact that some of the beds were directly under the windows. No one sleeps as quietly as they think they do. There is tossing and turning, sleep talking, snoring, and other little nighttime noises. There should be some residual sound that got through the curtains but nothing did.


Just further proof that they aren’t actually there, I thought with a slight grin. I’d been turning the soil below their windows just that morning and had heard several of the girls snoring as they slept off whatever had happened the night before.


Moving away from the window, I started examining the walls, committing their measurements to memory. Then I started to examine the property from the manor to the edge of the forest.


Nothing, I thought with a grin. Really, I had no reason to be happy about it but I was. The lack of clues was pointing more in one direction.


After all, what merchant worth his salt would ignore the possibility of a secret passage?
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First light found me carefully examining the stables for any hidden doors. I couldn’t look the night before because of the darkness and the need for at least a little rest. I was getting to that age where you can’t stay awake indefinitely anymore. The stables were impressively extensive but it wasn’t exactly unexpected due to the military connection. Every soldier needs a horse. It was also the most logical place for a secret passage to lead. If something happened to the manor, the nobles would be able to escape to the stable and grab their mount for a quicker getaway. At least, that was how most noblemen built their secret passages. Well, that and the inevitable ones that connected to their mistress’ quarters.


Surprisingly, Walmund’s stable seemed to be passage-less. Granted, they weren’t as popular for Mindep as they were for Crechel, but still! There was usually at least one hidden door to or from the stables!


“I’ll have to talk to Walmund about this,” I muttered as I finished my examination, only to stop when something thumped in a stall near the front. I frowned and jogged over to the stall. None of the grooms were up quite yet and I hadn’t heard anyone enter.


When I reached the stall, I relaxed and smiled.


Portia was standing in a corner, her face as red as her hair and a hand over her heart as she tried to calm it. She looked at me with wide gray eyes–drawing my eyes to the dark circles that surrounded them–and let out a deep breath.


“Sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you,” I told her with a bright grin. It was a front though. For some reason, the idea of anything scaring her made me feel ridiculously angry. Just like when someone attacks one of my sisters. But she isn’t related to me, so why am I feeling so protective? I pushed the question away a moment later and asked, “What are you doing here so early?”


She cleared her throat and looked back at the horse before answering. “I couldn’t sleep and I like horses. They calm me down.” She shuffled her feet slightly and leaned down to pick up a brush.


“And out of all of them, you chose mine?”


The blush that had been fading suddenly got much brighter and so did my smile. She didn’t think I’d noticed, apparently.


“Coincidence,” she told me quietly as she started grooming him. “He’s very beautiful. What’s his name?”


“Oak.”


She frowned and looked at him quizzically before turning her eyes my way. “Oak? You named a brown and white paint ‘Oak’?”


I snickered and picked up another brush to start on his other side. “I didn’t name him. My sisters did. His name is actually ‘Poison Oak’ because he was one of the meanest stallions we’d ever met, next to Lana’s old horse, Iron. Oak was brought over from Llaynwll but had never been broken. When I purchased him, he was already notorious for attacking anyone who tried to ride him by rubbing them up against any solid surface he could find. He also somehow managed to unseat his riders just enough that their entire body was rubbed wrong, not just their legs. When you first saw them–before the bruises turned them solid black–it looked like they’d caught a severe rash.”


Portia smirked and scratched Oak behind his ear. “You wouldn’t do that anymore, would you boy?”


A laugh burst from my chest. “Oh, yes he would! He still tries it with me from time to time but not as often. He’s getting on in age and finally settling down a little bit. Besides, he likes to surprise people and that works better if he doesn’t attack them as frequently.”


Oak snickered and leaned a little more heavily my direction before turning to rub his head against the beguiling woman who was still brushing him. She giggled, clearly enjoying my horse’s attention. I just shook my head.


“He’s just the same with my sisters, a total ham for the ladies. Not that I blame him.”


“Tell me about them,” she prompted.


I felt a smile stretch my face. “I have four of them. The oldest is Pearl–”


“The one you’re looking for?”


I nodded. “She looks just like her name implies, like a pearl, pale all over. She’s also an accomplished fighter, a fierce strategist, and more than a little bloodthirsty. Then there’s Beryl. She’s much softer in certain ways. She likes healing people and loves plants. She says that the proper plant can fix anything.”


Portia nodded. “That explains your gardening abilities,” she muttered. I chose to ignore the comment though.


“Next is Belle, who loves books and money to buy more books. She’s married to a friend of mine and is learning to communicate better after a bit of… confusion caused some issues for our family. Last is Nolana. Lana is our stepsister and she’s the baby of the family but she’s also the one who makes sure we don’t all kill each other. She recently got engaged and is helping him reorganize his lands with the help of my father. There was a bit of an issue that needs level heads to fix.”


She nodded, but there was no way she could fully understand. I’d left out some big parts, like the fact that Lana was engaged to the King of the Fey, or that it was a long engagement so that they could get to know each other and themselves better, but I didn’t lie. Hopefully, she won’t be too mad when she finds out the whole truth.


We fell into companionable silence and worked like that for a little bit before I spoke again.


“The spell has gotten stronger, you know.”


Her eyes shot up and locked with mine. “What do you mean?”


“The power that’s been tied to yours is getting stronger. Brighter, really. And the gag seems to be fading a bit. Not enough to tell me what is going on, but you all should be feeling a little less pressed soon.”


She frowned at me. “You aren’t a magician.” It wasn’t a question, it was a statement.


“Your family has witches and enchanters in it, from what I remember. I’m guessing you know more about what’s going on than the others because of that. Your gag is the most powerful I’ve ever seen, reacting to understanding and not just knowledge. Effective.”


Portia hummed as if to agree. I continued.


“So, you don’t use the windows or the normal doors to leave. And you don’t travel through the gardens. None of you have the background to cast an effective sound blocking spell, so you can’t be staying in the room. But you aren’t going through the stables either. So how are you getting out every night? And no, I don’t expect an answer.”


“So you know a bit about magic? Interesting. Does that help you with your gardening?” Her voice was light but the words effectively put me in my place.


I smiled. “You might be surprised. And yes, I do know a few things about magic. As you’ve probably deduced, I was a soldier and most soldiers do. Also, I just spent some time around the Fey. Their presence makes even the most magic devoid much more sensitive to the powers flowing around them. Plus, the trees seem to actively produce magic and infuse it into everything around them.”


She nodded. “My aunt mentioned that.”


“Grace? Yes, she would. She’s friends with one of the Unseelie and studied under her, from what I understand. She also married one of my friends.” I mentioned the last part when Portia’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.


“Did you meet them while gardening?”


She’s not going to let go of that, is she? I thought. So, I asked her, “You aren’t going to let go of that are you?”


An indelicate snort was her answer. “You’re a soldier and a gardener with ties to several different royal families and the ability to move freely through the Fey Forest, spending more time there than anyone has in centuries. You have a Llaynwll steed, which costs more than most people make in five years. Oh, and you seem to be investigating despite your comments suggesting otherwise.”


I pursed my lips and studied her, glad that I’d been so open. She was clever and had put it all together much sooner than I guess she would. Still, I think it’s time to redirect this a bit. And possibly make her second-guess some things.


“Have you ever heard the tale of the scorpion and the swan?” I asked, musing aloud.


She blinked. “What?”


“There was a scorpion that wanted to cross the river but didn’t want to drown. He asked a swan for help crossing and she said that it would be stupid to do so because he would try and sting her and then they would both die. He swore up and down that he wouldn’t but she refused to help. All day long, he kept talking and giving her reasons why he wouldn’t hurt her, until finally, she told him she’d ask a friend to help if he just waited another hour. So he did. And then the swan’s friend, the owl, swooped down and carried the scorpion across the river before eating him.”


Portia frowned. “I don’t follow. Also, I’m pretty sure that’s not how the story goes.”


“It doesn’t matter. The moral is the longer you talk, the more you say and the less they believe. Also, never trust someone because they are beautiful. They may obey the letter of the law but not the spirit of it. And a wise person looks for betrayal at the end, not in the middle.”


There was silence for a moment before she started to giggle. Then she let out a full-body laugh and sagged against Oak so she wouldn’t fall.


“I-is t-that your way of s-saying you t-talk to much?” Portia asked, still laughing.


I nodded and let her mirth taper off, waiting for her to say something more.


Finally, when she’d calmed down enough to speak clearly, Portia looked me dead in the eyes and said, “Tell me another!”


Can this woman be any more perfect for me?










CHAPTER 6: WE MEET AGAIN...



PORTIA


Meeting Eric in the stables had not been part of my plan. Not at all.


The dance the night before had been pretty… intense and horses calm me down. All animals do really but I’ve always liked horses the most. I love how warm and welcoming they are, even the ones with the most attitude. I love how it feels when you’re riding them, like you’re flying. I even love how much work they are to take care of because it makes me feel like I’m thanking them for all the joy they’ve given me. They’d always been there to comfort me during the worst times in my life.


Unfortunately, running into Eric had changed my plans to hide in there all day. Not much, though. He hadn’t run me out or made me feel odd for being there. Instead, he’d told me about his sisters. I really enjoyed my time with him and his silly proverbs were a wonderful distraction from my mess of a life. His probing questions? Yeah, not so much.


How is it that we can fool a full detachment of soldiers for a couple of months and yet he’s able to see through so many of our secrets with absolutely no trouble? I’ll have to ask Raina if she knows anything.


We’d chatted until the grooms had shown up and I became too tired to do anything but find a place to sleep. Most of the girls would already be passed out in our room, so I decided not to chance waking them and headed to the solarium instead. It was the quietest and least visited room in the manor, which was odd considering how many plants there were that needed constant tending too.


Gale must have been messing with them when she dropped off the food, I mused, sitting on a chaise in a hidden alcove. I’d spent a lovely four hours sleeping but I was awake again and my problems hadn’t disappeared. My hunger had though, since someone had snuck in and left a plate of food on the table near my head. Considering the amount of smoked meat and fruits, it could only have been Gale. No one else was so defensive about killing helpless plants. Nor could they have found fruit in winter.


This whole situation is utterly ridiculous! How did this even happen? I grumped as I snagged a nectarine from the plate. And why does it seem to get more ridiculous every day?


The night before had passed pretty much as expected. We left the manor, were rowed across a lake by our prince escorts, and we spent the rest of the night dancing off and on. Luckily, as the curse progressed, we weren’t required to dance as much. Instead of every dance, it was just most of them. Well, I was anyway. Some of the girls were down to less than half. I had a feeling that we were reaching a point of full magic saturation, at which point something was going to change. I wasn’t sure what but a person can only be filled with so much magic before it bursts back out of you.


Things had been going pretty well. Then, on the second from last dance, I’d felt something well up inside of me, a pressure that made me feel warm and achy. Then I was hot. Then a series of leaves flew away from my hand as I thrust it out before turning. The color should have been my first indication that there was a problem. They weren’t green leaves. They were bright orange, yellow, and red. The more I danced, the more leaves appeared and made the clearing look like it was the middle of autumn and not the very start of spring.


And then the leaves settled and the grass caught fire and nearly burned the pavilion down. I grimaced, just remembering it. The curse had been driving me, so I wasn’t much help and Shessie and Ras were too far away from the river to use any of their mage powers. Not that they would have. The princes still didn’t know that they had any. In the end, Cloud had saved the day when she inadvertently levitated some water out of an urn and turned it into a short rainstorm that put out the fires.


Everyone had been shaken and if it weren’t for the pressure of the curse, we would have ended the night there. As it was, we had a very subdued final dance with the princes. I’d been paired with ‘Opel for the evening and had to endure his quiet assurances that it was fine and no one had been hurt. The boy was 16 and had a soul as bright as his white-blonde hair. He was constantly attempting to comfort us and it usually worked. Usually. Not so much when you spontaneously catch everything on fire.


Actually, all the men had tried to comfort us. Which was probably why we never tried to use our powers on them. They seemed just as trapped as we were, albeit in a very different way. We’d all known it in some way but it became really obvious by reading their faces as they were pulled into the final dance. None of them were happy and all seemed to be very apologetic for something they had absolutely no control over.


I hated feeling out of control. It reminded me too much of the time before Mother remarried, when Grandmother was still a big part of our lives. That always put me out of sorts. As soon as we got back, I’d headed for the stables to calm down and had run into Eric instead. He’d been a lovely distraction but a distraction didn’t solve anything.


“I need to figure out how to control my powers,” I declared softly. “It’s not safe otherwise.” Mother may not have been the most talented witch out there but she’d made certain that all of us girls knew how dangerous it was to ignore your powers. We’d grown up hearing about the disasters that occurred when someone didn’t respect their abilities and either overreached or refused to use them.


Magic is something that constantly renews itself. It finds voids and fills them but how quickly and how much varies. My mother and aunt compared it to how water pooled in the rain.


“Some puddles are deep, some are shallow. It depends on a lot of factors,” Aunt Grace told us while she visited. “One may be lower than the other, meaning it attracts more water as it runs downhill. One may be in a depression made of stone and another of soil. The soil allows water to drain and the stone doesn’t always.”


My mother chimed in. “Is it protected by trees or out in the middle of a field? Did the puddle form in an isolated area or near a river or stream? Everyone has some magic,” she warned us, looking at me a little longer than Joy and Cindy. “Not everyone can use it or hold much more than a thimbleful. Magicians are connected to rivers or streams. They have a vast void to hold the magic they collect, like a well would, and they are easily replenished when they use their power. That’s the difference between a magician and a normal person. They can both hold magic but one is a wellspring and the other is a puddle.”


At the time, I thought she was telling me that I was the puddle. And maybe she was back then but even a puddle can be dug out into a well and sometimes a river is redirected.


I finished my lunch–or really, really late breakfast, depending on your opinion–and thought back through the magic theory lessons I’d had. I knew about the different types of magicians and where their powers came from but none of the options seemed to fit my situation.


I had some control over fire but I wasn’t a mage. They got their powers from a combination of innate magic and power from the elements. By that standard, I should be drawn to fire and feel more powerful when close to it. I should feel better the hotter I felt. I didn’t though. I wasn’t drawn to flames or the heat any more than I had been before.


There were still witches, enchantresses, and sorceresses to choose from though. Except, none of those fit either. None of them concentrated on the elements, particularly just the one. They were more general operators and I seemed to be a one-trick pony.


Wolf. I’m a one-trick wolf who can’t turn into a wolf.


I sighed and sat back.


“No point sulking about it. I might as well see what I can do with this new power of mine.”


So I started with the candle flame again. I’d gotten pretty good at it over the past few weeks, so I decided to mix things up after just a few minutes.


Biting my lip, I imagined the leaves from the night before and paused. “Maybe just the one leaf. I don’t want to set the solarium ablaze,” I said with a grimace.


In my mind, I envisioned a single leaf sitting in my palm. It was a maple leaf and was the brilliant red-orange of a tree in the middle of autumn. It was velvety soft and had red veins that merged to create a perfect stem that tapered at an angle to a slight point. It was beautiful and very vivid in my mind.


And when I finally looked, it was also very vivid in my hand.


My eyes went wide as I stared at the perfect maple leaf sitting in my palm, crackling softly and making my hand feel warm. It sort of reminded me of holding a sleeping kitten, a soft heat that buzzed slightly.


Taking a big breath, I pinched the stem between my fingers and lifted the leaf up to take a closer look. It was perfect! Exactly how I’d imagined.


Letting the image go, the leaf changed to flame before extinguishing itself.


I wonder what else I can make…
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Eric hasn’t given up on his investigation yet and he’s getting more clever, I mused a few days later. He’s been interviewing the men we drugged.


Despite my best efforts, I hadn’t been able to avoid the handsome gardener. In fact, it almost felt like I was stalking him by accident. Or, more appropriately, something inside me was hunting him down. Every time I turned around, he was there, talking to a guard about what happened on the nights they were watching us. The first few times I stumbled upon the questioning I was incredibly flustered. He kept catching me when I was trying to listen in and I began to worry that he’d think I was following him!


After about the fifth time I stumbled upon Eric, I stopped being embarrassed and started feeling frustrated. I wanted to avoid the blasted man, not spend more time around him! He kept making me want more than I knew I should.


Besides, I thought, he’s probably too old for me. Or, at least, others will see it that way. And people don’t go against convention for me.


It was odd, how strongly I felt about the meddling man. Back home, the only person who’d ever been interested in me was a farmer’s son by the name of Josiah. He was an average-looking fellow who pretended to be dumb so that he wouldn’t have to try and thought that I would fall at his feet because he was the only person to show me interest. And I was almost tempted to marry him when he asked, if only because his father had some of the finest horses I’d seen before Cindy became a princess.


Well, that and it’s a scary thought, when you believe you’ll be alone forever. Then I remembered that being alone was infinitely better than being forever tied to a man who only wanted me because he thought I’d be easy to manage.


So, why am I drawn to this man instead of the one who was actually obtainable and definitely interested? Then it hit me. Drawn! That’s why I keep bumping into him! I let my mind go blank and I’m literally pulled his direction.


I laughed aloud, startling a guard. Naturally, that made me laugh harder and more obnoxiously. “I wonder if it will work with water… or fire. Does fire draw? I know that you can draw with it,” I mused as I began to test my theory. Letting my mind wander whichever rabbit trail it came to–which was becoming increasingly difficult to prevent and worrying me–I rambled about before being drawn to the hall that housed all of us women. At that time of the evening, none of the girls would be there. We all liked to roam as much as possible, since we were more or less chained to the manor.


Frowning, I opened the door and walked in.


“Huh. That actually worked. I wonder if I can douse a volcano. Then again, who would want to?”


Eric, who was standing on the far side of the room, jumped before hastily turning around.


“Portia! What are you doing here? I thought you’d be in the gardens at this time of day. And why are you talking about volcanos?”


I laughed. “I was testing a theory and I was right. Also, this is my bedroom whereas you are the gardener. Don’t you think our locations should be reversed?” I cocked my head to the side and studied him for a moment before my eyes focused on the paper in his hands. “What are you doing?”


He looked down at the paper and then back up at me as I walked toward him. I could practically see him consider lying before changing his mind. “I’m studying the architecture of this place. Something seemed off with the measurements when I was outside and I wanted to have a look.”


My brow furrowed as I considered the implications. So he’s figured out there’s a secret passage in here… clever man. I wonder if I should help or hinder him. Hmm. Quite the conundrum, which is a rather fun word. “What did you find?”


Eric cleared his throat as I leaned in close to examine the papers. He seemed a little uncomfortable but hadn’t moved away, so I stayed where I was and focused on the plans he was examining.


“There are several passages and hidden rooms spread throughout this manor and I was wondering if there was one in here.” He looked at me very intently as he said this before letting his eyes go unfocused.


He’s watching the gag curse for a reaction! Well done! I could feel the gag react to his insinuation, but it didn’t strangle me because he hadn’t actually asked a question and I didn’t intend to confirm anything.


“Isn’t that interesting! Where do you think it is?” I gushed. Which felt odd because I don’t really gush often. Well, I do, but usually it’s when I want to make someone uncomfortable in court. Apparently, gushing about the latest horror novel with men who are afraid of blood isn’t the best option for impressing people. At this point, though, it would mess with Eric’s head and work perfectly for my purposes.


“Right there,” Eric said, pointing to the wall that we walked through every evening, eyes studying me carefully. “It’s not on the plans though, even though a few of the others are.”


I blinked. “Then how did you figure out it was here?”


He laughed. “My father’s a merchant. I’ve seen a few hidden doors in the homes of the elite and on their ships. A lot of people like to hide their vices from their spouse.” When he saw my grimace, he chose to elaborate. “One man had us deliver massive amounts of chocolate from the Southern Continent to his mansion and put it in a hidden room so that his children wouldn’t eat it and his wife wouldn’t throw it out. He was always on a diet, you see.”


“Really?” I giggled.


Eric nodded. “Oh, yes. And to make it even more interesting, she also ordered chocolate and had it hidden. Her orders lasted longer but she knew if it was somewhere obvious then her family would eat it all. That couple had purchased their home when they first married and had to discover all the passages on their own and they like to regale people with stories of how they discovered each hidden room. I took it to heart.”


“That sounds like fun. How do you do it?”


“Well,” he began with a smile. “It is usually about proportions. A wall that is too thick. Too much space between windows on the outside of the home. A room that is just a bit too small. Then you find the plans for the home and measure things to see if something is off. A lot of times the wall will be hollow-sounding if you knock on it.” Eric strode over to the wall that held the hidden passage and knocked on it lightly. Then he moved over slightly and tried again, finding that it produced a different sound.


“The only trick now is figuring out how to open it.” He turned to look at me, eyes full of questions that he knew I couldn’t answer. Instead of pressing, he changed the subject. “You never told me what brings you here. You usually avoid this room during the day.”


I bit my lip and considered what to tell him. Finally, I decided to just jump in with both feet. “I keep running into you and I was trying to figure out why.”


He chuckled, the low sound making me shiver slightly. “You mean it wasn’t on purpose?”


“No,” I shook my head. “I wasn’t even thinking of you and then suddenly you were there. Every time I let my mind go blank I find you.”


Eric’s eyes widened at my confession. “I take it that this hasn’t happened to you before?”


Shaking my head, I moved to sit on my bed. “Do you know why?”


“No. I’ve never heard of something like that before. Well, except for shifters.”


My head jerked up. “What do you mean? What do shifters have to do with this?”


He frowned. “Well, shapeshifters are known to get attached to people and react strongly if you try to keep them apart. Their animal form sometimes has a different idea than their human side does and it will push them toward certain people or situations. I know a few shifters and they told me that it can be anything from the animal wanting them to eat something particular to them being compelled to meet up with their future spouse. Portia, are you okay? You look a bit pale.”


So it wasn’t fire magic, or rather, it wasn’t just fire magic. It was my wolf using the magic to direct me. Before I could respond, though, the clock rang the hour and Eric’s eyes grew wide as he realized the time.


“I’m sorry, I have to go speak to Vincent. This is the only time he has available today. I’ll see you later?” And then he was gone.


The silence sat heavily on my chest as I digested what he’d said.


“So, I’m a shapeshifter who can’t shift and my animal, who apparently uses magic better than I do, wants me to be with Eric. Fantastic. Because what my life needed right now was more complications.”
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My mind was still on Eric as I walked into dinner that night. The man was just so infuriating, the way that he got stuck in my head and wouldn’t go away.


“Portia! Where have you been all day?” Katherine asked with an unusual amount of exuberance. Suddenly, she glanced at the guard and shrunk in on herself before hurrying to my side. “Hi,” she ventured quietly.


I just sighed. Her personality had become such a study in opposites that it was beginning to be ridiculous. The switches were happening more frequently and lasting longer. I never knew who I was talking to anymore. “Just wandering. Do you think I’m clingy?” I frowned as the question flew from my mouth, trying to figure out where that came from. I bet Eric thinks I’m clingy. Every time he turns around, there I am. And now he might know my wolf is hunting him. What man wants to be hunted by a wolf?


Katherine hummed lightly. “Maybe. I don’t think so though. Why?” Her eyes narrowed and her voice lost its meekness. “Has someone said something to you? Because if they have, I’ll grab Crystal and we’ll see who comes out alive.”


I smiled and shook my head, considering what to tell her. I can’t really talk about Eric because she’s going to read something that isn’t there. I wish I could ask her about magic but she isn’t a magician. Or she wasn’t. Then again, neither was I. I should try and make a wolf out of flames. Maybe I’ll see what my wolf actually looks like, since I can’t actually shift.


“If you could see your true self in the mirror, would it be a majestic animal or a scrawny, ugly thing? And would the flames be bright or subdued?”


“Uh...” She blinked at me, shaken back to her more meek self. “Maybe I’m the wrong person to ask.”


That knocked me out of my daze and I realized just how far my mind had wandered. This spell seems to be worse around the girls than it is around Eric. Hmm… Maybe that’s significant. I do seem to be unnaturally focused on him. Like a dog with a bone. I blinked. Or a wolf with its prey! Maybe that’s why I’m feeling so protective! Because the wolf is active in me now!


I looked at Katherine carefully and noted that her hair color had settled with exactly half light and half dark. Her dark eye was nearly an abyss of darkness and her light eye practically glowed gold. Her skin had lost the sickly pallor that it had when we first met as well.


Smiling I said, “You’ve gained weight! Congrats! I know how hard that’s been for you.” Even knowing that I was shifting topics too quickly, I couldn’t seem to help myself.


Katherine didn’t seem to mind though, since she beamed at me and blushed lightly. “Thanks! I doubt I’ll ever be anything other than skinny but at least my bones don’t stick out anymore. I do wish I looked more like you.”


I glanced down at my body and frowned. “That’s silly. I have big hips and a small bust. Nothing exciting about that. I’m the right size and weight for my body. You are almost the right weight for yours. You have smaller bones and are shorter. My sister is shorter than I am and has a larger bone structure and more curves. Some people called her fat or solid. No one is ever happy with what they have. I’m just glad you don’t look like you’re one missed meal away from death anymore.”


She grimaced. “I’m pretty sure I was one missed meal away from death. Fretche nobles didn’t have much money and were targeted by the king a lot. He taxed the farmers heavily but not nearly as badly as the noble families. We rarely had enough food to eat and weren’t allowed to sell our land or get rid of our titles. I think he was trying to kill us off, if slowly.”


“He was,” Eric said from behind us, making me jump. “He was worried that someone with an actual claim to the throne would step up at some point. Plus, he didn’t want to worry about the nobles starting a revolution. If he bled you dry, you couldn’t afford to finance one. The spell he had on the country was effective but nothing is perfect. Someone was bound to break it eventually.”


Katherine frowned but nodded anyway. “That fits. Are you joining us for dinner this evening?”


Eric smiled at her. “Actually, yes I am! Vincent has an announcement and he wanted me to be here for it, since it was my sort of my idea.”


For some reason, I felt apprehensive. And it has nothing to do with being jealous, I reassured myself, knowing it was only partially true. I wasn’t upset with the attention he was giving Katherine. I was upset that it looked the same as the attention he gave me.


I guess I’m not special to him after all. It would be nice to say that the thought didn’t bother me, but it did. I was used to not being wanted, though, so I’d get over it eventually. Once I stopped hearing a slight whine from my wolf echo in my mind. Calm down, Portia. Think about the situation and get your eyes off yourself.


Which led me to an uncomfortable thought. “You aren’t going to take the Duke’s challenge, are you?”


Eric smirked. “Maybe. I guess you’ll just have to wait and find out. Now, may I escort you ladies to your seats?”


I accepted his right arm as Katherine took his left, my mind racing with worries. He can’t! He already knows about the secret passage! If anyone could follow us again, it will be Eric. I shivered violently as I remembered what happened to the only other man who discovered our secret and I managed to avoid Eric’s questioning look. I don’t think I could bear it if I was the reason that he died.


“Are you alright?” Eric whispered in my ear as he gently pushed my chair in. I shook my head but didn’t answer aloud. Not that I could, even if I wanted to. Not with the curse on me.


I’ll have to out-think him. I frowned. That won’t be easy. I’m smart but he’s much better at being subtle than I am. Maybe Darena can help. The bottom line is, Eric needs to be kept safe. We can’t afford to lose anyone else to this curse. Time to open your eyes and get to work, Portia, I admonished myself. No one is going to come and save you.


Judging by the crowd in the dining hall, the announcement was going to be a big one. Vincent had most of the guards in the room with us–probably all the ones who weren’t currently working–and he was still standing at the head of the table. Once he assured himself that everyone had arrived, he held his hands up for silence and waited.


“Good evening! Before we eat, I thought I would share something with you all. After consulting with my good friend, Eric, I have decided that the trials to discover what is happening to our guest’s shoes should take place over a longer period of time. As a result, each man will be given three days to discover what is happening. They will also dine with my guests each of the nights, so that they may become better acquainted. Private Tailor will be the first…”


He continued to speak, but I tuned him out. Private Tailor was a young man–about 18–and wasn’t much of a worry. He was enamored with Katherine. He’d drink anything she offered him. No, what had me worried was Eric, who had moved to stand beside Duke Vincent. He was watching me very closely, a familiar smirk on his lips, waiting for my reaction. He knew I’d read between the lines well enough.


He might not be throwing his hat in yet, but I had no doubt he would soon. He had a plan and this was a part of it. He wouldn’t have needed to change the rules otherwise. And starting with someone else was genius. My best guess was that either he wanted more information from the guards than he’d been able to get or this was meant to redirect our attention. Most of the other girls would only pay attention to the man in front of them and not the one behind the scenes.


Either that man will be the death of me or I’ll be the death of him. Neither seems like a great option. But what is he hoping to get from this?


I glanced around at the other girls and noticed that none of them seemed thrilled, though their focus was squarely on Duke Vincent. Crystal was scowling more than usual and had gone completely still, like she was getting ready to attack. Raina’s eyes were moving quickly around the room as she tried to tally all the options and the many ways that this would affect our plans and glowing brightly as they did. Gale didn’t appear to be listening and showed nothing except the slight tightening of her clenched hands. Cherree merely frowned while Shessie seemed to be examining the Duke to figure out his angle. Meanwhile, Jenny and Nan were having a quiet conversation about the announcement as Cloud listened in.


The only two who were responding oddly were Darena and Ras. Darena had masked all emotion behind a pleasant expression and a small smile. I could tell she was intrigued and understood the significance of Eric’s involvement but refused to show anyone what she was thinking. Hopefully, she could give me another perspective. Ras though… she had a concerned expression and was staring at Eric rather intently.


What are you seeing, Ras? I wondered, only to see her head whip around to look at me. I blinked and sucked in a quick breath. Wait, you heard me call your name, didn’t you? Can you focus it now, or is it still just a wash of sound and burst of emotion?


She nodded slightly, trying not to draw too much attention. I was glad that I’d asked her about it one day, just to see if I needed to keep my thoughts to myself. Well, also so I could keep track of everyone’s expanding powers.


Is that why you’ve been getting headaches again? I know they were going away for a little bit.


She nodded again.


Well, that explains a lot. Hey! This is kind of fun! Just let me know if my thoughts get too much for you. They race around a lot.


Rassallen bit her lip to hold back a grin. Her ability to read thoughts would be helpful but I wasn’t going to push it. If she thought I needed to know something, she would tell me. Instead, I decided to redirect the silent conversation and cheer both of us up a bit.


What do you think, can we use this to prank one of the girls? Ooo! Or the guards. Better yet, Eric! Yeah! I’ll distract him and you short-sheet his bed! Then, I can warn you when he’s headed your direction and we can run. Or dump cold water on him! I eyed her as her face began to go red and knew she just needed a little push to lose it. We could even put a duck in the bucket. And then I sent her an image of Eric running around with a duck flapping and pecking his head as water soaked his hair and shirt.


All of a sudden, Ras, one of the most serious women in our group, nearly fell off her chair while great peals of laughter echoed in the hall.


Ha! I knew I could make you break! Score one for the redhead!










CHAPTER 7: MEN ARE ANNOYING



PRIVATE TAILOR WAS an absolute bore. We spent three days watching him flirt with Katherine and not much else. He didn’t even notice that the rest of us were there, let alone speak to us. Almost every dinner sounded something like this:


“Miss Kitty, I must say, you are the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,” he would simper.


“I would prefer you call me Katherine,” the young woman responded coldly, her shy side just barely in control. She hated being called ‘Kitty’ and would often become violent if people ignored her when she said so.


Most of the girls ignored him but Ras and I turned it into a game. We kept track of the number of times he called Katherine ‘Kitty’ and whoever guessed the closest number would give the other girl a foot massage. We usually needed one by the end of the night.


By the time three nights had passed, we were all thoroughly tired of Private Tailor and glad to see the last of him. None more so than ‘his dear Kitty’.


The man was lucky she didn’t stab him with her fork when he brought up what she should wear at their wedding. The violence was pretty touch-and-go with her.


The next man was Private Coleman. He was a quiet man and not overly interested in any of us but was generally rather friendly. That made it more difficult to drug him because we all liked him. He was sweet and freely admitted that the only reason he was there was because his captain had signed him up, for some unknown reason. Apparently, the Private wasn’t good at speaking to women. He decided to go through with it because he didn’t want us suffering any more than we already were. Also, it got him out of night patrols.


Unsurprisingly, the good private didn’t find anything out. He did, however, receive the best night’s sleep he’d had in months. He actually ended up in less trouble than anyone else ever had for sleeping while on duty. According to Cherree, one of the captains had discovered that Private Coleman had pretty bad insomnia and it was starting to affect his health. The Captain decided that he’d either be the only man to stay awake and discover our secret or he’d finally get the sleep he needed. It was a win either way.


Unfortunately, we weren’t quite so lucky with the person after Coleman. Captain Stone spent most of the time he was supposed to watch us making grandiose promises about when he freed us from the curse of our shoes. Apparently, he had misheard or misunderstood and thought it was our shoes that were cursed, not us. And that was, by far, the most sensible thing he said during his tenure. To tell the truth, between his ridiculous comments, his obnoxious way of flirting, and his general lack of discipline, I wasn’t quite sure how he became a Captain.


“He’s the nephew of a General,” Raina told us on the second night, after we were forced to watch him preen and listen to his ridiculous stories of defeating Forest creatures. The man was an absolute peacock and half as dangerous as one of those cantankerous birds. “His father didn’t do anything to help the idiot advance. Someone else thought that they’d be thanked for it and found out later that General Stone was furious. The general was trying to teach him humility and how little people cared about nepotism when it backfired. So, he’s reached Captain but won’t go any further. He got posted here because he’s actually quite good at training new recruits.”


Crystal piped up at this point, albeit reluctantly. “He’s a good soldier and a decent fighter, but he’s apparently excellent at helping the scared ones discover their courage.”


Nan snorted. “Mom is a constable in our hometown and she was in the military for a short time. She told me once that the best trainers for new soldiers taught them two things: courage and wisdom. The courage is needed to follow orders, even when things look their worst, because that is how you hold a line when everything is falling apart. The intelligence is needed to prevent the war or end it with the least loss of life. Unfortunately, according to her, recruits rarely recognize that they need both. They decide that thinking before you act is a sign of fear or following orders blindly is a sign of stupidity.”


Cloud snorted. “Yes, well, I’m pretty sure that he failed to get that memo. And I would love to see him try and use those muscles of his for something other than fighting or showing off. He’s all show and no substance.”


“Agreed,” Jenny said. “He’d never have the stamina to farm all day long.” We all looked at her in shock before dissolving into laughter. Jenny was nothing if not prosaic.


To exactly no one’s surprise, he didn’t discover our secret. Go figure.


The fourth man to take part in these newly lengthened trials was a bit of a surprise. Instead of another military man, this one was a footman. That threw us for a moment. Until that point, we’d all thought that only the soldiers were eligible.


“No,” Vincent denied when we asked. “Everyone is allowed to try and figure this out. The soldiers were just the only ones who wanted to try.”


Crystal frowned. “Then why the change?”


The footman frowned. His name was Foote, coincidentally, and he was rather easily offended. Naturally, he was seated by the most confrontational of us.


“I bring something to the table that the soldiers do not,” he declared with his chin jutting out.


“What? White gloves?” Crystal jeered. Now, Crystal was from a very wealthy family with lots of servants but they weren’t big on formality, even just for show. So, naturally, this man was rubbing her the wrong way. The few soldiers in the room smirked slightly. Most of them were familiar with her personality and had sparred with her at least once. Also, they didn’t seem to like the man much, which was to be expected, based on his following comment.


Foote didn’t appear to realize that though. “Yes. White gloves and gentility. You are all clearly wild harridans in need of a calm and steady influence. A soldier is hardly going to bring that.”


Darena stared at him for a moment before laughing. “You’re from Crechel, aren’t you?”


He blinked. “My parents are, certainly. How did you know?”


“I recognize the snobbish attitude. Just a word to the wise, I wouldn’t turn my back on any of the soldiers you just insulted. At least some of them are from noble families.”


And that was when he became aware of the dark looks he was getting from every man in the room and at least a few of the women, including his fellow servants.


His food was oddly cold and he seemed to be run into quite a bit that evening. It was such a shame when his gloves were stained by some tomato soup Crystal carelessly spilled.


Interestingly enough, the fourth trial was passed with the least amount of trouble. Foote was by far the easiest of them to drug. As a true Crechelan, he was a hedonist at heart. He wasn’t about to turn down some of the very fine wine that we offered him.


The only other thing of note that happened was Cherree getting ill. It happened during the second night of Foote’s tenure and had us all worried.


“She has a fever,” Crystal said as Gale brought over some soup. “I don’t know if she can go with us.”


We all looked at each other nervously. We knew what would happen if someone tried to stay put. The magic would drag you along, willing or not.


“We’ll have to bring her anyway,” Raina said with a tired voice.


Crystal grumbled but didn’t argue, for once. Judging by the dark circles under her eyes, she was too tired to.


“I can carry her,” Jenny said. “She doesn’t weigh much so it shouldn’t be an issue.”


Raina sighed, now that a solution had been found. “Are you sure? You might have to carry her during the dancing too. We don’t know what the spell will do.”


The older woman shrugged. “I’ve been getting stronger. It isn’t natural but it’s helpful.”


So, that’s what we did. We bundled Cherree up and Jenny carried her to the dance. When the princes asked what was wrong, we told them and they did what they could to make her more comfortable in every way that the could. Juzif gave her his coat so that she’d keep warm. Ku’zile and Pro’tiyn took turns carrying her around and they did their best to keep her on the dance floor, even if she was in their arms at the time. They thought that the magic might help her recover faster but they also made sure to stay at the edge, where it wasn’t quite as strong.


They aren’t nearly as bad as they try to be, I thought as I watched Allister put together a draught for the girl. Finis’yalif added some magic to the mix, something unlike any I’d seen before, reminding me of a drum beat. First the tapestry style of the curse we’re under and now this! Mother always told me that the magic in the Southern Continent worked differently. I wonder if this is what she meant.


Thanks to all their help, Cherree was much better by the next day, much to everyone’s relief. Unfortunately, it drove home the reminder that we could only continue this way for so long. Sooner or later, someone was going to get really sick or injured. And every day, the magic-filled us and changed us a little more, until we hardly resembled ourselves anymore. Something had to give.
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“May I speak to you ladies?” Vincent asked as Raina, Nan, and I were finishing lunch the next day. We’d been too busy speculating about who would be assigned to the trial the next three days to even notice he was there.


“Certainly. Please, have a seat,” Raina replied, taking charge of the situation. She was good at that and I admired her for it.


I wonder if it’s because she’s a noble. Or maybe it’s the military training. Maybe I should join the military.


“What?” Nan asked.


I blinked and suddenly noticed everyone’s stares. “What? Why are you looking at me?”


Raina sighed. “You said something about joining the military.”


“Oh. Sorry.” Way to be awkward, Portia.


The Duke cleared his throat. “That’s actually one of the things I wanted to talk to you about. You ladies have changed quite a bit since I found you and the changes in your personality are rather... unusual.”


“Disturbing and abrupt,” Nan corrected. “There’s no need to be polite. We’ve turned into caricatures of ourselves is what you’re trying to say.”


“Errr, yes. It was so slow that I hadn’t noticed, initially, but it seems to have picked up speed of late. Miss Nan, you were never quite this abrupt before.”


She sighed and looked over at Raina, taking in the younger woman’s half-closed eyes and relaxed demeanor. “Yes, well, Raina never used to be this lazy either. Portia’s always been a bit… eccentric but it hadn’t been this bad before.”


I nodded in agreement before adding, “And the others are getting worse as well.”


“But,” she continued, “we don’t know how to stop it.”


He sighed. “I thought not. You 12 are the most peculiar guests I’ve ever had. It would be so much easier if you could tell me what’s going on, but I know that isn’t exactly possible.”


Raina lifted a goblet of wine and smiled. “You’ve been talking to the gardener, haven’t you?” she said before taking a sip.


“Yes. Eric has more training in magic than I do. The policies don’t cover training those who inherit land on the Forest border, only those who are given it.”


“Implying that he’s more than a mere gardener,” she remarked, taking another languid sip. When she noticed his chagrinned expression she just smiled. “Don’t worry, we’d already guessed as much. He hasn’t really been trying to keep his identity secret.”


“Still, Eric wouldn’t like it if I said any more.”


Raina shrugged and grabbed a piece of fruit. “What else did you want to speak with us about? I know it wasn’t just our personality shifts. You’d noticed those weeks ago,” she declared before popping the strawberry into her mouth.


Even if he isn’t a gardener by trade, I thought, Eric clearly knows what he’s doing in the greenhouse. The strawberries clearly demonstrate that. Then again, Gale does spend most of her time in there…


“There’s also the matter of your magic,” Vincent said, unknowingly picking up on my thoughts. Or maybe I’d said that last part aloud. It was getting harder to tell.


“Magic?” Nan asked. “What do you mean by that?”


Nope. I didn’t say anything this time.


The Duke gave her a tight smile. “Come now, Miss Nan. Don’t try and pull the wool over my eyes. The guards have seen you and your mud creatures. One even commented on how much they looked like the creatures from his nightmares the night before.” She blushed and looked away. “And Miss Raina! I know for a fact that the animals were never half so well disciplined before you got here, nor did the unbroken ones obey any orders we gave them until you had a little chat with them.”


Raina snorted and popped another strawberry into her mouth.


Then, the Duke turned his attention my way. “And don’t think I’ve forgotten you, Miss Portia. You’ve gotten quite talented at making the fire look like other things, but the smell of smoke is still there, as are the scorch marks when your ‘leaves’ touch something.”


For some odd reason, that seemed to shock Raina and Nan like nothing else. Instead of taking it in stride, they turned to stare at me.


“What?” I asked, my shoulders tense.


“Fire? Really? And you didn’t think to mention it?” Nan remarked.


I shrugged. “I mean, I’ve lit candles around you. I wasn’t trying to hide it.”


“You were right next to the candles and you did it once! Making leaves out of flame is pretty advanced, from what I hear.” She shot me a complex look that said she was more perturbed that I’d been practicing with it than anything else. Apparently, they haven’t forgotten my almost setting the pavilion on fire. Good to know.


Vincent snorted. “If you think that’s impressive, you should see her wolf.”


Raina’s eyes were fully open now. “Wolf? You can make a wolf out of fire?” When I didn’t respond, she turned her gaze to the Duke.


“It is life-like, if more red than usual, and she’s made it in miniature as well as life-sized. All without leaving more than a few scorch marks and a smoky scent as evidence.”


And a witness, apparently, I thought sulkily. Or, at least, I thought that I’d thought it. Judging by the expressions on the other three, I’d accidentally said it aloud. Skies, this is getting annoying!


“You see what I mean? This is a problem,” Vincent finally said.


“Not really. It’s just another symptom,” I retorted.


“Symptom? Of what?”


I pinched my lips together and refused to look at him, already feeling the pain of saying that much. Thanks to that stupid gag, I couldn’t talk if I wanted to.


After a few tense minutes, the Duke sighed. “All right, I’ll let it go. I just want you to talk to the others and discuss what you can do. Maybe you can use it to free yourselves from whatever this is.” When we all nodded, he continued. “Now, what are we going to do about your health? Cherree is looking better today, but I’m still worried about her. About all of you. Whatever you’ve been doing is having a negative effect on your bodies.”


Raina sighed. “Annoying.”


Vincent’s eyes snapped to her and narrowed. “What?”


“You’re being annoying. We can’t say anything. You know this. We know this. We also know that there’s nothing we can do. We’ve tried. You talking to us about our situation, about Cherree being sick, it just makes it all worse. Now we’ll all be second-guessing everything we’ve done to see if we could have helped more. We couldn’t then and we can’t now. Stop rubbing it in.”


He jerked his head back and glared at her. “I’m so sorry to have inconvenienced you. I guess it was silly for me to concern myself with the health and welfare of my guests. I’ll have to do better to remember that.”


She sighed again. “Annoying! You’re trying to make me feel guilty and you can’t. We aren’t your guests, not really. I’m betting you sent a letter to the King to find out what to do with us–since we can’t tell you who we are or where we’re from–and he said to keep us safe until the mystery is solved. Guests are invited. They get to leave. We’re trapped here, not imprisoned but not able to leave either.”


I groaned. “Shut up, Raina! Stop acting like a brat. He’s just trying to be kind. You’re too busy giving in to whatever is going on with us.”


She laughed once, shaking her head. “Ah, perfect Portia. Not all of us can fight against the magic like you can. Not all of us want to.”


And then she stood and stalked out the room, choking on her little quip as she went.


After a minute or two of silence, Nan spoke up. “Well, that was uncomfortable.”


I snorted. “True. It was also necessary. She’s giving in too easily to her bad habits. It sucks to fight against them, but it’s necessary. I don’t even want to think about what might happen if we don’t.”


“You’ll lose yourselves,” Vincent stated bluntly. “It’s already happening. That’s why it hit Cherree first. She’s a mimic, near as I can tell. The changes you all are undergoing are more dramatic for her because she gets to deal with them all. Everything you experience, so does she. Times twelve. Plus, she’s the youngest. If her health is in danger then so is every one of your’s.”


Nan’s eyebrows rose with every sentence he spoke, ending up somewhere near her hairline. “Well, that’s not good,” she summarized.


“No, it isn’t. I suggest you speak to the rest about this, before it’s too late.” And then he was gone.


I bit my lip and looked at Nan. “So, we’ve angered our host, isolated ourselves from our de facto leader, and we might be dying. I gotta say, I’ve had better lunches. Then again, I’ve had worse too.” She lifted a single eyebrow in question, so I sighed and gave her a little more information. “Let’s just say that the noble families of Alenia don’t appreciate you showing up covered in blood and carrying a freshly dressed stag as a hostess gift.”


“Yeah, that does sound pretty bad, but just think, we get to look forward to one final dinner with Foote,” she replied dryly.


I groaned. “Uggh! And the day started so well!”
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I am ashamed to say that I’d been dancing with strangers for far too long. I suppose that part of it was because I initially didn’t want to get to know them, to see them as people with hopes and dreams. They were the villains of my story and I liked them better when they were paper-thin and easy to throw away.


In my defense, I rarely paid attention to anything but the music while I was there. Where the other girls were given lots of time to enjoy the food and chat, I was kept almost entirely on the dance floor by the curse. It was easier to enjoy the music than worry about people I rarely spoke to. Which is why it took so long to realize that the other girls had begun to strike up friendships with the princes, while I probably seemed like a standoffish brat.


That wasn’t the only reason for my new, friendlier attitude, though. Honestly, I was beginning to feel a bit trapped and Vincent’s interview earlier in the day had cast a bit of a pall over the whole group. Most of the girls didn’t know what was going on but they felt the tension between Raina, Nan, and me. They definitely didn’t miss the way the Duke carefully avoided speaking to the three of us at dinner. Suffice to say, it was a very quiet trip to the pavilion. And long. Cherree was still feeling a bit under the weather, so she was moving very slow.


When we got to the boats, I took my place in line and was greeted by Captain Ku’zile. I don’t know what made me do it, but for the first time since I met them I became curious about who these men were.


So, naturally, I asked the most ridiculous question I could think of.


“If you had to choose between only eating pasta or puffins for the rest of your life, which would you choose?”


You know when you surprise someone and they almost fall over because you take them so off guard? Yeah, the Captain almost fell into the water.


“Um… what is a puffin?”


I blinked. “It’s a bird. Kinda cute looking. They like to live on rocky, cold islands.”


“And you’re shaking me this, why exactly?”


“I don’t know,” I shrugged. “I guess I want to get to know you. And you never answered the question.”


He sighed. “You couldn’t ask something a bit more normal? Like my favorite color?” He pronounced his ‘R’s a bit differently than we did, flipping them at the end of words and he softened a lot of his ‘A’s so it sounded like he was sighing. It made me smile.


“Nope. Puffins or pasta. Choose.”


Ku’zile sighed again, but clearly thought it through before answering. “Pasta. I can make pasta no matter where I am and with a variety of grains. I don’t know where to find puffins or how many I would need to eat for a single meal, let alone have the time to hunt for every meal.”


“See, that wasn’t so hard!”


“Ha! I’m sure you don’t think so. Now, why are you speaking to me? Really?”


I shrugged. “Boredom, an argument with the others, the realization that you’re just as trapped by this curse as we are… take your pick.”


He almost fell off the boat again. “What? What do you mean, I’m trapped?


“I mean you’re trapped. The spell is wrapped pretty tightly around you all. Not as bad as us, but it’s definitely attached. I’m not sure why though.” I paused. “Why are you here? I mean, I know some of your brothers are here to conquer the continent or something like that but why are you here?”


We’d reached the shore and the others were heading to the dance floor before he responded.


“Did you know that just because I’m the son of a ruler doesn’t mean I’ve been acknowledged? I’m used as an asset, we all are, but only four have been given the title of ‘Prince’. I don’t want the riches or the power. I just want to have my father acknowledge me. Really, that’s all that any of us want.”


I frowned. “That sounds difficult. Plus, have you considered that being acknowledged might actually be worse than being ignored?” Judging by his shocked expression, he hadn’t. “Look, my grandmother ignored me my entire life. She could not have cared less that I existed. I wasn’t even good enough for her to use as a tool. I don’t even think she would have recognized me if I’d introduced myself. On the other hand, she paid too much attention to my sister. She was obsessed, in fact. So much so that she tried to kill my sister and died in the process. I know it’s different, but I’m just saying that sometimes it’s better to be ignored, depending on who it is.”


Ku’zile nodded sadly. “Sometimes. And for some of my brothers, that is the case. But it doesn’t change the desire to be wanted.” Then he walked off and stood next to Pro’tiyn, leaving me to make my own way to the dance floor. He’d left me with plenty to think about though.


At the beginning of things, all of us girls had spent time pondering the circumstances that we’d found ourselves in. Lately, though, we’d spent all our time on personal ventures, trying to regain some measure of control in our lives. It seemed we weren’t the only ones and one quick conversation was all it took to realize I’d been too self-centered again. It was a bad habit now but it had been a survival mechanism most of my life. If you don’t get involved, you don’t endanger yourself or anyone else. Grandmother was gone, though, and the time for isolation was over.


Instead of dancing by myself or one of the other girls, I decided to mix things up and see if I could find out more information. Maybe if I knew more about the curse, I could find a way to mitigate it or redirect it. So, I looked around and found the most guilty-looking person there and asked him to dance.


To say he was surprised would be an understatement. I’m pretty sure he would have been less surprised if Jenny had asked him to marry her. Well, okay, maybe that would be a bit much.


“Now, remind me of your name again? You all seem to have quite a few variations on a theme and it’s easy to forget,” I said to the handsome young man who looked about my age.


“Ben’zalim. Our family likes certain combinations of names. Not many notice.”


“Okay. Well, Zalim, what brought you here?” My shortening his name seemed to shock him for a moment, but I pushed on and didn’t let him interrupt. Besides, there was another ‘Ben’ and no other ‘Zalim’s. I wouldn’t get him confused this way! “I have no doubt you have more siblings back home, so what made you want to come and lay a curse on us?”


He swallowed heavily and spun me around before answering. “I’m sorry for this. I really am.”


“Why?” I asked, my brows drawn low.


“I didn’t realize what was going to happen,” he whispered. After a covert glance around, he danced me over to the darkest corner he could find. “You have to understand, I just wanted to be seen as more than a lazy waste of space. They don’t even consider me a man, even though I’m the same age as Ben’yalif! Mother heard about this curse from a friend of hers and told me to approach Kuzif. I’ve been trying to fix this ever since. I didn’t even know what it was supposed to do!”


I stared at him in shock. “Well, that explains a few things. So you were trying to prove yourself, didn’t do your research, and it backfired?”


Zalim nodded.


“I’m beginning to see a theme here. Just how many of you are here to prove something to your father?”


He let out a humorless laugh. “About half of us. Juzif is trying to make sure that Kuzif doesn’t get killed. He really doesn’t want to rule.”


I frowned. “Kuzif is the idiot who keeps trying to be in charge, right? The weasel-faced one with the white-blond hair? And Juzif is the second oldest? The one who’s always next to Kuzif?”


Ben’zalim nodded. “Then there’s Pro’tiyn. He doesn’t care about father. He’s just trying to avoid any more assassination attempts.”


I snorted. “That explains him hanging out with Darena. She mentioned giving him advice.” I wonder when she’s finally going to admit that she’s an assassin. I mean, it’s pretty obvious to me but I guess the others wouldn’t have noticed the clues.


“Finis’yalif is here for the same reason as Juzif, to keep us from killing ourselves,” he told me, gesturing toward the kindest of his brothers before turning me to face another. This one was the youngest and palest. “Then there is ‘Opel. I’m pretty sure that he’s trying to run away and that Allister is helping him.” Allister was about the same age as ‘Opel but had dark hair and bronze skin that was dotted with freckles.


“Alright,” I began. “And the others?”


Zalim snorted. “Obsessed with appeasing father in some way. Not all of them are happy with this.”


I nodded. It was hard enough to find two people with the same motivations and opinions. Finding twelve, even among relatives, would be nigh impossible.


The rest of my night was spent dancing with my new friend as he helped me understand his brothers. Generally, they weren’t bad people. They were doing what they could to reach some impossible goals, usually because of their father. For instance, Prince Lonzif–by far the angriest of the men–was trying to get back into his father’s good graces after making a mistake. He was a bit too hotheaded for statecraft. Naturally, the Emperor had decided to use it against him, forcing the boy to prove he was worthy of his position instead of just working with him on his temper.


Grolsiin was apparently not that close with his brothers but he was to his sisters and had suffered because of it. He’d attacked his twin sister’s fiancé and nearly killed him. Despite the fact that the fiancé was hurting his sister, their father was more upset at Grolsiin’s actions than the abuser’s. He was forced to make reparation and banned from seeing any of his sisters for a year. He’d made a bit of noise about sneaking one or two into the North but it depended on making his father believe he was toeing the line. Ben’yalif had also upset his father somehow, though no one was quite sure how. Not that it mattered. All that mattered was getting back into the Zif’s–or Emperor’s–good graces.


Unfortunately, it was at the expense of an entire continent.


And twelve kidnapped women.










CHAPTER 8: WELL, THAT WAS AWKWARD



“I DON’T THINK I’m supposed to be this happy about someone failing to save us,” I commented to the girls as we went to breakfast the next day. Granted, it was a very late breakfast, but it was still an accomplishment to see us all up before noon.


“Probably not but it does feel nice to finally be free of him,” Gale grumbled softly. She’d been the unfortunate recipient of Foote’s attention and the one who had to spend the most time around him. For some odd reason, he thought that she was the ideal woman. In other words, quiet and subservient. Granted, she liked to be constantly working and she was still fairly skittish but she could also be very outspoken and hated people who put on airs. Foote’s self-importance and ridiculous notions about propriety very nearly earned him a black eye.


What is with these men pulling out our violent natures? Only one out of three didn’t make us want to hurt him. Those are pretty bad odds. Maybe we’ve just run out of the good men already.


“He’s gone now, darling,” Darena told her airily.


I eyed my friend carefully. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you about one of our… mutual acquaintance.”


“Mmm?”


“Yes. I understand a certain captain who may have been having trouble with relatives of yours?” It was obnoxiously difficult to ask anything without being gagged but I was hoping that she understood I was asking about the assassination attempts that were made on Captain Pro’tiyn. Luckily, Darena was good at saying a lot without saying anything.


“Not my relatives, I assure you. We wouldn’t have failed. But certainly, I gave him advice. He was looking a bit… hunted, you understand?”


We were very nearly whispering by this point, as we’d gotten to the dining room and didn’t want to disturb the others.


“Oh? Anyone you knew?”


She giggled. “Oh, yes! At first, you know, I wondered about the caliber of people being sent for my dear captain. He is pleasant enough but six misses is quite a lot for professionals.”


“Six?” I gasped. I felt like I was a part of some tawdry drama, but the idea that the poor man had survived six assassination attempts was a bit much, particularly considering he wasn’t even the Crown Prince.


Darena nodded. “Well, seven now. I happened to spot an associate a few months back. He won’t be a problem anymore,” she told me while calmly scooping up some egg onto her toast. It constantly astounded me that a seventeen-year-old could be such an accomplished assassin but then I’d see moments like this and I didn’t wonder anymore. She was a warm, loving person to those she cared about but cold and heartless to everyone else. I imagine that she would have understood my grandmother, although they would have hated one another. Grandmother had been too emotional about killing and Darena was anything but.


“Just wondering, how did you know about my family?”


I smiled. “You aren’t as careful as you think. Either that or you’ve been purposely leaving clues for me.” Judging by the brilliant smile she gave me, I was right. Never underestimate assassins. They’re far too tricky for their own good. Then again, so are nobles.


A throat was cleared near the head of the table, interrupting my thoughts and halting any further conversation.


Vincent looked all of us over, as if inspecting the troops to ascertain their morale, before speaking. “It appears that Foote has failed the trial as well.” He had to wait while Foote, who had returned to his regular work as a footman, apologized profusely. It was quite enlightening. I didn’t know it was common to compare your employer’s visage to the glory of the sun when asking forgiveness, and the Duke’s face was indicating he didn’t think it was normal either.


When it didn’t appear to be tapering off anytime soon, Vincent interrupted him. “Yes, well, thank you for the effort. Now, normally I wait until a little later to announce the next person but since everyone is here this morning…” He cleared his throat. “Anyway, Eric, please step forward.”


And, to precisely no one’s surprise, Eric stood before the Duke. He was still dressed as a gardener but his bearing had changed. Instead of trying to disappear, he stood straight and tall. He’d also acquired a few weapons, sporting a sword and dagger on his belt as well as at least one in his boot.


So, he’s doing away with some of the disguise. I wonder why. What makes today so special? I was intrigued by the change in him but not upset about the situation. I’d expected that he was going to throw his hat in sooner or later. It seemed that I had anticipated it so much that there was nothing left to terrify or excite me about the situation. It just… was. It probably helped to know that the princes were less menacing than we’d originally believed. That removed quite a bit of danger, though the curse was still looming pretty heavily over our heads.


I’d always known that he was going to throw himself at this curse, doing whatever was necessary while trying desperately to save us. The problem was, there are really only two outcomes with a man like that: either he defeated the spell or died trying. I really hope he doesn’t die. Somehow, I think that would cause a few problems.


Ras snickered from my left before muttering, “More than a few, I’d think.”


I flushed, remembering she could hear my thoughts. Not that I’d thought anything I would be ashamed of! Still, it would be polite to monitor them so I didn’t bombard the girl with visions of kittens on boats made out of sand.


Ras snickered again.


Right, what do you think about this?


“I think that it is convenient,” she replied as Eric sat and everyone went back to breakfast. I’m sure there was more to the announcement but I hadn’t heard.


How so? Do you think he’ll break it?


She shrugged. “Maybe but I think it’s convenient that we already know who he’ll be sharing a drink with tonight.”


I grimaced, realizing the truth. I was going to be assigned to drug him. Gee, thanks. For some reason, the thought of giving him that wine annoyed me. I didn’t want to have to hurt him. Then again, the thought of someone else doing it made me positively livid!


“That’s what you get for liking him,” Ras told me with a grin. “You’ve only got yourself to blame. I guess you’ll just have to decide what’s worse.”


Yeah, me drugging him or letting him die. What a fantastic selection of choices! Why couldn’t the stupid man have left well-enough alone?
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This dinner may be the most ridiculous I’ve ever experienced, I mused as I watched what was going on around me.


After enduring dinners with four different men with radically different personalities, we thought we’d known what to expect. There had even been a plan in place! Naturally, Eric had turned everything on its head.


I’d been put in a pretty dress and bullied into letting Katherine put my hair up in some elaborate style. Darena had put cosmetics on my face. I was looking even prettier than when I went to the ball where Cindy met her husband! Not that that was particularly hard. I think I wore a cast-off from a dowager for that particular ball. The point was, I’d never looked more beautiful.


So, naturally, Eric sat next to Ras.


He hadn’t looked at me once and I was too embarrassed to speak. I didn’t typically care about how I looked. It never really mattered because no one wanted to get to know me. I’d also never cared about someone’s opinion of me, at least when it didn’t involve me blackening my own name. I cared with Eric, though. I wanted him to notice me and what I was wearing and I didn’t know why. Even my earlier revelations that he didn’t see me any different from the others couldn’t have accounted for his complete indifference.


It just doesn’t make sense! The man has been running into me for weeks and suddenly he doesn’t care enough to even say hello? And why does it bother me so much?


That was the crux of the matter. It annoyed me that I couldn’t capture his attention. That was something I’d never failed at before, although it was usually because I was acting like a fool.


I looked at Ras. Seeing Eric pull an elusive smile from the usually reticent young woman made it hard to hold onto my anger. She needed the attention more than I did and it seemed to help with her constant headaches. Ras had confided in me that it was easier when people were concentrating on the present instead of letting their minds wander. It probably helped that she was sitting next to Nan. Nan’s powers seemed to cancel her’s out and made it easier to stay present.


Darena looked over at me with concern but I refused to meet her eyes. She knew too much.


“Are you okay?” Crystal asked from my left as Eric offered Ras and Nan some wine.


I responded with a small nod. For some reason, I couldn’t make myself talk.


“You don’t have to be jealous. He doesn’t like her.”


That made me snort. Of all the things I was feeling, jealousy was not one of them, which was actually quite frustrating. Anyone else would be feeling upset that Eric was giving his attentions to another. That wasn’t what was bothering me though. No, my problem was that he was ignoring me.


I suppose it’s a good thing that I’m not the jealous type, I thought as he turned to Jenny and had her join in the conversation. Once again, instead of feeling upset, I felt grateful that he was able to reach her and help her relax. She was far too serious. Then again, she’d become a widow about three years before and seemed to take our situation harder than the rest. She wanted to go back home to her husband’s farm and her in-laws. Seeing Eric make her smile was a precious thing.


He had that effect on everyone though. He always seemed to know the right words to say or the right thing to do. He treated all the girls like sisters, teasing them one moment and comforting them the next. Not that he was perfect. He didn’t always take things seriously enough and he was a tad overprotective. I’d heard him talking to several of the guards about their inappropriate behavior toward us women and how it was unacceptable to express interest when we were clearly under duress. One of the men had asked Shessie to go on a walk with him. He’d ended up doing night patrols for a week. I had a feeling there was more to it than that but it successfully curbed the soldiers’ interest in us.


“So then, I punched the man in the gut and pushed him out the door. I told him that the next time he spoke about my sister like that I’d let Pearl deal with him,” he explained, his boisterous tone cutting through my thoughts.


“What did he do?” Jenny asked with a small grin before waving off his offer of some wine.


Eric started laughing. “H-he didn’t believe me! He started to talk about her again and never noticed Pearl walking up behind him. She’d come to pick me up for dinner and heard every word. Then she beat him to a pulp while I held his friends back. His nose never quite healed right and he found out that he needed a lot more than his looks to get any female attention after that. Pearl warned her friends about his words and actions and he had to leave the city after he was shunned by the entire female population. At one point, he was chased down the street with rouge covering him head to toe and a bunch of women on his heels.”


Everyone lost it as they imagined the scene he’d painted for us. The Duke, who’d apparently been nearby during the incident, added some more details to the story, setting off another round of laughter.


And I sat there, feeling left out and not knowing why. I was listening to the same story as everyone else, eating the same food, sitting with the same people but… it felt like I was watching it all through glass. I could see it but not touch.


What’s wrong with me? I never feel like this! Skies, I normally want to feel left out. So why does it hurt so much?


I watched Eric, his head thrown back in laughter, his eyes crinkling around the corners, and I couldn’t help but feel a touch of longing. It wasn’t the group I was separate from, it was him.


Then, for the first time that day, his chocolatey eyes met mine… before moving on just as quickly.


And my heart felt like it was about to break.


I wonder if this is what Joy felt like when she met Reese. It’s like my heart is trying to crawl out of my chest and got lodged in my throat, like I’m dying and only he can save me but we both know he never will…


I wonder if this is what it feels like to fall in love. Or maybe this is what it feels like when you realize that you never will.
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“I never knew he was so funny,” Jenny commented as we headed to our room to get ready for the rest of our night.


“I know! And I can’t believe some of the things his sisters have done. It must have been crazy, growing up in that family,” Shessie replied.


They’d been chatting about Eric ever since dinner let out. It was like they’d never spoken to the man before! He’d been charming but not that charming. Honestly, it was like they’d forgotten all the times he’d chatted with them before.


Or, they didn’t pay attention because he was dressed like a gardener before. I narrowed my eyes and tried to remember if he’d acted any differently before, but he hadn’t. He’d been the same as every other time I’d been around! Then again, the rest of the girls have only really spoken to him once or twice. I’ve talked to him more than a half-dozen times.


I pursed my lips as I slipped on my dancing costume–a pair of tight grey breeches and a form-fitting grey vest–and covered it with a nightgown and dressing gown. We’d started doing that when one of the guards randomly looked into our room and commented on our strange sleeping costumes. That had been an uncomfortable conversation.


“You probably should have left the dress on,” Raina told me as she reclined on the bed next to me. “He might get the wrong impression if you show up in that.”


I blinked. “What?”


“Eric? Remember, it’s your night to deal with the wine. I’ve already prepared it, so that shouldn’t be a problem, but you might want to get on with it. We’re all ready to go.”


“B-but why me? He didn’t even look at me tonight! Shouldn’t someone else do it?” My chest was tight and it was difficult to breathe properly. I have no idea what I looked like but I felt panicked.


“Don’t be silly, Portia!” Katherine said as she fluffed her hair in a mirror, her other personality clearly in control. “For someone to avoid looking at you that thoroughly, you must be important. If you didn’t matter, he wouldn’t try.”


The other girls nodded but I still wasn’t convinced.


“Shouldn’t Jenny or Ras do it? They were talking with him earlier and it would look more natural.”


Crystal responded this time. “Don’t be silly,” she said with a wave of her hand. “The lack of contact makes it more likely that you’d approach him. He clearly did it to make you jealous and make you want to come talk to him. Just use that to your advantage.”


I frowned but didn’t get another chance to argue because he was there, knocking on the door that separated our room from his. The converted pantry was much smaller than our room but the best option for those guarding us.


“Wow, are you ladies going to sleep already? Somehow I thought you’d end up talking late into the night. My sisters always do when they share a room,” he said with a grin when we told him to enter.


“You know how it is,” Raina said laconically. “It gets old after a while and we all tend to fill our days pretty extensively. I hardly make it past 9:30 anymore.” Which was actually true. She usually took about a half-hour nap before we left for the pavilion.


“Portia, why don’t you show Eric where we keep the wine?” Shessie said with a wink. “He might enjoy a glass before bed.”


It took everything within me to not throw something at her but I restrained myself. Drugging Eric was a necessity, not a choice. No one wanted him to be caught in the curse, least of all me.


I pasted on a smile and walked over to him. “Sure! Why don’t we go to your room? That way we won’t disturb anyone while they settle in for the night.”


Eric smirked at me, making me worry that he was on to us. “Sounds wonderful. Why don’t we leave the door open though, just in case? I wouldn’t want to have anyone question the propriety of the situation.”


I blinked before flushing and moved over to the goblet and wine pitcher on his sideboard. I hadn’t thought about that. “Wine?” I squeaked as I thrust a goblet his direction.


“Thanks.” He took the cup from me and sipped it. “You’re not having any?”


“Oh! Right. Sorry. I must have been daydreaming.” I rushed to fill my own cup, grateful that they weren’t made from the imported southern glassware that was in style. It was easier to hide how much you drank when the goblet was made of metal and no one could see how much you put in.


“Is it still daydreaming if it’s nighttime?” Eric asked idly as he sipped some more.


“I suppose not. Nightdreaming sounds silly, though.”


Since I couldn’t think of anything else to say, I stayed silent and just watched him drink the drugged wine.


“You’re quiet today,” Eric remarked.


“Am I? I hadn’t noticed.” I noticed you suddenly want to talk to me when I feel uncomfortable though. Why is that? The man was utterly infuriating. Also, unsettling. No, wait! I’m pretty sure that’s what happens when you are alone in a room with a guy you’re attracted to.


“Maybe you’re tired. Why don’t you finish your wine and head to bed.” The words were innocuous but they sounded like a challenge.


“You know, it is late. I’ll just finish this while I read. Goodnight,” I said, backing out of the room.


He smiled and stepped into my space before saying, “Goodnight, Portia. Sleep well.” And then, he pressed his lips to my forehead and completely derailed anything resembling actual thought.


Somehow–and I doubt I’ll ever know how–I walked out, closed the door behind me, and scurried to the bed, refusing to look at anyone else.


That man is up to something, I just can’t tell what. The problem is, no one will believe me. They don’t see the danger he poses but it’s really too late to do anything about it. Not that I could have, even if I wanted to.


I sat there, thinking about his words and expressions for the next half hour, until it was time to go.


“Portia,” Raina called softly as we finished getting ready and putting our shoes on. “Go check and make sure he’s asleep.”


I swallowed heavily but did as she asked. When I opened the door, Eric was lying on his bed in an uncomfortable looking position and the empty wine goblet was on the floor next to a nearly drained wine pitcher. As I stood there watching, he snorted and rolled his head to one side, making me sigh in relief.


“He’s out,” I reported to the others as we stood in front of the false wall.


“Good, then let’s get going,” Crystal said. “I don’t want to be dragged there again. It hurts like a devil!”


The others nodded, remembering the few times we’d fought back against the curse’s demands. Suffice to say, they were not pleasant memories.


We lined up by age, another requirement of the curse, and walked through the doorway and into the dark tunnel. Just before the door closed, Cherree cried out and stumbled into Katherine.


“What happened?” Gale asked.


“It felt like someone stepped on my skirt!” Cherree responded.


Katherine snorted and pulled the younger girl forward. “It probably got stuck in the door. Come on, we better hurry.”










CHAPTER 9: DISCOVERING THE TRUTH
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Eric


I’d been preparing for this for weeks but I was a little anxious now that it was time. These girls were in danger and they needed to be freed from the curse they were under. Still, I was wary. Most of the men had fallen asleep but one had gone completely missing. I didn’t want either of those outcomes.


“Are you sure you want to do this?” Walmund asked. We’d headed to his office after dinner to give the girls time to get ready for bed. Not that either of us believed that they really would. If they were sleeping the whole night through, they wouldn’t need to nap the rest of the day as well.


“I’m sure. I’m a little less likely to fall for their wiles than the rest of your men are, thanks mostly to my sisters. You can’t grow up with four such headstrong women without understanding the mischief that they can loose when they’re of a mind.”


The Duke snorted. “If they’ve done half the things you claim, I believe it.”


“Oh, they have! Besides, I have a few other advantages that the others didn’t.”


He nodded. “I know. Your magic training is much better than the rest of ours. Still, I don’t know how much advantage that is going to give you.”


It astounded me how little this man understood. Then again, he’d been too busy taking care of his lands and border to really devote much time or energy to the problem. It didn’t help that this area wasn’t known for its mysteries or intrigue. He’d been raised as a noble but lived as a soldier too long to think politically. Mindep didn’t encourage its nobles to play games or trade in secrets. It’s merchants, though, needed all those skills to work with the other nations, particularly Crechel.


“My knowledge of magic gave me a starting point. Watching them for the last few weeks has helped fill in quite a few gaps. Plus, I’ve been talking to the soldiers and found a few similarities that others might not.”


He frowned at me. “Like what? And why haven’t you said anything?”


I shrugged. “I don’t really know anything yet. I’ll tell you when I’m sure. Besides, if I tell you now, you may be tempted to do something about it and that would tip them off.” I glanced at the clock and stood up. “Time to go. I’ll see you in the morning!”


“Be careful,” he called as I walked out and headed to the girls’ room.


My time as a gardener had been well spent, giving me the anonymity to really investigate without making any of the girls feel concerned. Most of them were from working-class families and felt more comfortable around someone who worked outside and with their hands. The others were from noble families and had no reason to feel threatened by a servant, not like how they’d feel if I’d posed as one of the recruits. By opening up to them at dinner and sharing humorous family moments, I’d lowered their guards so they didn’t expect me to take it seriously.


The only one who seemed to see through my disguise was Portia.


Then again, she was the first person I spoke to and I wasn’t being as careful then. I knew that she was my weakness in more ways than one. She was special but she saw too much for me to get much closer. At least, not right now. That was why I’d done my best to ignore her at dinner, despite how stunning she’d looked in that dress and how often I’d noticed her staring. And I didn’t blame her. Normally, I was quite chatty around her but I needed to keep her safe. If there were spies in the manor, they might notice my interest and use us against each other.


Initially, I’d wanted to see if she could help me, but… No. It’s better to do it alone and keep her safe. Even if it makes both of us uncomfortable and upset. Besides, the curse may have used her to sabotage my efforts if she knew anything.


The other reason I’d kept a distance was that I tended to get caught up in her and ignore the others. With the way she’d looked tonight, there was no way I’d be able to pay attention to anyone else once I started talking to her. Besides, I needed the other girls to be relaxed around me. They needed to trust me if I was going to save them. When I brought help, they needed to listen to what I said and the only way that would work was if they saw me as a friend, a protector, or a brother. Rassallen and Jenny were the hardest nuts to crack, but I think I got them on my side, even if I had isolated Portia in the process.


I’ll make it up to her, I promised myself as I entered my temporary quarters. They were small and contained little more than a cot and a sideboard with a couple of wine goblets and a pitcher. Interesting. That wasn’t there when I checked in earlier.


The addition of the wine made me double-check the room for any other changes but nothing else had moved. Luckily, that included my small bag of clothes that were hiding my secret weapon. If that had gone missing, the whole thing would have been a bust. Once I verified that everything was in place, I moved to the door that connected my room to the girls and made sure it was shut before pulling out the cloak that Maleficent had given to me.


Looks like they didn’t find this. Good.


I pushed it under the blanket on the cot and moved back to the door, listening once more.


“…come talk with him. Just use that to your advantage.”


I smirked and knocked on the door. They’d clearly been talking about me and, since I wanted them to feel a bit off-kilter, it was the perfect time to make my entrance.


“Come in!” one of the girls yelled.


“Wow, are you ladies already going to sleep? Somehow I thought you’d end up talking late into the night. My sisters always do when they share a room,” I said with a grin. They were all in nightgowns but none of them were actually ready to sleep. Again, someone without sisters wouldn’t notice but to me it was obvious. They’d layered clothes so that they could sneak out without having to do more than slip the gown over their heads and put on some shoes.


“You know how it is,” Raina said laconically. “It gets old after a while and we all tend to fill our days pretty extensively. I hardly make it past 9:30 anymore.”


“Portia, why don’t you show Eric where we keep the wine?” Shessie said, her back to me. “He might enjoy a glass before bed.”


The redhead didn’t seem happy about the situation, but she pasted a smile on her face and walked over. “Sure! Why don’t we go to your room? That way we won’t disturb anyone while they settle in for the night.”


I smirked at her, already onto them. “Sounds wonderful. Why don’t we leave the door open though, just in case? I wouldn’t want to have anyone question the propriety of the situation.”


She blinked before flushing and grabbing the pitcher and a goblet from the sideboard. “Wine?” she squeaked and nearly threw a goblet at me.


“Thanks.” I took the cup from me and pretended to sip it. “You’re not having any?” I taunted. One thing every guard had in common was that they were lured into having some wine by one or more of the girls. I don’t know why none of them wondered if it might have been drugged or not, but clearly it was. For one thing, the girls never drank. Not one of them had taken a single sip of wine at dinner. Jenny enjoyed beers and meads once in a while, but that was more from the memories of drinking with her husband than actually enjoying the drink. They had no reason to order wine every night except to drug the soldiers.


“Oh! Right. Sorry. I must have been daydreaming.” She rushed to fill her own cup and poured the dark wine so slowly that it looked like the cup should be full when it was almost empty.


“Is it still daydreaming if it’s nighttime?” I asked idly and pretended to sip some more.


“I suppose not. Nightdreaming sounds silly though” Portia seemed at a loss for words and chose to watch me ‘drink’ instead.


“You’re quiet today,” I remarked.


Her fair skin flushed with either embarrassment or anger. “Am I? I hadn’t noticed.”


“Maybe you’re tired. Why don’t you finish your wine and head to bed.” The words were innocuous but they were really a challenge. It’s probably wrong, how much fun it is to mess with her. Still, she is the one that’s trying to drug me.


“You know, it is late. I’ll just finish this while I read. Goodnight,” I said, backing out of the room.


I smiled and stepped closer to her before saying. “Goodnight, Portia. Sleep well,” I said, giving in to my impulses and pressing a chaste kiss to her forehead before she scurried away. She was suspicious but that was fine. She wasn’t going to figure it out. “And now I wait.”


I knew from the guards that everything settled down around 10 o’clock and it was only 9:30. After getting rid of the rest of my wine and half the pitcher through a convenient window just down the hall, I settled on the cot to wait. It won’t be long now.


Sure enough, about a half-hour later, Portia slowly opened my door and checked on me. She stood there, watching me for a few minutes, so I decided to roll over slightly, since no one is completely still while they sleep.


Portia sighed and walked back out of the room, leaving the door open slightly.


“He’s out,” she whispered to the others as I sat up and threw my cloak on, feeling the familiar weight settle around me. The magic activated as soon as I touched the clasp and I disappeared.


Gotta love invisibility cloaks!


I prowled through the long room and stood directly behind Cherree as the women did something to the false wall I’d discovered a few days before. It opened and they walked through, most wearing pants of some sort and sturdy boots but Cherree was wearing some type of skirt. I know because when I tried to get through the wall as it was closing, I accidentally stepped on it.


The young woman cried out as she tried to step forward and was yanked back by my foot on her hem.


“What happened?” Gale asked as I tried to make myself one with the side of the corridor.


“It felt like someone stepped on my skirt!” Cherree responded, frowning at the hidden doorway.


Katherine snorted and pulled the younger girl forward. “It probably got stuck in the door. Come on, we better hurry.”


Well, that’s the first part done. Time to find out what other secrets these women have been hiding.
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The tunnel was much longer than I thought it would be. Most escape tunnels don’t go very far. It just isn’t practical or very secretive to remove all that dirt. I mean, how do you stop people from talking about a digging project that lasts months or even years? And where do you hide all that dirt? Then again, judging by the smooth walls, the passage hadn’t been made by normal people.


Probably a mage or a Fey. It’s not creative enough to have been made by Dwarves. They like embellishing their tunnels. I’d only seen a few Dwarven tunnels but they were quite memorable. Dwarves were much more artistically inclined than even the Fey. They just weren’t the type to boast about it, unless it involved weapons or armor. Instead, they liked to hide carvings on the ceilings or build sculptures into hidden alcoves. They also tended to use bioluminescent moss and clear quartz to light their tunnels and showcase their masterpieces.


This place had none of that. It was just a long tunnel with perfectly square walls and ceiling broken up by the occasional support beam. All of which I was able to see thanks to the lanterns the girls had hidden a few feet past the entrance.


Good, I was beginning to wonder if they’d suddenly gained the ability to see in the dark, I mused as Portia lit them. While she’d kept her abilities with fire quiet back at the manor but she was all but flaunting them now that she was in the tunnel. Little leaves made entirely of fire had drifted from her fingers and caught the wicks of the lanterns before more floated around her head.


“You’ve gotten better at that,” Shessalla mentioned while she examined the leaves.


Portia smiled. “So have you. Don’t think I didn’t notice you hiding in the pond the other day. How long were you down there? And why didn’t Ras kick you out?” Suddenly, she frowned for a moment and sniffed the air, turning toward me before shaking her head and looking at Shessalla again.


The brunette ignored the odd behavior and just shrugged. “About three hours? I don’t know. I was chatting with a couple of fish. They were very chatty but they kept forgetting what they’d said. We kept repeating the same conversation over and over before a bird finally swooped down and ate them.”


“You’re kidding!”


She shrugged again and smirked. “I guess you’ll never know. I do like being able to breathe underwater. And Ras doesn’t mind because she’s getting a better handle on her powers. The water seems to muffle my thoughts a bit, making it easier to practice blocking or listening to them. We’re both enjoying the boost in our magic. We’d always had some mage powers, but they aren’t all that great.”


Cherree popped up beside the other two. “Wait! I thought mages always had a lot of power.”


Shessalla shook her head. “Nope, not in my family. We’re not sure why and we don’t really want to know. We just want to try and live quietly, though my cousins really threw a wrench in things for a while, what with the nobles trying to use us as leverage against them. Anyway, we have a little power with one element but it is rarely significant. That’s why my family lives so close to the ocean. Our branch has always been able to manipulate water to some extent.”


Ras snorted. “Don’t listen to her, she’s a lot stronger than she pretends to be. Why do you think no one drowns during her lessons?”


That got everyone’s attention as they all turned to stare at the cousins.


“Okay, so maybe I have the water hold them up a bit more firmly than normal and only when I’m actually next to them,” Shessalla admitted after a moment. “I can’t move water unless I’m in it and I like to make sure that they’re confident before leaving them to sink or swim on their own. I really can’t do anything big with water. Except for breathe it now, I suppose.”


“It’s better than getting everyone’s nightmares,” Nan complained. “I mean, the mud monsters are pretty cool but besides that it is creepy and wrong. Oh, and it makes it hard to get any rest. I guess I’m lucky that our sleep is so off, otherwise I’d be hearing more than just you guys and the night watch when they finally get to sleep. How come you guys got useful powers?”


Jenny spoke this time, bringing logic to sort out the girls’ emotions. She seemed to do that a lot. “Because they’re based off of our preexisting abilities or personalities. Shessie already had water powers. Portia is passionate but shapes it so that no one can get a read on her. You look at people’s perspectives, so you have to see what they’re afraid of to know why they respond the way they do.”


“And you are abnormally strong in every aspect of your life?” Cherree asked, innocently.


“Maybe,” Jenny replied with a shrug. “Or I get strength from the earth. It’s always better when I’m not wearing shoes.”


I glanced down and, sure enough, she was barefoot. Huh. Well, that explains why she hasn’t asked for new shoes in a while.


That was about when we found the staircase, long and spiraling down into unbroken darkness, which was further proof that it wasn’t made by Dwarves. Such a style wasn’t very defensible or safe. They were all about safety. It was the Fey who loved spiraling stairways like that. Luckily, it was much shorter than it looked and we found ourselves on solid ground again. Well, all except for Cloud. She seemed to be floating just above the floor, somehow.


They chatted for a bit longer before the tunnel finally ended and we walked out into the Forest. Who builds an escape tunnel from a nice safe fortress into the most dangerous forest in the world?


The mystery continued when I noticed that this particular stretch of woods was a bit unusual, though, even for the Fey Forest. Instead of the towering dark trees, brightly colored flowers, and eerie animal calls, it was almost demure and calm. The trees were young looking, small even. The flowers looked normal, too. Even the birds sounded like the typical variety instead of the unnerving calls I was used to. Then things began to change, but not as I expected.


Along both sides of the path, the trees were no longer the normal forest varieties. Not unless normal beech trees were silver, I thought with a barely suppressed snort. Not silver-colored. No, they were actually made out of silver. I know because I walked over to one and touched it. It was filled to the brim with magic and obviously alive but just as obviously made out of silver. It was even slightly tarnished along the trunk and the larger portions of the branches while the new leaves were polished to a mirror finish.


A quick glance over my shoulder showed that the girls were still walking–although Portia was frowning in my direction again–so I hurried back to their procession. It wouldn’t do to lose them when I was so close to answers.


The next surprise was when the trees changed again. This time, they were gold. Once more, I walked over to one and felt the power and life running through it. I could hardly believe it, but the trunk was soft enough to dent by pushing with my fingernail and they were made of every color of gold you could imagine! Some of the trees had flowers made out of rose gold with black or white gold stamens in the center. It made me wonder what type of fruit they produced.


Hurrying back to the girl’s side, I started to understand the purpose of the tunnel.


If the ancestors of Walmund discovered these trees, then they would want a secret way to go harvest them. An escape tunnel is a perfect excuse. It didn’t even need to be kept a secret, making it easier to hire a mage. People would assume it went somewhere else, if they even thought about it being built at all. And whenever the owner was running short on funds, he could go through the tunnel and pick some leaves off the trees! I wonder if Walmund knows about this…


Before I could think any more about it, the trees changed again and I literally stopped in my tracks. The silver trees had been lovely and the gold trees were gorgeous but these new ones were astounding!


They were a made of a pure white metal that I vaguely remembered the Dwarves calling ‘platinum’ and it seemed to glow faintly in the moonlight. Of course, that could have just been the light refracting off of the diamond leaves. Yes, the leaves were made of diamonds! Most were clear but a few trees had colored diamonds decorating them, just to add variety.


How is this even possible? Are they real? They certainly felt real, but I had to be careful not to shake the tree. The others didn’t really move much but I had a feeling that these trees would make quite a bit of noise if I brushed against it in any way.


Luckily, my preoccupation hadn’t made me lose the girls. The trees grew right up to the shore of a large, dark lake and the women were standing in a line, oldest to youngest, on that shore.
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Whoever they were waiting for was apparently quite late and it meant that the curse was causing the girls pain.


“This is ridiculous! How are they late? It’s not like they could have gone to the pub and lost track of time!” Crystal asked in a loud voice. Yelled, really. Does that woman ever speak softly? Then again, she does have a point. I wonder where their escorts are.


“Relax. We’re early is all,” Raina replied as she sat down on a tree trunk on the shore of a massive lake. “They’ll be here soon enough. We might as well enjoy the break before the fun begins.”


No one pointed out the lie but they all seemed to notice her clenched jaw and tight grip on the tree. She was hurting just as much as the rest and her effort to make them feel better hadn’t helped.


Eventually, almost a half-an-hour after they’d arrived at the shore, the sound of oars could be heard on the lake.


“Finally!” Shessalla growled before pushing her hands into the water. “Ras, help? We need to speed them up a bit. I don’t think I can take any more of this.”


Rassallen nodded before kneeling beside her cousin and thrusting her own hands into the water.


A yell sounded from the lake before twelve small boats rushed toward the shore. The cousins removed their hands from the water and sighed.


“What was that?” a blond man in the lead boat complained.


“You were late and it hurts. You should know that. It’s your curse!” Crystal growled at him.


The man seemed affronted but said nothing as his boat reached the shore. Instead, the one behind him spoke.


“Apologies,” the dark-haired man said. He looked totally unlike the first man except for his eyes. They both had the same black eyes, eyes I was seeing on every single man who sailed up. “We were delayed by a strange creature that wandered into our camp. It was unavoidable.”


As the girls asked more about the creature, I had a sudden sinking sensation in my stomach. I suddenly had a very good idea what was going on, or at least part of it.


What is the Lunzif Empire doing kidnapping women and cursing them? And I knew it was Lunzif without a shadow of a doubt. Not only had I been there before and recognized the accent, I also recognized one of the men as Prince Morzif. Granted, he’d grown up a bit over the past eight years, but I was good with faces and his eyes were pretty distinctive. Every member of the royal family and all of their guards had those eyes, mostly because the guards were members of the royal family. Apparently, one of their ancestors decided that someone would guard their family better than a stranger and started training all their illegitimate sons to be the palace guards. The tradition was still going strong and, in a strange turn of events, very few people knew about this practice. They thought the eyes were the result of some special diet.


Still, they hadn’t made any serious forays into the Northern Continent in almost five generations. Why now?


I watched as the girls split up, one to a boat and began to leave for the opposite shore. While the water was still unsettled, I got into Cherree and Prince Morzif’s boat. It was the last to leave but I was still worried about the weight difference. My only consolation was an offhanded comment by one of the other men to Cloud that she was with him that night. It appeared that they rotated through the girls instead of committing to a specific order. That meant that Morzif was less likely to realize something was wrong.


Or he would have been if Cherree wasn’t a twelve-year-old who suddenly weighed the boat down like a man in his 30s.


I should have thought this through a little better, I mused as Morzif gave Cherree a confused look. Still, this boat had the most room for me.


“Are you wearing weights?” he finally asked after getting the boat relaunched.


She looked at him like he’d lost his mind. “What are you talking about?”


“Never mind. How was your day?”


Cherree shrugged. “Not much happened. I was working with Nan to make her mud monsters look better. She’s horrible at sculpting, even if they are supposed to be nightmare creatures.”


He blinked and then smiled. “And what would you know about sculpting?”


“Oh! I started learning after I saw a statue in the opera house where I was training. It was so beautiful that I begged the props master to teach me a bit about how to do that.”


“And what did he sculpt.”


She frowned before her face cleared. “Oh! No, he didn’t sculpt it! I just asked because I knew he could start teaching me. No, it was imported from the Southern Continent. I think it was from an artist named ‘Yoseft’luntai’. I think it means something about dreaming.”


“Dreamer of Moon Drops.”


“You know of him?” she asked, practically bouncing in her seat.


He paused as we drifted up to the shore before whispering, “You could say that. I’m glad you liked the sculpture. It was the woman dancing for the sun, right?”


Cherree’s astonished expression slowly transformed into a brilliant grin as she realized what he was really saying. Then she grabbed him by the arm and pulled him out of the boat. “Come on! You need to give Nan some pointers! She needs to get better.”


I watched them stumble off toward the other couples and shook my head. Whatever’s going on here, clearly the girls aren’t being abused. They seem very comfortable with most of the men. And when did the third prince of Lunzif become a secret artist?


Getting out of the boat carefully, I finished pulling it onto the shore, since the prince had been distracted by young Cherree’s exuberance. Once it was secure, I took a moment to get my bearings. We were on a peninsula of sorts, a clearing that jutted out into the water on one side and was blocked in by the Forest on the other. In the center of the clearing was a large pavilion, the gauzy tent looked far to thin to keep the weather out but I suspected it was a special fabric that was made only in Lunzif. It was created to absorb moisture and it thickened to become completely waterproof. It also responded to high winds the same way, stiffening to repel the greater force but allowing soft breezes to flow through unobstructed. Basically, the harder something tried to get through the less likely it was that it would. The fabric was ideal for a country known for flash-floods and sandstorms.


It was also, apparently, enchanted to create music, food, and light. It was basically a portable party and the girls were already in the center, dancing.


They get dragged out here every night by curses, are gagged by a curse, all so that they can dance with foreign princes? I don’t get it.


Then, suddenly I did. The spell activated and I saw their movements go from natural to forced. They were being compelled to dance. It was a subtle change but I’d seen both Portia and Cherree dance back at the manor. Their moves were a bit jerkier here, like they were fighting back. I took a few steps forward, trying to figure out what I was seeing and how I was seeing it.


I can see a little bit of magic, but this is pretty extensive, I thought. Then it hit me! The cloak! It must let me see more clearly! Maleficent is a sorceress and they are known to add as many extras to their toys as possible.


As I watched, the spell grabbed whatever stray magic it could find and channeled it into the girls, making them dance longer and faster. Some of them were filling up too quickly and were given a break, but Portia, Shessalla, and Rassallen each continued to absorb the power. They also stood closer to the center of the tent than any of the rest. Eventually, Portia was in the dead center while the rest danced on the farthest edge of the tent.


So Portia is the most magical of the group. I should have figured, considering her family.


The night continued along that same vein with several interesting additions. First was the way that the spell drew the men from Lunzif into the dance but did little more than redirect a bit of power to them. I wasn’t sure why they were there yet but it seemed important that they were both a part of and separate from the spell.


The second was the camaraderie between the girls and several of their captors. Darena, in particular, seemed close with one of the men, a captain of the guard if I had to guess. We may be from different countries, but most captains hold themselves the same way, like they were uncomfortable with the office but don’t really care what you think of them.


Then there was what happened when the girls gathered for their final dance. I’d never seen anything like it before and I probably wouldn’t ever again. I knew that they all had some sort of gift–a magic that they weren’t born with that had appeared recently–but I never thought I’d see them all in action at the same time.


Some gifts were obvious, like Nan and her mud creatures or the giant lion that began to frolic with Raina. Jenny left craters wherever she stepped and Cloud literally floated above the ground, rising higher with every step. Gale came behind Jenny, filling her craters with plants of all varieties. Katherine, who’s hair was completely blonde now, spent most of the time dancing with her dark-haired doppelgänger. She’d apparently split herself into two with nearly opposite coloring.


Some gifts weren’t as obvious, like Crystal and Darena, who were staging a mock battle where Crystal attacked and Darena seemed to flow around every strike, like she had water instead of bones. Shessalla didn’t appear to do anything interesting until you noticed the slight gleam around her head and realized that she was suspended in a bubble of water and was actively breathing through it. Rassallen had her eyes closed yet managed to avoid every near collision at the very last moment, like she could see clear as day. Or she could hear their thoughts, I mused as she opened one eye and winked at me before dancing away.


Then there was Cherree, who seemed to copy everyone else’s moves and talents while making them look better, more natural somehow.


And the most spectacular part of it all was Portia, spinning, leaping and throwing fire-leaves everywhere while wolves of flame chased them and ran around the other girls. Her red hair was flying behind her–the ends covered in tongues of fire–and her skin glowing and shimmering in the light.


I was almost sad when it ended and they began heading for the boats. There was still more to do before I could finish this, like getting samples of those trees and figuring out where the tunnel let out exactly, but that vision would stick with me for years to come. I just knew it.










CHAPTER 10: VERY SUSPICIOUS...



PORTIA


Something felt different, I just wasn’t sure what.


Since the moment we walked into the tunnel, it felt like someone was watching me. Us. But no one was there when I looked. At first, I thought I was paranoid because I was sure I could smell Eric, but it was so faint that I figured I was either imagining things or it was because he’d kissed my forehead and left his scent on me. I’d tried to cover all my bases ask Ras if she heard anything–silently, of course–but she didn’t respond.


When we walked through the Royal Grove–Cherree named it because it looked like something King Midas would do–I could sense a presence. It was like a vibration echoing through the trees. A vibration that sounded three times! It could be a coincidence but I doubted it.


It didn’t help my paranoia when the princes arrived late. Even a few minutes past the appointed time and we felt it. The curse wasn’t a kind thing and punished us for even the most minor infraction.


When we finally did board our boats, Cherree and Morzif lagged behind by quite a bit. The last time he’d rowed her over, they were the first people ashore.


So many simple things, all working together to make me feel off-balance and uncomfortable. In my head, I knew I was overthinking it all. At the same time, my instincts were screaming that someone was out there and I needed to go find them. It was quite a conundrum and was made all the worse by the constant tug of the curse and the residual headache I had from our late arrival at the pavilion.


“Something’s on your mind,” Finis’yalif whispered as he danced with me. It had been a relief when he’d asked as I hadn’t gotten a chance to rest once since we got there. A partner gave me someone to lean on when my body started feeling heavy. Still, I didn’t want to lie to him and claim I was just tired.


“Sorry,” I apologized. “I guess I’m feeling a bit off tonight. Something seems… different.”


He nodded. “The magic is particularly potent tonight.”


I frowned at his misunderstanding but didn’t correct him. Instead, I started to pay attention to more than just the phantom I’d been looking for. A quick turn allowed me to see what he meant. Generally, it’s quite difficult to view magic when you are in the middle of it and even harder when you aren’t actually a magician. You can, however, get a pretty good idea of what was going on by watching how people react to it. I was lucky to see the power around us enough to cobble together an explanation for what was happening. 


When we were first cursed, all the ladies danced and moved pretty easily around the floor. We weren’t all as well trained or graceful as Cherree but all of us knew how to dance. Each country and region has its own traditions and styles but all of them appreciate dance. So, while it was painful to dance for long hours every night, we all moved with some sort of skill.


Things had been slowly changing, though. As the power around us increased, so did the concentration of magic in the center of the tent. At this point, anyone without magic would feel like they’d been hit with a cannon blast. The concentration decreased as you moved outward but the perimeter still carried quite a punch of power. As one would expect, fewer of the girls could stand being anywhere near the middle and some could only be on the floor for a few dances without being overwhelmed by the amount of magic being poured into their bodies. Really, the only ones who could stand the intensity for any length of time were Shessie, Ras, and me.


And I’m the only one who’s been in the middle at all tonight. Even Finis had to stay just outside the center of the tent. I’m starting to get a bad feeling.


“You ahre quite powerful,” Finis ventured.


I flinched. “Not really. My sister and my aunt are powerful. They’re enchantresses. I’m just related to them.”


He shook his head. “No. The only way you could withstand magic of this potency. Even I’m having difficulty with it. Of course, it helps that you’ve had your capacity steadily increased by the spell.”


I bit my lip but nodded. “It makes sense. I’m still not sure what the spell is for but it has definitely increased our ability to absorb, hold, and use magic.” And it also explained why I was doing better than the rest. I’d been around some really intense magic for years thanks to my family. Still, I had been a while and I’d never been able to stand too close to my aunt when she was working.


It also explained why Finis was the only one to dance with me all night. He was the only one who could withstand the storm of power that I was drawn into by the spell. It didn’t, however, answer the question of why I felt like I was being watched.


The music slowed and stopped. Finis released me and bowed.


“Thank you for the dance. It was enlightening. I wish I could beg another but it appears that the night is almost past.”


My stomach tightened and I winced. The last dance of the night was always the worst. I never could quite figure out why, though. At least, I couldn’t before my conversation with Finis’yalif.


The magic was always very thick during the finale. In fact, it was so palpable that it often felt like you were drowning. I rarely remembered what happened during that time, something I usually attributed to exhaustion. I was suddenly rethinking that explanation and I was determined to pay extra attention, this time.


As the music rose, I felt the spell begin to push at me, making me begin to move. It pushed me to let go, to become one with the music, the magic, and the women around me! I felt like I was on fire and freezing at the same time. My skin felt too tight and the sensation of fur brushing past threw me off for a moment.


That single moment was all I needed to break through the mania and become aware of my surroundings again. Not that I was in control. I definitely wasn’t but considering I’d never been awake for it before, it was still a huge accomplishment.


It was also a shocking experience.


On the farthest edge of the tent, Nan was dancing around with a collection of nightmarish mud creatures. None of them were particularly well-formed but they still managed to convey the horrors they were intended to. A little closer to the center, Jenny was doing something that looked vaguely violent, thrusting her elbows out and lunging forward before bringing up her knee with a sharp move. Each step shook the ground and left a crater behind, showing the path she’d taken. Well, it did until Gale showed up.


Gale was twisting around, one leg in the air as she rotated her torso around and flowers sprung into existence to fill the holes that Jenny had left. Then she would step or leap forward and do it again on the other leg. To be honest, I had no idea that she was so flexible.


A little closer in, Katherine was dancing with herself. One of her looked like the girl we’d first met, pale and blond. The other had slightly darker skin and dark brown hair, the exact shade that had been showing up in her hair for months now. Even stranger was the fact that they both had her eyes but in reverse. Dark Katherine had a dark brown eye on the right and a gold-toned eye on the left. Light Katherine had a dark brown eye on the left and a gold-toned eye on the right. She also seemed more timid while Dark Katherine was much more assertive and sassy. She had literally become two separate people and both of her were amazing dancers.


Crystal and Darena were about mid-way in and seemed to be fighting. Crystal was attacking, her moves reminding me of a sword dancer, fluid and elegant while still quite deadly. Darena, on the other hand, looked like she was made out of water, or her bones were at the very least. I knew that she was a talented fighter and very flexible, but some of the ways she moved were physically impossible. She was bending in unnatural ways without making them look unnatural. I wasn’t even sure how to describe what she was doing. She was also defending only, which was unlike my blood-thirsty friend.


Raina was behind them, playing with the largest lion I’d ever seen. Not that I’d seen others, but still, this one was massive. And it glowed slightly purple, so I had a feeling that there was more going on than her getting a new pet.


Closer still were Cloud and Shessie. Cloud was gliding across the floor, floating on air. Literally floating on air! When did she learn to do that? I wondered as she rose a little higher with every step before reversing and stopping an inch from the floor. Shessie was much less flashy looking, as long as you didn’t pay attention to the thin layer of water that was covering her face. I’m pretty sure that breathing through the water was the only reason she could deal with the magic in the air.


Ras and Cherree were the oddballs. They moved through all the levels, hardly noticing anyone else. Ras must have been reading everyone’s minds because she was dancing with her eyes closed, nearly colliding with someone before veering away, only to do it all over again.


Cherree, on the other hand, was copying other people’s moves and adding on to them, although I had no idea how. It had to be magic because she could stomp next to Jenny and leave a crater before twirling like Gale and creating a mini-field of flowers. Then she’d move toward the center and bend almost completely backward to miss a kick from Crystal and a hit from Darena. Before I knew it, she was floating next to Cloud and spinning the older girl around in circles while globs of mud formed themselves into unusual shapes. Shapes that were much more artistic than Nan’s could ever hope to be.


And then there was me, stuck in the middle as all these remarkable things were happening. My brief bout of self-pity evaporated when I realized that I was tossing out leaves made of fire while wolves frolicked around my feet before they started to dash around the other girls. One of them even tackled Raina’s lion before instigating a game of chase. To be honest, the pavilion was utter chaos.


And someone is still watching me, I thought as I looked around, my hair whipping past to reveal tongues of fire flowing from the ends. My skin felt tighter than ever and the glow coming from my skin was nearly blinding. It did, however, allow me to see something I wasn’t supposed to.


As I viewed the world around me through a filter of my own magic, I was finally able to see more of the pattern. The power we were absorbing was bouncing outward as it filled us to the brim. Some of it was absorbed by the princes, although I’d known that already. What surprised me was the directions that the other lines of magic were going. It had confused me the first time I saw it because of how the strands of power wove around each other before separating and returning once again. This time I was able to see that there were colors to the different strands.


Shessie and Ras had a faintly green stream of power that twined around itself and two others once it reached a certain height. It stretched out in the same direction as Darena and Cherree’s gold stream and Raina and Jenny’s silver one. All of them were pointed toward the West and a little south. Katherine and Gale, on the other hand, had a purple strand that headed northeast while Cloud and Nan’s blue strand stretched due east. Crystal and my strands tangled to create a fiery red stream that was pointed north.


It took me far too long to recognize the significance of their directions but when I did, I nearly panicked. Each one pointed toward our home countries. Whatever this is, it is using us to connect to our homes. It’s blood magic!
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Waking up the next morning was awful. I mean, truly horrible. The magic left me with a massive headache, aching bones, and some nausea.


If this is what people feel like after drinking too much, I have no idea why they do it, I thought as I stumbled into the dining room to get something to eat. The magic must have been worse than I thought.


I blinked heavily, grateful that the day was overcast. Bright light would not have been pleasant. The scraping of a chair made me realize I wasn’t alone.


“Morning,” Eric mumbled as he drank from a massive mug.


I frowned as I returned his greeting. He’d had a lot of wine but something was wrong. All the men we’d drugged in the past felt refreshed the next day, no matter how much they drank. That was the nature of the drug.


“Did you sleep well?” I asked as I sat across from him.


“Like a baby. I must have drunk too much.” He added the last part when I raised my brow. He looked rough, though, like he’d been up half the night before waking early. His eyes were bloodshot and ringed by black circles, he clearly hadn’t shaved in over a day, and he was drooping over his plate.


“Maybe it was the bed,” I offered. “Sometimes I have issues when my bed is too hard.”


He shrugged. “How did you sleep?”


Now, normally, I wouldn’t think anything of the question but his tone was entirely too bland. He sounded like my mother when she was trying to sneakily get information out of one of us girls. She liked to feign disinterest in the hopes that we would let our guards down.


“Good but I think I drank too much, too. Either that or the wine didn’t agree with me. I feel like I have a hangover.”


“Could be. Or maybe you sleepwalk. I’ve heard people who move too much when they are supposed to be sleeping often feel it when they wake up.”


I blinked but said nothing as my mind whirled. He knows! How could he know? He was asleep when we left! Then something occurred to me. Something massive that we’d overlooked. No one checked on him when we got back!


I tried to hide my nervousness and just eat my breakfast but it didn’t look very appetizing. “When did you wake up this morning?”


Eric groaned. “Too early. And I still need to talk to Walmund. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll see you at dinner.” And with that, he stood and walked from the room, passing Darena as he did.


She nodded in hello and sat down next to me. “What’s with him? He looks awful!”


I sat, staring at nothing for a moment before turning to her. “I think he knows, somehow.”


“What! How? We would have noticed!” she exclaimed before stealing my plate of food.


“I don’t know but he didn’t ask a single pointed question all morning, not even one he thought would get around the gag. He made a bland comment about sleepwalking and that was pretty much it. He didn’t ask follow-up questions or tell a story about his sisters or friends in similar situations. The man can hardly talk about the weather without a story being involved!”


Darena froze, her fork halfway to her mouth before she frowned and put it down. “That is odd. But you said he was out when we left and that the wine was mostly gone?”


“Yes, but we didn’t check if he was there when we got back! And I felt like we were being followed last night. I couldn’t see anything but I could feel it, especially when we were in the grove.”


All of a sudden, something seemed to click in her eyes. “Is that what the hum was? It seemed odd, but everything was off last night. Then I got distracted when I had to deal with another visitor. He went after my captain and I was less than pleased.” Her expression hardened into a flinty mask, totally unlike the woman I usually spoke to, and she practically spit out the word ‘visitor’. I was guessing it was code for an assassin showing up and trying to take out Pro’tiyn.


“So they’re still after him? Do you think that’s who I was sensing?” I asked hopefully.


She shook her head. “No. They didn’t show up until the clearing and were probably responsible for the creature that caused the delay. You said you felt it from the start? Then it wasn’t the one I took care of.” She hummed for a moment. “We’ll just have to investigate a bit. Come on.”


Darena rose and grabbed my hand, leading me outside and around to the back of the building, near our room.


“Alright, this is our room,” she said, pointing to the length of windows. Then she pointed to another length of windows. “This is the hallway that connects to the butler’s pantry off of our room. Let’s just check and see if anything looks different.”


I wasn’t sure what she meant, but I followed along anyway as she tramped through some freshly turned flower beds.


“There!” Darena said, pointing to something on the ground.


Staring for a long moment, I turned to her and said, “Alright, I give up. What is it?”


She sighed and knelt down to pick a leaf and lift it up for me to see better. It was just a dark green leaf to my eyes, albeit with a thin layer of white dust on it.


“I still don’t understand.”


Darena sighed louder this time. “This,” she said, pointing at the white dust, “is the drug. Smell the leaf.”


I did and frowned. “It smells sweet.”


“Like red wine, maybe? The alcohol is gone already but the sweetness of it remained behind, as did the drug. He must have thrown it out the window when we left him alone last night, and if he did then it's entirely possible he followed us. I couldn’t tell you how but if he wasn’t asleep…”


She left the last part unsaid but I followed well enough. “We’re in trouble, aren’t we?”


“Maybe? I think his ability to hide from us may have saved him from the curse, though. I mean, he’s still around this morning. That’s a good sign.”


I groaned. “No one’s going to believe us, you know that, right? They already think I’m paranoid about him.”


“No, darling. They think you’re fascinated with him. And we won’t tell them. They don’t really need to know until we have concrete evidence. For right now, all we need to do is keep our eyes open. Or rather, I will keep my eyes open. You just focus on staying safe.”


I frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


Darena laughed. “Please, you weren’t the only one who noticed a change last night. You practically glowed from all the magic when you were dancing with Finis’yalif. You need to be careful though. I’m not sure how much longer any of us can deal with this curse without it killing us.”


“Believe me, I’m the last person you have to warn about that. Let’s just get some more rest before tonight. I have a feeling that we’ll need to plan things out a bit and that things are just going to get worse now.”


She nodded and we headed back inside, each seeking a quiet place to rest and prepare for another long night. There was no telling what might happen next.




[image: ]




Dinner was, once again, a study in awkwardness.


For one thing, Eric was avoiding me again, only now it was in a more active way. The night before, he’d at least sat across the table from me. This time he got there early enough to choose a seat on the opposite end of the table from me. He’d also asked the Duke to distract me.


“Portia,” Vincent called when I walked in. “Come, sit with me! We haven’t spoken much recently.”


I frowned but moved toward him. “We talked two days ago…” I murmured as I sat.


“Yes, but it feels like much longer.”


That was the point when I noticed Eric sitting at the far end of the table. He’d even taken a seat on the same side as me so that I couldn’t see him at all once he’d sat down. There would be too many others blocking my view.


“Hmmm. Something tells me that this wasn’t your idea,” I mused, my eyes narrowed as I looked at Vincent.


He just smirked. “I have no idea what you mean. You look a bit tired though. I know that it’s inappropriate to say that to a woman, but it’s true.”


I laughed silently and shook my head. “I’m sure I’m not the only one here who’s tired. I managed to rest most of the day. I wonder if your gardener was given the same option. He seemed a bit out of it this morning.”


The Duke hummed and took a sip of his wine but didn’t answer.


Before I could ask anything else, I heard Darena exclaim, “Eric! Oh, you saved a seat for me! How sweet!” I snickered.


“Well,” I began. “He managed to avoid me but I doubt he’ll get around Darena as easily. Now, tell me, why are you so accepting of a gaggle of women moving in with you suddenly? You’ve never really said.”


His smile turned sad but he didn’t hesitate to answer. “Ah, that. Well, I was married, years ago now. It was just after I took over the family estates. We’d known each other since we were little and she moved away for a while. Anyway, she came to offer condolences when my brother passed. It isn’t a dramatic story, really. We simply got to know each other again and fell in love. I had her with me for three wonderful years and we were looking forward to our first child.”


He paused, caught in reminiscence, and I didn’t have the heart to urge him on. I could tell where this was going and I knew it wouldn’t be a happy memory.


“There was a fever that went through the area that year. It wasn’t bad. No one died because of it. Not directly, anyway. Unfortunately, my wife caught it and hadn’t fully recovered before she went into labor. She just didn’t have the strength to make it through. She and my daughter died that night and I’ve never really gotten over it. My daughter would have been Raina’s age by now.”


I blinked, starting to understand what he was saying. “Did your wife look like Raina?”


He laughed. “No. Actually, she looked quite a bit like Gale but I see where you’re going and you’re right. You all remind me of my daughter, if that makes any sense. If she’d lived and had gotten caught up in whatever is happening with you, I’d want someone to be there for her and support her. You girls are alone right now and I want to do whatever I can to make sure that you never feel like you’ve been abandoned. Every one of you is someone’s daughter, after all. You deserve to be protected, so I will protect you until you can either protect yourselves or someone better than me comes along to take over the job.”


My eyes closed involuntarily and I smiled. “Thank you. You have no idea what that means to me and to the others. I didn’t know my father but my stepfather is of the same mind as you. He’s said something similar to me in the past.” I paused before looking him in the eye and saying, “It’s a relief to know that there are such kind, wonderful men in the world. I hope you know how relieved we were to be found by you and offered a safe place to stay. We will never be able to fully express how much it means to us, to be offered your protection.”


“It’s my pleasure, I assure you. Now eat! You need to keep your strength up,” he admonished, his face slightly flushed and a grin tugging at his lips. We spent the rest of the meal chatting before I headed to my room to get ready for the night.


Within moments, Darena was at my side, a wicked grin splitting her face. “Well, that was fun!”


I snorted. “Of course. You would think that. How much did you mess with his head?”


She shrugged. “Not much, I promise. Oh, and I managed to check his room while he was out today. I think I might have a few ideas on how he followed us yesterday.”


Before she could continue, there was a knock on the door, announcing Eric’s arrival.


Darena turned back to me and grinned again. “Looks like our date is here.” Then she grabbed my hand and pulled me over to the door. “Well, hello handsome,” she purred once she’d opened it to find Eric waiting. “I thought I’d have some wine with you tonight, since it didn’t seem to sit well with Portia.”


I’m glad I told her about the conversation he and I had at breakfast. This would be awkward otherwise. As it was, Eric looked like he’d bitten into a lemon rind but didn’t want anyone to realize it.


“Of course! I could use a drink,” he said while waving us in. We both stood by the door and watched in complete confusion as Darena waltzed over and poured herself a large glass of wine before proceeding to drink it almost all the way down. Then she giggled and blushed.


“Oops! Sorry. I was supposed to get you some first. Here.” She refilled her cup and handed it to him, chattering on about some party or other that she’d attended a few years back and how horribly dressed one of the women was. Naturally, she couldn’t say the woman’s name, as that would be too shockingly rude and gossipy and she most definitely wasn’t a gossip!


By the end of her first sentence, my head felt like it was spinning and I hadn’t even had a drop of wine. Honestly, I’d sort of gotten stuck on the fact that she’d drunk an entire goblet of drugged wine without any reaction! Eric seemed to be having the same response, albeit hidden behind a polite façade.


Finally, it was time to go. He’d faked a few big yawns and told us we should go rest about three times. My friend was just dragging her feet to further unsettle him. It was almost time to go when we finally left the room.


Darena looked like she’d just won an award when I looked over at her. “He’s definitely faking it,” she whispered. “He never even took a single sip, but he did a great job pretending. He must have training.”


“He probably does. What I want to know is how did you do that? How did you drink so much? You don’t even look flushed!” I growled.


She shrugged. “He isn’t the only one with training. I’ve built up tolerances to most poisons and drugs so it was no hardship for me. In fact, such a situation is pretty common in my line of work. Now come on. It’s almost time to go!”










CHAPTER 11: CLOAKED CONVERSATIONS
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Eric


So, I may be dense sometimes–usually when it comes to my sisters’ love lives–but even I couldn’t miss the fact that Portia and Darena were obviously onto me.


Part of me was relieved. I knew that they weren’t willingly a part of this curse but part of me was also worried. They’d already drugged countless men and attempted to drug me. Who knew what they might do to throw me off the scent.


And if I wasn’t scared of Darena before, I am now. It takes years to build up immunities to poisons and drugs enough to drink that much and not feel it. Then again, she is from a family of assassins. They’ve probably been training her since she could walk.


I followed quietly behind the women as they entered the tunnel, once again stepping on Cherree’s skirt and making her cry out.


“Are you still sick, sweetie?” Nan asked as she helped the poor girl regain her balance. “This isn’t like you.”


“I don’t know. Maybe I should wear something else tomorrow.” Cherree fluffed her skirt self-consciously and looked for any damage but there was none.


“Don’t be silly! You love dancing in that skirt. Just hold it up tomorrow so it won’t catch. Now, we’d better hurry or we’ll be late.”


The girls started moving again, a little faster than the previous evening. Well, all except for Darena and Portia, who lagged behind a bit.


“So, why do you think Eric was avoiding you again at dinner?” Darena asked her friend with a smirk.


Portia’s face flushed rapidly. “I have no idea what you mean.”


“Yes, you do. He didn’t sit by you last night and tonight he was even farther away than before. Did you leave anything out when you told me about your talk this morning?”


“Please,” the redhead replied with a roll of her eyes. “I told you everything and you know it. You just want to make me uncomfortable.”


“Maybe!” Darena’s pleased grin and pointed look my direction gave away her game. She knew I was there. The question was, did Portia? “Anything you want me to talk to him about? You know, next time we see him?”


The older girl snorted before replying softly, “Yeah. Tell him that magic can hide him from view and can obscure his tracks but his scent is still there. He may want to try something else if he plans on going hunting with his little tricks. Oh, and he should be real thankful that the gag is breaking down, or he’d be watching us choke all night.” And she said it all without a single glance in my direction.


Okay, I may have to marry her! She’s funny, snarky, smart, and can put me in my place. I have a feeling that she could save herself with just a bit of extra help.


I’d met a lot of women over the years and been generally disappointed. They were typically very… bland, in my eyes. That wasn’t to say they were uninteresting, it just meant that I was the problem. I’d been raised with some very strong-willed and unique women. Even Nolana, the most easy-going of them, was good at standing up for herself when it was necessary and knowing when it was better to back off. All of them bucked tradition and had unusual hobbies and life goals. They were forces to be reckoned with.


The problem was, I’d met so many women who seemed to believe they needed to cater to a man’s protective instincts and flatter his ego. There is nothing wrong with this type of woman. They just weren’t for me. I’d always wanted someone able to stand toe-to-toe with me. My father always said that you needed a good partner to support you in life and he raised us all to think the same way. Skies, that was the very reason that Lana and Belle had found their men!


Now, it appears, I’m the next to fall. I wonder if she’ll even have me or if I’ll have to plead my case… No, Portia isn’t the type to change her mind about something like this. She’ll either accept me or tell me no. I’ll have to wait ’til all this is over with, though. It wouldn’t be good to start a relationship where she has to wonder if it’s just a hero complex.


Her comment about the gag made me wonder, though. When I first saw it, it was incredibly potent and even stopped a few of the girls when they didn’t know someone was around to hear them speak. What Portia had said was true, the gags were breaking down, and at a much faster rate than originally. If it hadn’t, the spell might have picked up on my presence and choked the girls while revealing that I was there. Really, I’d lucked out.


We’d entered the grove of metallic trees again and they seemed brighter than the night before. A theory confirmed by Rassallen as she said the same thing.


“They are,” Shessalla told her. “I think they’ve been soaking up the extra magic. They might dull by the end of the night but I doubt it.”


“I wish we knew where they came from,” Cherree sighed. “I bet it’s a romantic story.”


“It isn’t,” Jenny replied, shocking everyone. She rarely spoke and no one expected her to know any stories, let alone ones involving magic.


Cherree, who didn’t seem to pick up on everyone else’s astonishment, unabashedly asked, “Well, what happened?”


Jenny sighed. “I don’t know precisely where they came from but they’re in a lot of old tales. Usually, people are told to avoid golden trees because they’re there to tempt you from your path and they’ll only lead to danger and death. The story I know is that long ago there was a Fey prince who liked to lure young women to his bed. He’d tempt ‘em into the Forest with music and he planted groves of stunning trees to entice them further in. Then, he’d invite ‘em to dance with him and his friends at one of his parties. Sometimes the girls came home. Sometimes they didn’t. Either way, it’s no romantic story, just a beautiful trap.”


Everyone was stunned. The tale was a bit too similar to the one they were living through to be a coincidence.


Finally, Cloud asked, “Do you think that’s why they brought us here? That it had to be in this place, following this path?”


Jenny sighed. “I don’t rightly know. I jus’ know that the story never ended well before. Then again, those women actually wanted to be there.”


“That’s why the magic didn’t start until we moved. Remember? We were dancing before and the curse was definitely in place but it wasn’t really… active, I guess?” Portia ventured. “It wasn’t until they showed up.”


Katherine nodded. “The guards had been talking about how our camp was going to move, just before we were found. They mentioned something about the site being found. Maybe they had a hard time finding the clearing.”


A splash from the water distracted them from the conversation, but it gave me plenty to think about. Maybe I should get into contact with one of the Fey. They may know a bit more about what’s happening. But that was something to think about later. Right then, I had to figure out which boat to get into. It was time to find an escort for the night’s dance.
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In the end, I really didn’t have a choice given to me. Darena took it away from me.


“Ottie! I’ve got you tonight!” she called out as the men reached the shore.


Oddly enough, instead of disagreeing with her, the men just laughed and shook their heads before pairing up and heading out. Their order was different than the night before, just as I’d guessed. Portia was with a young pup who looked like he had northern blood, his hair and skin were so pale, and Cherree was with the Crown Prince, which made me rethink who I would travel with.


Well, it would have if Darena hadn’t blocked my path and taken my choice away. I wasn’t sure how she knew when or where to move but every time I tried to get around her she stepped in my way again. Eventually, she and ‘Ottie’ were the only ones left on the shore.


“What’s going on?” the foreign captain asked.


“Oh, nothing. Come on. We should head over before the curse punishes me.” Oddly enough, he seemed to accept her answer and moved to help her into his boat before pushing off. I just barely made it in before we were out on the lake.


“Any more problems today Ottie?” she asked, moving so that she was seated directly between the two of us.


“No. You were right though, the creature from yesterday was definitely a set up. How the assassins know where to find me is a mystery that’s driving me crazy,” he growled.


Darena hummed thoughtfully. “Did anyone talk about your mission before leaving? Because if not, I’m betting someone has a bit of your hair or blood and is using magic to track you.”


That seemed to upset the captain. “Dare! Do you have any idea how much blood I’ve left throughout the palace over the years? And that doesn’t even take into consideration the training yards, battles, or competitions I’ve fought in. It would be easier to get my blood than to find our plans.”


She sighed. “Good point. Alright, well, I’ll keep an eye out for any more visitors. I have to admit, I do enjoy the workout they give me. I doubt I’d know even half of my new capabilities if you didn’t keep having killers popping up every week.” Darena smirked at his frustrated groan but moved on quickly enough. “Now, Captain Pro’tiyn of Lunzif, I’ve brought the visitor this time. His name is Eric and he’s been posing as a gardener for the past month or two.”


Pro’tiyn glanced around in confusion.


“He’s invisible,” she explained. “Don’t worry about it. Just find a quiet place and fill him in on what’s going on. No holding back, understand? I have a feeling he’ll do something stupid if he doesn’t know it all, understand Ottie?”


The captain nodded, looking both depressed and relieved at the same time. Before he could say anything, the boat lurched sharply. We’d all been so immersed in the discussion, we’d apparently forgotten to pay attention to where we were and had run aground.


“This is my stop!” Darena announced before hopping out of the boat and walked over to pavilion.


Neither of us moved for a long moment until occurred to us that we’d just sat there staring at the perky killer with the dark hair for far too long.


“Well, let’s get this over with. Hopefully, she wasn’t messing with my head.” Pro’tiyn was looking around while he spoke, trying to catch sight of me, so I took pity on him, hoping that the magic would follow intent.


“She wasn’t.”


Even knowing someone was there, he still jumped like a cat being dumped in a horse trough.


“Okay. Want to help me get this ashore properly?” he asked, adjusting rather quickly. We got the boat tended to pretty quickly and were on our way to the pavilion shortly after.


“You have to understand that most of us aren’t here because we want to hurt anyone. I’m pretty sure at least three of my brothers are planning on running away. They want to live somewhere where they’re more than just pawns so they’ve been trying to disrupt things from the beginning.”


I decided to interrupt before we were in hearing distance of the others. “I don’t follow. What is this all for? Why are you here?”


He sighed and settled on a stump near the edge of the light, watching the others move to the music. “I’m sure you’ve realized part of it by now. We are from the Lunzif Empire and we are all sons of the Zif, the emperor. Most of us aren’t princes though. We are palace guards. That’s the way that the family works. Anyway, all of us have earned his disapproval lately, not that it is difficult to do. The man gets offended by the smallest things, mostly so he can keep us on our toes.


“A few months ago, Ben’zalim approached Kuzif with some ridiculous story about a curse that would bring the entire Northern Continent under our father’s rule once and for all. We found out later that the information came from an old friend of his mother’s and was less than helpful. We thought it was just going to put the rulers under our control using blood magic. We had no idea that it was meant to kill them and magically link us to their kingdoms! But that came later.”


The captain sighed again and leaned his head back to look at the sky. “Kuzif is the Zif’ya, our Crown Prince, but he is always at odds with the Zif and needed to prove himself. He jumped at the chance to do what none of our ancestors could andand it would show our father that he wasn’t a failure. So, he started putting things into motion, capturing women who were related to the rulers of each country. He needed eleven of his brothers with him to make sure the spell worked and we all volunteered for one reason or another. Like I said earlier, half of us are here to run away or stop him from going through with the spell. The other half are here to prove themselves to father or make sure that no one ends up dead.”


I sat there, thinking about what he was saying. He wasn’t in a good place, that’s for sure. He was on foreign soil, had been caught using a spell that was set to kill multiple royals after kidnapping their family members, and he was betraying his family, all at the same time.


“Wow. You’re father is a prat.” I have no idea why I said it that way but Pro’tiyn seemed to think it was hilarious. He started laughing slowly, letting out a few chuckles before building to giant guffaws. When he settled down a bit, I asked, “So where does Darena come into this?”


“Ah, her… well, she figured out there was someone trying to kill me and killed them first. Then, she came to me and told me what she’d done. She said that it looked like I’d avoided a few assassination attempts already and she was willing into help increase my chances of surviving. I’m pretty sure that she was bored and thinks of me like a pet, now.”


“Well, she does call you ‘Ottie’. When did you fall in love with her?”


He groaned and then sighed. “That obvious? I figured as much. I fell in love with her a few days after she saved my life for the first time. She’s just… I can’t even describe…” The captain sat there quietly, thinking about his lady love for a moment before blinking and turning serious again.


“You need to stay hidden,” he warned. “I don’t know how you’ve avoided the spell so far but if it catches you, you won’t be able to help anyone.”


“Why, what happens?” This was new information and I had a feeling it mattered a lot.


He tried to speak and began choking.


Another gag and this one isn’t breaking down… figures. “Don’t worry about it,” I told him. “I’ll figure something out. Now go dance with your girl. It will look odd if you don’t.”


He nodded and headed to Darena, leaving me to think about what he’d told me.


Well, now I know the who, the what, the where, and the why. All that’s left is how to lift the curse and how much longer I have to do it. How do I always get left with the easy tasks?




[image: ]




I watched the final dance with just as much awe as I had the previous night. Or morning, depending on how you look at it. Amazingly, it seemed to be more spectacular than I remembered. Everyone seemed to move more gracefully, their lines clean and sharp, their powers more obvious than ever.


I was so entranced, I didn’t notice Pro’tiyn walk up beside me ’til he started speaking.


“Whatever you’re planning, do it quick. They can’t handle much more.”


“What? What do you mean?” I asked, shaking off my preoccupation with Portia’s flames.


His frustration showed as his accent thickened significantly. “If you can see magic, look closely. They’re just about full. If we wait much longer, the spell will activate without us doing anything. We’ve tried to stall Kuzif as long as possible but I doubt even he will have control if we don’t stop this soon.”


Doing as he suggested, I looked closely at the girls and realized that he was right. The power coming off of them was so intense that some of them were literally glowing. With Portia, Shessalla, and possibly Rassallen, it could be reasoned away as just another part of their powers. Gale, though, should not have been shimmering like a petal in the sunlight.


“I’ll see what I can do. We should have a plan in place for two nights from now. Will that be too long?”


The captain sighed. “I hope not, but I truly don’t know. We’ll just have to make do. You better head to the boats now. I’ll take you over after the others start across. They’ll blame my speed on wanting to spend more time with Dare.”


“Sounds good.” I paused. “You do know she’s an assassin, right?”


He snorted. “Oh, yes. She made sure that I was made well aware of her expertise.”


I shrugged and walked back to the boats, hearing the music come to a close when I was only feet away. From what I remembered, the girls were usually so exhausted that they made short work of getting to the boats after the final song. Probably looking forward to sitting down and resting.


Things went well after that, with Pro’tiyn rowing Darena and me across the lake and dropping us off on the far shore. I trailed the girls back to the tunnel and watched them enter their room but decided to investigate the area before heading back myself.


I’d wanted to scout the Forest the night before but Walmund had been waiting for me and I’d needed to fill him in on what happened. By the time I got out of the meeting, I was too tired to try and check things out in the light of day.


Lucky for me, the sun was beginning to rise already and the gloom was starting to clear. Well, as much as gloom can clear in an ancient forest full of magic.


The first thing I did was walk back down the path and grab some souvenirs. I snagged some samples of the trees, making sure that it wasn’t obvious someone had been gathering evidence, and stuck them in my pocket. Silver, gold, and platinum weighed quite a bit, even in the form of twigs. The diamond leaves weighed even more. Still, it would prove to the Duke that I hadn’t been dreaming the night before. It is hard to take someone seriously when they’re ranting about trees of silver and gold growing at the bottom of a tunnel. Sleep deprivation is usually a better explanation.


Next, I walked back to the shore of the lake and tried to measure it in the light of day. At night, it just looked like a vast expanse of black silk. In the day, it became obvious that the lake wasn’t nearly as large as I’d thought and was fed by a river on one end before escaping through a small stream on the other.


We could probably ford the stream, I mused, looking the area over. Or catch a boat downriver. No, that won’t work. We’d have to go too far into the Forest for that.


I took a small notebook and pencil out of my pocket, along with a compass and started drawing a rudimentary map of the area as I followed the path back to the tunnel entrance.


In the daylight, the tunnel looked like a cave in a hillside. I circled the hill and noted how long it took to get back to the edge of the forest.


It looks like the land drops significantly just beyond the tree-line, which explains why the manor was built here. It was a fairly defensible position before the Forest started encroaching.


It took me about three hours to get back to the manor thanks to all the false starts and the difficult terrain. When I did return, I headed immediately for Walmund’s office.


Opening the door, I threw my evidence on his desk and said, “What do you think about that?”


“Eric?” Walmund all but yelled as he looked around wildly. And that’s when I realized that I hadn’t taken off my cloak yet.


I sighed and closed his office door before removing my disguise and settling into a chair. “Sorry, I’ve been up all night and, quite frankly, forgot that I was even wearing it. Now, tell me what you think.” I pointed at the twigs and leaves that I’d dropped on his desk.


He shook his head at me but did as I requested. He picked up the silver-one first and checked it closely. Then he grabbed the gold and noted the blossom I’d included. Finally, he examined the platinum twig and the diamond leaves.


“And you said these are just growing out there?” he asked incredulously.


“Check the bottom of the twigs. They still have sap leaking out.”


Vincent did so and sucked in a sharp breath when he held a finger up that was covered in sticky liquid gold. “How is this possible?”


I snorted. “It’s the Fey Forest. Believe me, this is nothing in the long run. There are some truly odd things living in there.” Spending time in the Fey capital had definitely altered how I viewed the world.


“So, what else did you find out?” he asked, getting down to business.


I pulled out my notebook and tossed it to him next. “Here’s a rough map of the area. You might have a scout check it over, but be careful that they aren’t seen. And as for the rest…” I filled him in on my conversation with the Captain and the timeline we were facing.


Walmund was quiet for a moment before looking me in the eye and asking, “Do you think they can last another night?”


I sighed. “I think so. I hope so, but these things can change quickly. Either way, you better prepare for tomorrow night. Any sooner wouldn’t be safe for your men.”


“Agreed. So tonight you go with them and tomorrow we end this.”


I nodded but couldn’t help but worry. I hope it goes the way we want. Otherwise, it’s more than just the lives of twelve women on the line. It’s the entire continent at stake.










CHAPTER 12: WOW



PORTIA


I slept a good portion of the day away and woke up about mid-afternoon, feeling exhausted but determined.


The first thing I’d done when we got back to the room was check on Eric. Unsurprisingly, he wasn’t there. I didn’t say anything, though, not wanting to upset the others. Besides, there was really only one person I wanted to tell and she’d been passed out by the time I’d turned around.


Luckily, she was awake now.


“Darena,” I whispered at the younger girl before pointing to the door. She nodded and followed me out. As soon as we knew we were alone, I asked, “Did he come back? Because he wasn’t in his room when I checked earlier.”


She frowned. “He was on my boat on the way back. There didn’t seem to be a problem. I wonder what happened.”


I sighed in relief. If Eric had made it back across the lake, then he was most likely safe. “I bet he was scouting the area.”


“That sounds like something he’d do. Still, you should probably find him and make sure that he’s doing okay.”


I eyed my friend in suspicion. “Whhhhhyyy?” I mean, I wanted to do exactly that, but her suggestion was a bit suspicious.


Darena shrugged a delicate shoulder and smirked at me. “Because he knows you the best. You’d be able to tell if he was lying.”


While her explanation made sense, I had no doubt that there was more to it. Still, I decided to let it go. Instead, I said goodbye and headed to the garden to try and find Eric.


The only problem? He wasn’t in the garden.


Or the greenhouse.


Or the stables.


Or the dining room.


Or either of his bedrooms.


Quite frankly, it was almost dinner by the time I decided to stop looking. I was exhausted and still needed to go out later that night, so I decided to go to the atrium for some rest. People were rarely in there unless it was a Monday and they were cleaning and tending the plants.


So, naturally, that was where Eric was hiding.


“Oh, for the love of… Where have you been?” I demanded when I saw him examining an orchid.


Eric turned and frowned. “What?”


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you! Are you okay?” I let my eyes roam as he stood up, pretending not to notice how very attractive he was. I didn’t know much about the man, but his body showed that he was an active sort and it was incredibly appealing, if inappropriate to think about.


“I’m fine. A bit tired, I’ll admit.”


I snorted. “Yeah, that happens when you’ve been sneaking around all night long.”


The look he gave me was a strange mix of annoyance, humor, and exasperation. “You would know better than me, don’t you think?” I blushed and nodded once to accede his point but said nothing. Eric sighed and shook his head. “How did you even know I was there?”


I shrugged and took a seat on the chaise that I normally used for naps. “I felt like I was being watched two nights ago. You seemed entirely too uninterested in what you’d missed. Plus, we found the remains of the wine outside one of the windows.”


“We?” He lifted a single brow and smirked, making me blush again.


“Darena. We didn’t think the others would listen or understand. Besides, a secret is easier to keep if no one else knows, after all.”


He nodded in ascent and continued on. “Why were you worried about my health? It seemed a pretty specific question to have searched me out for.”


Biting my lip, I considered what to say. On one hand, I could be vague and hope he didn’t search deeper. On the other, he had a right to know his fate if he wasn’t careful. Then, of course, there was no telling what the gag curse would let me say.


“There was one person who found us…” I began.


He frowned at my long pause. “The missing soldier?”


“Yes. The… let’s call it an event. The event we participate in is very selective about those who are invited. If you weren’t on the original invitation…”


Eric eyed me carefully as he put the pieces together. His eyes had been on my throat during the conversation, showing he could not only see the gag but was monitoring it for activity.


Finally, he spoke. “He got caught in the curse and it killed him?” I nodded jerkily. “I’d always suspected it was something like that, but I thought it was the men holding you that had killed him.”


He stopped when I shook my head violently. “They were just as surprised. Listen, you have to be careful! This event, I think it might be taking on a life of its own.”


Taking a life… what if that’s what it’s designed to do? I wondered. That would make sense. The princes were upset when the curse killed the soldier. They aren’t really wanting to hurt any of us but the curse might have other ideas. Blood magic isn’t exactly rational, after all. The more I thought about it, the more it made sense. If we didn’t do something soon, the spell was going to kill us.


Eric’s voice brought me back to the present but I wasn’t thrilled with my realization.


“Wait, what? Are you sure? Did someone say something?” It took me a moment to realize he was still stuck on the curse attacking someone without being directed to. Annoyingly, he seemed more disturbed by the idea of sentient magic than being caught in the curse. Figures. Always concentrating on the wrong thing.


“No. I’ve just put it together myself but it makes sense. I heard that this was all the idea of one of my grandmother’s friends.” I stared him directly in the eye, hoping he’d catch the hint. He knew who Grandmother was, her reputation and the crimes she’d committed. Unfortunately, he didn’t seem to understand.


“You’re grandmother knew someone in the South?”


“No! I mean, yes, she did, but no, that’s not who I’m talking about. Uggh! This is really hard to do! You know what? Never mind, it isn’t important. What is important is this person, the one who probably wrote the…” I choked and cleared my throat, heeding the gag’s warning, “who probably created the event, she’s known for being vicious. And I wouldn’t put it past her to create something with a hidden purpose. Or warp something that already existed.”


That seemed to catch his attention. Instead of brushing off my idea, Eric considered it for a moment. He seemed to be struggling with it, but that was to be expected considering how convoluted my words sounded. It’s hard to talk straight when doing so makes you start to choke on your own tongue. Apparently, the gag was done playing nice.


“If what you’re saying is true, if it’s changing, we may need to warn the ones who organized your little party. Darena’s man seemed open to having help ending things. Still… do you think you can last another day or two?”


I almost said yes but stopped myself in time. His question required some thought.


I’d been getting more and more tired every day. That was to be expected, though, when your sleep is messed up that badly for that long. There was also the fact that my skin felt tight and I was almost certain I was running a low fever. I wasn’t the only one experiencing these symptoms, though. Most of the others were just waking up. More and more had looked ill while at the same time looking better than ever. Our skin was flawless and glowed, taught over our bones. Any extra weight we had was pretty much gone but we were eating more than ever. And the power that hit me during the last dance… I felt like I was going to shatter.


“I don’t know,” I whispered before looking up. “I wish I could tell you everything would be okay but I can’t. I’m barely holding on every night and I feel sick. Right now, the idea of two more days makes me want to sit down and cry. But if we need to hold on two more days, we’ll hold on two more days. Just, please promise me that you’ll end it after that. One way or another.”


Eric searched my eyes frantically, trying to find another meaning but there wasn’t one. I knew what needed to happen. If we couldn’t stop this spell in the typical way, I needed him to make sure we weren’t around to complete it. There were too many lives at stake to risk.


If he couldn’t find a way out, he was going to have to kill me. Well, any of us would do. We needed to get rid of one of the spell’s elements if we had any hope of neutralizing it. Besides, if he didn’t kill me then the curse would and that would be a disaster of epic proportions.


It was the only way I knew to protect everyone. It was the only way I knew to protect him.
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We didn’t try to drug Eric that night. Well, I didn’t try to drug him that night.


The other girls did, though. Luckily, I was still on seduction duty–thank you so much, Darena, for naming it that–and I was able to bring some water in for us.


I will admit that it felt weird to have someone invisible following me when I knew he was there. Before, the sensation of being followed could be explained away, usually by blaming it on paranoia. After you knew they were there, though… yeah. Invisible stalkers are both uncomfortable and oddly reassuring things.


I was in Allister’s boat for the evening, which meant that Eric was sneaking over in someone else’s. Probably Darena’s again, since she’d insisted on going with Pro’tiyn. The poor man was besotted with her and rarely told her no, although he argued with her frequently. Apparently, women in their country were much less proactive and he found the danger surrounding the feisty assassin to be enticing.


All that left my head as I stepped into the clearing. Admittedly, I felt more than a bit self-conscious about being watched while dancing, but even that was pushed away as I was drawn to the exact center of the pavilion, just like every night. It felt worse this time though.


Instead of starting the night with a rather slow song to warm everyone up, the magic began driving us immediately. Every girl was out on the floor as the piece gradually sped up, moving us faster and faster until we were near collapse. But we couldn’t stop. We didn’t have control of our bodies at that moment. Fortunately, every time one of us began to falter, one of the princes moved forward to hold us up and help us off the dance floor. And then, I was the last one left.


I’d like to say that things ended there, but they didn’t. I kept going and going. Whenever my energy began to flag, more would fill me to bursting. The music kept getting faster and faster until it sounded like one continuous note. At that point, I’d closed my eyes and let go, knowing I’d hurt myself if I fought for control much longer. As it was, I felt like I was being burned from the inside out. I could hear a strange cracking sound but dismissed it as part of the music.


That was, until the music ended. Then I had to face the fact that I was spinning in the air on top of a funnel of fire.


And then I fell.


There was a huge clamor as everyone moved to help me back up. Even the snotty Prince Kuzif seemed disturbed by what had just happened.


“Are you okay?” a dozen voices called out as I tried to regain my feet.


“I-I’m okay. I think. That was… different?” I ventured while letting Juzif help me to my feet. He had to hold me up to keep me steady, but I was standing! I considered that a plus.


“What happened?” Juzif asked me quietly while he led me to the refreshments table on the side of the tent.


“I don’t know. What did it look like from the outside?”


He sighed and helped me sit before handing me a drink. “It was a massive force, like a whirlwind, sucking you all in. Everyone seemed much closer to the center than usual. The music started and it all seemed normal until it started to speed up. That’s when everyone’s magic started going haywire. It was so bad that I could actually see it rioting around you. The girls on the outside started falling, so Allister and ‘Opel ran forward to help.


“Near the end, all of us were holding one of you girls, with two of us having to keep Cloud from floating away. She was terrified and we thought it had to do with her magic going crazy. Then she called your name and we finally noticed what was going on. Portia, we couldn’t even look at you. The magic had become so bright, you looked like the sun. There was fire floating everywhere in every form you could imagine. You’d created a forest of trees made entirely of fire and there was a massive wolf running through the trees, trying to get to you.”


He paused and grabbed a goblet of wine, offering it to me. When I shook my head, he tossed it all back in one gulp before grabbing another to sip on. “It took us ’til you started falling to realize that you weren’t in the fire, you were over it. The magic was too bright to tell the difference at first.” Juzif let out a big breath and looked me dead in the eye, his black ones showing a surprising amount of emotion. “I am so sorry that this happened.”


I frowned. “It’s okay, I guess. I mean, none of us expected the spell to react that way.”


The prince shook his head. “No, I’m sorry that you got dragged into this whole situation. To tell you the truth, the only reason I’m here is to make sure that Kuzif doesn’t get himself killed. I really, really don’t want to be the next emperor. I don’t think any of us really knew what was going to happen when we started this, though. We thought it would, at most, be a bloodless way of taking over. To be honest, I thought it was a joke at first. Now though…”


I sighed and patted his hand. “I know. I can see the magic. You’ve been caught in the spell, just like we have.”


“No, it’s worse than that.” He lowered his voice and glanced around. “We’ve completely lost control of it. Kuzif hasn’t said anything to the others but he’s worried. It looks different than when we started and it’s upsetting. The thing is, he can’t afford to look like he doesn’t have this under control, even just around family. If our father finds out this scheme failed so horribly…”


I snorted. “Sorry but your father doesn’t sound like he’s worth impressing. And believe me, I understand that better than you’d think.”


Juzif eyed me carefully for a long moment before nodding. “Yes, I suppose you do. I just… I wanted to let you know, this isn’t what we’d intended.”


“It never is, Prince. You should know that by now.”


I stood and walked away, compelled to go back to the dancing but wanting to stay to the edges for as long as possible.


That was where Eric found me, invisible as always and very concerned.


He came up behind me and wrapped his arms around me, careful to make sure none of me disappeared when he did so. Apparently, whatever he was using knew not to make my shoulders or arms go see-through.


“Are you okay?” he whispered in my ear.


“Yes, and you are so lucky that I recognize your scent. Otherwise, you’d be in a lot of pain and everyone would be wondering why a voice was screaming out of nowhere.”


I could feel him smile, his lips against my neck. It felt incredibly intimate and I wasn’t sure why we were in that position. He could easily talk to me without us touching and we hadn’t even begun to court, let alone reached that point in our relationship. Then, he linked his fingers with mine and wrapped our arms around my body, confusing me even more.


“What are you doing?” I asked, feeling incredibly awkward.


“Why do you still dance?” Eric asked, dodging my question. “At the manor, I mean. No one is forcing you there, yet you are always dancing while you walk around.”


So, he’s been watching me.


“I love dancing. I won’t let them take that from me. If I do, I’ll lose myself.” My breathing hitched as he pulled me a bit closer and nuzzled right below my ear. So, I asked again, albeit with more breathiness, “What are you doing?”


He chuckled. “Dancing with you,” Eric said as we began to sway. “I just need to hold you for a bit. I nearly lost my mind when I saw you in there, covered in fire and magic. And then you were falling and I couldn’t do anything about it. Portia, you scared me to death.”


He was still speaking into my neck and I couldn’t help but let my head roll to the side and rest against his shoulder. I didn’t even care how odd it must look. I would yell at him tomorrow. I just needed to indulge in letting someone take care of me, for once.


“I was scared too,” I admitted, softly. “I didn’t have any control. I don’t think any of us did. The more I fought, the worse it got. I had to stop fighting or I was going to get hurt.”


Eric nodded. “That’s what it looked like.”


“Why are you here with me and not with one of them? I mean, Cloud nearly floated away and had to be held by two full-grown men. Why aren’t you comforting them?” I didn’t want to ask, but I had to. He was breaking down every wall I’d ever had and I needed to know that I was safe with him. I needed to know that I mattered.


He chuckled, sending shivers down my back. “I suppose I have been rather hot and cold with you. I wanted to stay away until we figured this out, until lives weren’t on the line anymore. I’ve seen relationships built when people are caught up in danger and they rarely last. They get used to the exhilaration and can’t deal with the mundane nature of daily life. And I want it to last with you,” he told me, his voice heavy with promise.


“You do? But, there are so many others…”


He shook his head. “There’s no one else, Portia. Just you.”


And then he kissed my neck and let me go.


I turned around, trying to see him but knowing it was pointless. “That’s it? We’re done talking?”


He apparently hadn’t gone far because his voice sounded from directly in front of me. “Until we finish this, yes. There’s no point in making big decisions right now, only to change our minds when everything calms down. So hold on, for me? We have plenty of time to get this right.”


It was wishful thinking on his part. Still, I nodded, looking out into the forest and wishing I could see his eyes. Wishing I could see the truth in them, that I wasn’t second best for him. That I was what he really wanted.


And then those thoughts were silenced as he kissed me again.


And this time? I kissed him back.
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I woke up rather early the next morning. Well, early for the twelve of us, not early for the rest of the world.


Basically, it was 11 in the morning. Still, that was better than usual!


It’s sad what makes me feel accomplished now, I thought ruefully as I got dressed.


As soon as I started down the hall toward the solarium, Darena popped up out of nowhere with Raina in tow.


“Time to go, girls,” she announced.


“What?” I asked as she snagged my hand and pulled me down the hall.


Raina blinked heavily and looked at me. “Don’t try to escape. She’s stronger than she looks.”


I snorted. “Of course she is. What’s this about, Darena? Or should I call you ‘Dare’, like the captain does?” I teased. It was fun to do once in a while and I knew that Pro’tiyn’s admiration for her was genuine and refreshingly innocent. She’d said so herself on more than one occasion.


“Don’t throw stones in glass houses, Portia,” she warned. “Most people wouldn’t have noticed what you did while dancing in the dark last night but I did and I will bring it up if you try and embarrass me.”


My face felt like it was on fire. She’d seen me kiss Eric! Wait, no. It’s worse than that. She’d seen me kiss the air! That is way more embarrassing.


“Point taken,” I replied neutrally.


Unfortunately, Raina had been listening and was suddenly curious. “Wait, what happened? When was she dancing in the dark? What am I missing?”


“Don’t worry about it,” Darena and I replied in unison.


By that point, we’d reached our destination, Vincent Walmund’s office. Darena let our hands go long enough to knock not the door and throw it open without waiting for a response. Then, we were through and all but tossed into some chairs in front of the desk.


“No, please, do come in. I’m clearly not working,” the Duke snarked lightly. “To what do I owe the joy of your presence, ladies?”


Raina and I pointed at Darena without saying a word. She, in return, sighed heavily and rolled her eyes.


“We are here to talk to you about your plans for ending this ridiculous situation we’re in,” she informed him. And us. Honestly, he’d probably figured it out already so it was more pointed at Raina and me.


Before Vincent could say anything, someone knocked on the door and opened it immediately.


“Eric!” I exclaimed.


“Skies! Is there a sign on my door that says, ‘Please come in! All welcome’? Because this is getting ridiculous,” Vincent complained.


“Sorry?” Eric replied, eyeing us curiously. “Did I interrupt something?”


Darena sighed again. “Shut the door and we’ll get started.” She waited for a moment and as soon as the door had closed, she launched into her speech. “We need to know what plans you have in place so we can be sure to stay out of the way tonight.”


Eric snuck up behind me as Raina and Vincent started talking over each other.


“Wait, what plans? What do you mean we have to stay out of the way tonight?”


“How did you know about the plans? Have you been listening in my office?”


Eric, naturally, didn’t say anything. He just stood there, a constant presence at my back.


While Darena cleared up the confusion with the other two, I looked up at Eric and asked, “You didn’t tell him we knew about you?”


“No,” he responded. “I didn’t think it would matter in the long run, so I slept in a bit today. Besides, I didn’t want to get Darena angry with me. That woman is terrifying when she’s upset.”


I smirked. “You have no idea. I’ve actually seen her after she took care of one of Pro’tiyn’s visitors. She was completely cold and looked like she’d rather stab someone than have an actual conversation.”


“I can imagine. You have to shut your emotions off when it comes to situations like that. The same thing happens for soldiers. Emotions can cost lives in combat, whether it is fear, pity, hatred, or grief. They take you away from surviving and protecting those around and behind you. That’s why so many soldiers have problems after the combat is over. It hits them all at once.”


“Well said,” Darena interjected. “Now, perhaps we can get back to the reason we’re all here?”


Vincent sighed. “You haven’t explained that, though.”


“Didn’t I? We need to know what your plans for tonight. We can’t help if we don’t know what you’re going to do.”


“How did you even know about that?”


She sighed and shook her head at him. “Let me start from the beginning, since Raina is clearly lost. Eric here has been following us for the past three nights and observing. By now, he has a pretty good understanding of what’s going on. Tonight, you plan on attacking. It’s only logical. Things are coming to a head and it needs to end quickly.”


“Wait,” Raina began, still looking half asleep. “You mean he found out? How is he still alive?”


The Duke seemed to take that question as more of a threat than a valid inquiry, sending the office into an argument again. In his defense, I think he was at his wits end with all this and getting frustrated with Darena’s lack of clarity. 


Finally, Eric had enough. “Quiet! This is getting us nowhere!”


Raina and Vincent looked ashamed but Darena looked like she’d just gotten what she wanted from the beginning. Which was probably true. The girl was too crafty for her own good.


“Alright. Darena, I know you can’t explain things properly–mostly because you enjoy chaos a bit too much–so next time just ask me. Raina, I’ve been using an enchanted object that we think is fooling the spell so I don’t get caught in it. Vincent, it was a valid question because the soldier who went missing was caught by the curse and it killed him. Now, any more questions? Besides the ones about our plans,” he said, stopping Darena with a raised hand. No one spoke for a long minute, allowing the tension to drain from Eric.


“Good. Now, the plan is to get soldiers in place and capture the princes after disrupting the spell. I think I know what will do it but I don’t want to say anything more extensive in case the magic really is sentient. Even that might be too much.”


Darena seemed to consider this before nodding. “You’re right. I just hate being left out.” Her pout did a perfect job of painting her as a spoiled rich girl instead of a savvy assassin. Which is probably why so many had fallen for it in the past.


“I wish I could do that,” I mused aloud.


“You wish you could hate being left out?” she asked.


“No. Never mind. Eric, Duke Vincent, is there anything you need from us?”


The men looked at each other and grimaced. “Not really,” Eric ventured. “Just try to keep the princes calm and the other girls out of the way. I’m pretty sure you’re too tied to the curse to break it and with the spell being what it is…”


“Right, sentience. Okay, well we better get some rest then. It seems you have a party to crash tonight.”










CHAPTER 13: PLANS



[image: ]


Eric


I watched the girls leave with mixed feelings. On one hand, I really wanted to spend more time with Portia. On the other, the sooner she left, the sooner that I could sort things out with Walmund.


“This day is already odd and we still have tonight to deal with,” the Duke complained, shaking his head.


“It’s not that bad,” I replied, settling into the chair Portia had been in. It was actually my usual seat, so it made me ridiculously happy that she’d chosen it. Also, stupidly sappy. I had never acted like a hero in a ballad before and I didn’t really want to right then. Those idiots seemed to either be too strong to be mortal or died in epically stupid ways because they were too cocky. Unfortunately, as soon as I started thinking of her in a romantic way, rather than just general admiration, I’d noticed that she was taking over my mind.


So, I’m considering a relationship with a woman. There’s absolutely no reason to let her overrun every thought. That’s how people get killed. Also, when I find Pearl, she would tease me mercilessly! It hadn’t escaped my notice that I still hadn’t found my sister but I knew that she was more than likely safe and terrorizing someone, hopefully the person who took her in the first place. And thinking of the worst scenario won’t change anything. Keep your eyes on the problem in front of you soldier!


Vincent interrupted my thoughts with a question. “So, what’s the plan? I know that you have more figured out that you were willing to say to the girls.” His voice warmed slightly when he said ‘girls’. It was achingly obvious. The man was clearly attached to them and would probably be a wreck when this crazy situation was over and they all finally went home.


I cleared my throat and got my mind back on topic. “The scouts are back, I assume?”


“Yes, and they reported the same thing that you did. The cliff was a surprise though. You somehow managed to find the worst place to climb, though. The rest of the area descends pretty gently but where the tunnel exits it looks like someone took a giant bite out of the hillside.”


I frowned and thought about the terrain. “Hmmm… I wonder if it was the same magician that created the tunnel.”


“Explain,” Walmund demanded when I went quiet for too long.


“Sorry. It’s just that, the path through the forest meanders slightly but it’s only enough so you can’t see all the way to the lake. It’s also perfectly level, hard-packed earth and there’s not a single stone in it. Every path I’ve ever walked that wasn’t magic-made was rutted in some way or had little rocks and roots that stuck out and trip you. Heck, even paved paths are rarely that smooth and even.”


“Why didn’t you bring this up before?” The Duke’s brows were drawn low and he seemed almost angry, though I wasn’t sure why.


“Because every time I walked that path, it was dark and I had other things on my mind. Like not alerting the girls that they were being followed. Or trying to figure out where we were.” I may have been a bit more sarcastic than necessary but I was feeling a bit defensive. The path was old, just like the tunnel. It had no bearing on our current predicament. So I told him that.


Walmund sighed and rubbed his graying hair. “I know. Sorry. It’s just a bit unsettling to know that there is a secret passage into my home and I didn’t know about it until it was being used to abduct my guests every night.” He paused for a moment and looked at me. “Did I ever tell you why I was patrolling the forest when I found the girls?”


I shook my head. “I thought it was just your standard procedure.”


He laughed once. “No. Normally, I don’t check that far out, but I’d found some unusual signs closer to the manor. You see, I’d been gone for months, recovering from a botched assassination attempt.”


My gaze snapped to his and my back straightened. “What?”


Walmund nodded. “You see it too? Good. Long story short, I was in the capital when someone tried to kill me. It was odd because no one usually cares about me or my lands. I train recruits and live in one of the least wealthy areas of the country. No one wants this place. We’re the last to see combat besides incursions by Forest creatures, which happen more frequently in other areas. It just didn’t make sense. Until I line it up with the list of disappearances you brought. Thanks to that, I now know that I was attacked just before the first girls were taken.”


“How did you survive? I mean, no offense, but this operation has been clean except for your attack and the consequences of them failing to take you out.”


He sighed. “There was another assassin who saw it happening and took offense to someone poaching in their territory. At least, that’s what they said while slitting my attacker’s throat. I never thought I’d see the day that I was so happy the underworld is constantly at odds.”


That made me laugh, well able to imagine the fury on our local assassin’s face. “Tall fellow? Skinny enough to float away?” Walmund frowned but nodded. “I know him. He’s actually very loyal to the crown. He was probably trying to take someone out and got thrown off by the attempt on your life.” Or, he got word of the attack and decided to take the guy out while maintaining his credibility. He is well known for being eccentric.


There was a long pause and then, “You know him? You are so comfortable with the idea of paid killers that you’re friends with one? They’re murderers!”


I shrugged, not wanting to delve into the clandestine nature of my time in the military. Most of what I did was above the board but some of it was spying, plain and simple. “Yes, but in Mindep many are basically soldiers or quiet executioners. They only go after people who’ve been convicted of crimes that would cause… problems if they came to light. They make sure that the guilty are punished and they spy on those who hire them for grudge killings and the like. I don’t particularly agree with it, but it’s much cleaner than a lot of other places.”


He cleared his throat and shifted slightly. “Anyway, the killing blow was deflected, only wounding me, and I was left to convalesce for a while in my townhome. When I was finally healed, I came here and decided to do more extensive patrols because I didn’t know what might have snuck past the border while I was gone. We had been in-between regiment assignments, so no one was here. That was an administrative error I made sure to bring up in my note to the Prince about the girls.”


I held up a hand. “Wait, do you mean to tell me that this place was completely empty and would have remained that way if you’d died?”


“Until they assigned it to someone, but you know how quickly that happens,” he drawled.


My mind started whirring, processing everything I’d just heard. “How many people know that?”


“Pretty much everyone. It’s standard for the less popular landholdings. Well, it was. They’re changing that though. Usually, it isn’t an issue. Most nobles have an heir to maintain the border while they’re gone. Why?”


“They did their research… Someone knew that if they killed you, this place would be open. That’s why they knew about the secret passage. That had been bothering me. That passage was well hidden. Even you were unaware it was there and your family has been here for generations. A secret passage leading to money that literally grows on trees isn’t something people neglect to tell the next generation.”


The Duke scowled. “So how did these princes?”


“Probably the same way they got the spell. I’m not certain about that yet, but I have a feeling that they’ll tell us everything when we capture them. According to one of the men, at least half of the brothers are actively trying to stop this spell. The other half are going through with it only because they feel they’re too far in to back out. Even the organizers of this debacle are rethinking it. I’m pretty sure that they were duped and it’s not going to do what they think it is.”


“Which brings us back to the original topic. What’s the plan?”


I sighed. “We send the soldiers out near twilight to circle the lake. Do we know where the princes are camping?”


He shook his head. “We know it’s further in the Forest though, so we should be safe. The path that they take seems to move north-east, away from the clearing.”


“Okay, have your men cross the stream and set up around the clearing, keeping well out of sight. The music doesn’t start until the girls arrive for the first dance, so that will be the signal to start moving in. I’ll try to disrupt the spell during the second song, since the princes usually sit the first two out. As soon as I do, have our men circle round and capture them. Make sure not to hurt any of the princes, though. This is already enough of an incident. We don’t need to add a grudge match with the Empire to the mix.”
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Dinner was a lot different that night than it had been the previous three nights.


For one thing, I was seated directly across from Portia and was no longer avoiding her.


For another, all the girls were on edge because no one had been announced as their guard that night. Well, everyone but Darena, Raina, and Portia. They were on edge because they knew that we were going to try and free them. They weren’t feeling very secure about it. Then again, I wouldn’t either if I weren’t allowed to be a part of the plan.


I was also trying to reach out to the final girls that I hadn’t connected to. Most of the others were fine with me, but Gale and Cloud were still very quiet when I was around. Then again, Gale was quiet with everyone.


“You all seem rather tired. Did you sleep well today?” I asked in concern, noting the dark circles under almost every eye. It’s never been this bad before.


“Well enough,” Gale answered, her voice husky from sleep. She still had pillow impressions on her cheek, so I knew she’d been laying down at least. Whether she’d rested or not was still very much up for debate.


Cloud didn’t even respond. She just floated about an inch over her seat and hadn’t opened her eyes once since sitting down. I wasn’t even sure that she’d realized she was levitating.


Actually, quite a few of the girls have their powers activated and haven’t noticed. I wonder what’s going on.


Raina had a mouse sitting on her shoulder that was asking for specific bits of food. She actually apologized at one point for handing him the wrong thing, all with her eyes closed. Katherine kept flickering and making me see double. Gale’s broccoli had actually taken root.


Portia seemed to be the most aware of what was going on and the least affected. Well, by the exhaustion. She was definitely using her powers if the tiny trees made out of candle flames were anything to judge by. I didn’t think anyone else noticed them, as it wasn’t quite as flashy as the others, but it was pretty glaring to me.


As was the fact that Cherree, Jenny, and Nan were all sound asleep on the table. After sleeping for at least thirteen hours.


This isn’t good. We have to end this tonight. I don’t think that they can take anymore.


Instead of pushing things, I decided to let them rest as long as possible. There was plenty of food at the pavilion if they got hungry.


In the end, that was the best decision I could have made. Soldiers had to carry the girls back to their room and place them in their beds. Only Portia and Shessalla were awake. I sat with them and talked, trying to fight off the growing unease I was feeling. When Shessalla started having a problem breathing and had to suspend her head in a bubble of water, I knew that this the girls were in very real danger.


“You have to promise me something,” Portia said suddenly.


“What?”


“You have to promise me that you will end this spell. I know you didn’t respond last time, so I’ll be very clear now. If it is a choice between us and the rest of the continent, kill us. Or just me. Yeah, I think taking me out should cause the spell to break apart.”


My eyes were huge by this point and I felt ridiculously angry. “You will never ask for that again, do you understand? I will do what I have to, but I am not going to kill you.”


She smiled at me sadly. “Then stay out of the circle. Without the thing that makes you invisible, I’m afraid you’ll be caught. You’re the only one who has a chance of stopping this now and… I…” Her voice trailed off and her eyes closed. It took all my reflexes to catch her before she face-planted on the bed.


I sighed heavily, already knowing that everything was going to go wrong.


“How are they even going to get to the boats?” I wondered aloud. Still, I went and grabbed my cloak, throwing it on and waiting for the appointed hour.


I knew it was time to go when the girls began to stand, one after another. Their eyes were open but they weren’t responding properly. They were, however, preparing to leave, just like every other night.


They must be sleepwalking, I thought as I trailed them through the secret passage for the last time. The spell must have grabbed them despite being asleep. This thing keeps getting worse and worse.


The girls wandered slowly down the path, between the groves of silver, gold, and platinum trees. They reached the lakeshore and stood in line, poker straight, without moving.


It felt like hours before I heard the sound of oars splashing in the water. Finally, the 


Lunzif princes appeared, their boats in line with the girls.


“What’s going on?” Juzif asked when none of the girls said anything or moved. All the men looked uncomfortable while waiting for the ladies to speak.


Pro’tiyn was the first to get out of his craft, walking up to Darena and looking at her carefully. “I think that they’re asleep!”


A chorus of voices echoed across the stillness of the lake.


“What?”


“How is that even possible?”


“Are they alright?”


Everyone was talking over each other so much I couldn’t figure out who was who. After a few minutes, Kuzif, his sharp face scrunched in worry, walked up to Portia and looked her over before examining the rest of the girls.


“This isn’t good,” he finally said.


“No kidding!” retorted Grolsiin. He seemed almost more upset about what was going on than even Darena’s captain. “What did you do?”


“Nothing! This wasn’t me! Ben’zalim? Do you remember anything from the spell that would explain… this?” The crown prince waved his hand at the line of women, clearly unable to describe it.


“No,” replied a young man that I assumed was Ben’zalim. “But they’ve looked tired lately. Maybe…” He paused. “Maybe they can’t handle the magic anymore. I mean, Cloud is floating right now and Shessie has water around her head.”


“Their bodies are shutting down,” the other captain said. Ku’zile, I think. “The spell compelled them to come but Ben’zalim is correct, they can’t handle any more.”


Kuzif seemed torn about the situation but sighed and shook his head. Then, he gently herded Portia to his boat and helped her in. “The spell will be pulling on them, so we might as well take them to the Pavilion before it starts hurting them. I don’t want to have to save one of these girls when she’s compelled to swim across the lake.”


The others considered his words with grim expressions before following his example.


Pro’tiyn was the last and waited until he felt my weight in the boat.


As he cast off he whispered, “I hope you know what you’re doing, because I’m pretty sure we just ran out of time.”
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The ride over to the pavilion was tense. Captain Pro’tiyn kept talking to Darena, just chattering about his day. I had a feeling that he was falling back on old habits, hoping that she would wake up and tell him he was being stupid about something.


It was almost tragic, watching this strong man talk to a woman who didn’t even know he was there.


When we finally docked, Pro’tiyn’s brothers were waiting, each of them looking worried and sad. Until that moment, I don’t think it occurred to me just how much this situation was affecting them.


These men had spent every night with the girls. For months. They didn’t seem to go anywhere else so the girls were their only connection to anyone in the outside world. And, because a good portion weren’t happy about the situation, they’d worked at befriending their captives. They’d gotten to know one another, some more than others. Seeing women who were normally so vibrant and expressive stand there with blank expressions had to be devastating. And it would be worse for Pro’tiyn because he was in love with Darena. They all knew it and they were waiting there to support their brother, knowing how hard it was for him.


I was wondering if they actually considered themselves family. With half-siblings, they don’t always know each other well enough to become attached.


Pro’tiyn and Ku’zile gently helped Darena from the boat and led her toward the other girls. Once she got close enough, they all turned and made their way in a line toward the pavilion. The brothers glanced at each other uneasily and followed, allowing me time to get out of the boat without notice. I caught up to the ladies and walked alongside Portia.


I wish there was something I could do right now, but I have to wait until the trap is set. Springing it too early won’t stop the curse. Which reminds me… My lips turned down as I considered how I’d interrupt the spell.


Maybe I can use the cloak, I mused. It’s gotten me this far. I’m sure it can help again.


Okay, I was lying to myself but it was the only way I could see that didn’t involve killing Portia. Unfortunately, she had a point about that. From what I’d seen, she held and channeled the most power. Without her, the spell wouldn’t have the ability to continue. Actually, if I remembered my training correctly, the initial blow would cause the magic in her to redirect itself to fix her. The sudden reduction of power would weaken the strands of the spell and make them brittle. Then, when she took her last breath, there would be a sudden release of the remaining power. It would flow along the spell strands and shatter them because of their initial weakening. And it would cascade, getting bigger as each girl was disconnected and their power lashed out at the other connections.


The plan was viable and would work. I just didn’t want to have to use it.


While I was thinking everything through, we’d arrived at the pavilion. The princes stood on the outskirts of the tent, watching intently as the girls took their places and the dance began.


Their movements weren’t quite as smooth as normal. Well, except for Darena. Hers were smoother, inhumanly so. Even the Fey couldn’t move that gracefully. I had a feeling she’d been hiding her powers for a while. Besides her, though, everyone looked like they were puppets being controlled by someone. Using the hood, I could see the strings of the spell that were driving their actions.


I could also see that the power was almost at its peak.


The dance changed slightly and took on a new look that I wasn’t familiar with. Instead of their normal moves, ones that showed off their personalities, they had begun to do variations of the same one. Portia was at the center, moving in a circle, and looked like she was dancing with someone. That someone was invisible unless you could see magic. At that point, you could see the man-shaped spell that was waltzing with her in the pavilion.


And she wasn’t the only one who was doing that. All of the girls were dancing with someone that the princes couldn’t see. I knew they couldn’t because they were murmuring to each other about it.


“What’s going on?”


“Who are they dancing with? It looks like they’re dancing with someone.”


“Is anyone else disturbed?”


“This isn’t good.” ‘Opel said that last bit and his older brother, Finis’yalif, was nodding.


A rustling in the woods drew my attention and I realized that the soldiers had arrived early. But there was something wrong with them. Instead of hiding in the Forest, they were walking forward with blank expressions and empty eyes.


“What? What is this?” Kuzif demanded when he noticed the men walking toward him. Unfortunately, no answer was forthcoming. At least, not from the soldiers.


“They’ve been caught by the spell,” Finis’yalif told the others as they backed toward the girls. All of them had taken stances that showed they were ready to protect the women behind them, which made me far happier than I had any right to be.


That was when things changed again. One of the princes–Allister, I believe–yelled something before being dragged backward and into the path of Cherree. One moment, he was colliding with her and the next he had merged with the magic man. His face was still filled with terror but he clearly was no longer able to control his movements. Whatever happened when he crashed into her had woken Cherree up. She looked alert for the first time all evening and very scared.


A moment later, ‘Opel was being dragged toward Katherine. Then Kuzif was pulled toward Jenny and Juzif to Nan. One by one, the men and girls were pushed together, waking them up. Morzif to Gale, Lonzif to Crystal, Ku’zile to Raina, and Ben’yalif to Cloud. Rassallen found herself dancing with Ben’zalim and Shessalla nearly fell when Grolsiin was dragged to her.


That only left two people: Finis’yalif and Portia.


Finis’yalif seemed to be more angry than scared. The other men had seemed terrified when they couldn’t control their bodies. Finis’yalif looked like he was about ready to hurt someone as he dragged his feet and tried everything to stop himself from being pulled into Portia’s path. I had a bad feeling about what would happen if he reached her.


The spell is trying to complete itself. And it needs the princes to do so. I looked over at the soldiers again, watching as they began to spin around the outside of the pavilion caught in the gravity of the spell. The addition of more people actually amplified the spell slightly and had sped up its progress. I was the only one who wasn’t caught in it yet.


Wait! Maybe that’s how to stop it! It needs the princes. What will the spell do when someone else takes the last spot?


It was a long shot and I knew it, but it needed to happen. As quickly as I could, I dodged my way toward the center of the pavilion, tripping Finis’yalif as I went. I figured it would be harder for him to get ahead of me if he wasn’t standing.


I reached Portia and took a deep breath.


Then I stepped forward and released the magic that was hiding me at the same time.


The last thing I remember was Portia’s wide gray eyes staring into mine with shock and fear.


Then the pain took my sight away.










CHAPTER 14: MAGICAL CONFLAGRATIONS ARE A BIT FLASHY



PORTIA


I’d been talking to Eric about something. I remembered it was important… but I couldn’t remember why or what it was.


And I was currently suspended in blackness, which was pretty disturbing. I mean, darkness I can deal with but this was a very different thing. It was deeper, somehow.


“Hello? Is anyone there?” I called. No one answered.


I sat in the blackness for years, I think. That’s the problem with any sort of darkness though, you can’t tell when time is passing.


Eventually, I noticed a change. The blackness was now darkness and the darkness wasn’t quite as dark. There was a pinprick of light in the distance. I reached for it but it was no good. I was just going to have to wait for it to reach me.


But reach me where? I asked myself before the thought quickly flitted away.


Then, the light was there. Or I was at the light. Either way, it wasn’t dark anymore. I was sitting on a bed in a garden filled with beds. Skies, why are there beds in garden beds? That’s just silly!


On each bed, there was a girl. They looked familiar, somehow, but not at the same time. Each of the girls was also sitting up and looking around. No one spoke though. Some tried but no sound came out.


I took it all in before standing and wandering to the path at the far end of the garden, behind a little fence. Oddly enough, the other girls did too and we all stood in line, waiting for the gate to open so we could walk down the path. While we waited, I looked around and frowned at the very plain looking garden we’d found ourselves in. It wasn’t ugly, per se, but it was rather boring. The ground was covered in grass and the whole thing was walled in by hedges. There were almost no flowers, just some vines that had woven their way up the bed frames.


Of course, there was also a shadowy statue standing beside me but I think I was just imagining it.


A creaking sound drew my attention back to the gate as it opened noisily. One by one, the girls ahead of me walked through the opening and down the hedge-lined path. There was more to look at here. The hedges, for one, glowed faintly in the summer sun–I thought it was spring–and they had tiny flowers growing on them. The path beneath our feet was a mosaic done in the shape of flowers and trees. It was a giant forest scene with fantastical animals hunting one another. Just at the edges, I thought I could see a few that had been caught but we moved on too quickly for me to fully examine that.


The sun brightened and the hedges disappeared, opening to another path, this one through a stunning wood. The trees were covered in dazzling flowers, their trunks glowing in various gem tones and the leaves hiding all sorts of glittering secrets.


They changed, though, as we walked. We must have entered a new grove, because the colors disappeared from the trees, though they didn’t grow any less beautiful. Instead of emerald trunks or sapphire leaves, the trunks were obsidian with an iridescent sheen and veins of silver shooting through them. The leaves and flowers were a silver so bright that it looked like they were carved from the moon itself. They were luminescent and polished to a mirror finish while the delicate flowers were created from a silver lace and dripped from the limbs.


It almost looks familiar…


Next was a grove of gold trees that were almost too bright to look at. They reflected the sunlight at us and made the path light up as we walked past. Their flowers were made of rose gold and there were little white gold stamens inside. The trunks were either pure yellow gold or black and yellow mixed together to look like bark. The leaves were so thin that they looked to be melting in the heat from the sun, dripping little drops of gold. And then there were the butterflies, their little yellow and black wings letting them glide from flower to flower as they glinted in the light.


When the next grove appeared, I nearly went blind. The light hitting the diamond leaves created rainbows of light that painted everything. The pure white trunks seemed to throb with light and the fruit that dripped from the limbs made the place look like it was made of pure magic. There were ruby and emerald apples, citrine apricots, garnet figs, and amethyst plums growing along the path, inviting you to stop and pick one to eat. Meanwhile, a hummingbird made out of precious stones flitted into my path and looked at me curiously before flying away.


Still, we walked on, following the path before us and never turning. Never stopping. Until we found the lake.


It was beautiful, just as beautiful as the groves of trees we had just left. The water was calm and still and clear as glass. The colorful fish darted beneath the surface and danced to currents only they could feel. The long grass brushed against my hands, tickling me and making me want to giggle. Across the lake was a beautiful pavilion, with vine-covered lattice and strong white pillars holding up swinging benches.


On the lake were twelve boats with twelve men in them. They grew closer and I could see more about the men. They, also, seemed familiar, but I couldn’t figure out why. They were a bit blurry too, like ghosts.


They pulled up to shore and talked for a bit before gently leading us each to a boat. My shadow statue stayed behind and rode across with another girl, making me feel jealous. I didn’t know why that shadow was important to me, but it was. It made me think of warm brown eyes and a stunning smile and strong arms.


But we were on the other side of the lake now and getting out of the boats. I wanted to walk to the pavilion but I couldn’t yet. We had to wait for the woman stealing my shadow’s attention. She finally arrived and we began to make our way to the center of the clearing, one behind another. My shadow was back, walking beside me and making me smile but he left when we reached the clearing.


Once there, we separated and made our ways to different areas of the dance floor. And that was when the music began. It was beautiful and haunting, making you want to dance and laugh and cry, all at the same time.


I picked up my shimmering skirts and started shifting with the beat, spinning gently and enjoying the sound and movement and the feel of the breeze against my face. My eyes closed as I twisted and turned, all while staying in the center of the clearing.


Something shifted and drew my attention. I opened my eyes and saw a stunningly handsome man standing there. His face was indistinct but he was smiling and holding out his hand. He wanted to dance with me!


But do I want to dance with him? Will my shadow be upset? I blinked and he was holding my hand and my other one was on his shoulder as he pulled me close and began to spin me around the center of the floor. The longer we danced, the more clear he became. A quick glance around told me that the others were all dancing with partners as well. The men who’d rowed us over were standing at the edge of the pavilion, though, and looking at the Forest.


Then, one of them seemed to be pulled backward and collide with one of the girls and her mysterious partner. But he didn’t make the partner stumble. Instead, they joined together and the couple disappeared, only to be replaced by a colorful ghost image of a couple dancing.


It happened again and again until I was the last one left. Oddly, I wasn’t scared. Why wasn’t I scared?


The last man from the boats was being pulled toward me, though he seemed to be trying to get away. Then, at the last moment, my shadow stepped up and merged with my partner.


I blinked and stared into the warm brown eyes of Eric. I was in the pavilion, the one I danced in every night, but this time I was dancing with Eric. And he was screaming in pain as magic forced its way through his body and made him a part of the curse.


Oh, skies! What has he done!
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“Eric!” I screamed as I tried to move my hands and check him for injuries.


The problem? I couldn’t move my hands. At all. I was stuck there, holding his hand and shoulder while his muscles spasmed and he gritted his teeth. His face was frozen in a rictus of pain while the lights glinted off his embroidered cloak and there was absolutely nothing I could do!


I turned my head and tried to find someone to help. That was when I spotted the princes dancing with the other girls and the Duke’s soldiers moving jerkily around the edges of the pavilion.


What is going on here?


A grunt escaped Eric’s clenched jaw and I turned to look at him again, finally noticing the outline of a man moving just slightly out of sync with the gardener.


It’s the spell! How… No, no time to wonder how it happened. It’s time to figure out how to stop it.


“Anyone have any ideas?” I called out. The girls all said no, some sounding more frightened than others. Crystal sounded like she wanted to hurt someone, so she seemed to be okay.


“Boys? You look just as unwilling as we do,” I began. “Any help would be appreciated.”


“We didn’t know this would happen!” Kuzif called from where he was stomping around with Jenny. “It was never mentioned in the papers we were given.”


“Well, what did you expect to happen then?” Crystal growled as a very frustrated Prince Lonzif spun her out and back in again.


It’s probably wrong to enjoy the fact that the two angriest people here were paired together… yep, most definitely, I thought with a suppressed giggle. There is a time and place and this isn’t it, Portia!


Luckily, the Crown Prince’s response distracted me from that line of thought. “We were trying to put them to sleep, the royal families! I just wanted a bloodless takeover. Those are the most stable ones and father would have been proud of us. I–I’m sorry. By the time we realized that something was different about the spell, it was too late to stop it. Believe me, we’ve been trying for weeks now.”


“We?” Allister called out incredulously. “When did you try to end this?”


Juzif snorted. “Don’t be silly! Why do you think he hasn’t killed you or had you imprisoned yet? We knew you were working against us. We’ve been helping you do so for a while now.”


“Ah, brotherly love! But seriously, how do we stop this? I don’t think Eric can take much more!” I screamed, watching his eyes begin to go blank. That was always a bad sign. You never let magic take control of your body. Once you do, you may never regain control. “Hey, don’t you give up on me!” I told him. “I lost my father to a spell like this and I don’t plan on losing you too.”


“He wasn’t supposed to be in this at all. His body won’t be able to handle it,” Ben’zalim told me. “I’ve been studying the spell for months, trying to find a way out. I just discovered that the magic being channeled into us, little by little, was meant to prepare us for this moment. I just didn’t know this moment actually was. The point is, it’s a miracle he is standing. The spell doesn’t fit him.”


I blinked and looked at Eric again, really taking in the shadowy form that danced around the edges of him. It’s the spell given partial human form. He jumped into this to stop someone else from completing the spell, so it doesn’t fit him right. It can’t quite latch on. Which means…


“Who isn’t paired up?” I yelled.


That was when Finis’yalif stepped forward. “Me. I’m the last one. The one most gifted with magic hand the only one who could possibly channel what you are putting out. He stepped into my place.”


I eyed the young man and considered what he was saying. What it meant for us.


There has to be a way to use this for our benefit. Alright, there is a spell in-process right now. It has slowly been tailored to the twenty-four of us specifically. Eric jumped in and threw things off. He doesn’t fit. It won’t work right with him here. Why though? It has to be more than just the ability to channel power. He’s making it work right now and not exploding, so he has some capacity. The cloak he’s wearing seems to be helping too… so what?


I looked around once again before it clicked. “It’s blood magic!”


Everyone blinked at me blandly. “Yeah, we figured that out already,” Nan snarked.


“No. That’s why it’s not working right! Eric doesn’t share blood with any of the men. He’s handling the power fine. It’s that it wasn’t tailored for him and that the spell can’t connect properly. He doesn’t share blood with the rest of you! Blood magic is what this entire thing is based on. All of us are related by blood to the royal families. You are all brothers with the same father.”


“So, how does that help? Because I’m not familiar with magic, but what I do remember is that blood magic is the strongest and a spell in motion will stay in motion!” Kuzif called out.


I sighed. “Don’t you see? The only way to break a blood-based spell is if a blood relative does it. Maybe someone that the spell can’t control?”


I stared at Finis’yalif as he let a smile overtake his face. “I was wondering when you’d realize that. I can stop this but there will be problems afterward. There’s just too much power built up for it to dissipate naturally. Unfortunately, it couldn’t happen earlier. That power will also sear the spell and make sure it can’t be used again on you or anyone in your bloodlines.”


A laugh bubbled up as Ben’yalif yelled out, “Wait, you mean you knew how to end this all along? Why didn’t you tell someone sooner?”


Finis shrugged. “It needed to happen and you all needed to learn lessons. Like not trying to force relationships. They will grow naturally or not at all, little brother. You can’t make our father love you, not even if you act like Kuzif’s loyal dog.”


Ben’yalif bowed his head and nodded.


Wow, this family is almost as messed up as mine!


“What do you mean?” Finis asked.


“Huh?”


“You were thinking aloud again,” Ras told me with a smirk.


Meanwhile, Finis had gotten closer. He was standing right next to me now and staring me in the eye. “This is going to hurt, but I know you can survive it. I’m going to cut your hand and then use my magic to trap yours when it moves to heal you. That will start the fraying process on the spell and once your magic lets loose, it should finish things.”


I frowned, knowing that he wasn’t being completely honest. “That only works if I die. What aren’t you saying?”


He grimaced. “I was getting to that. I’ve already put magic in the other girls. They are set to send a blast of power toward you when you let yours loose. The powers will collide and shred any connecting strand that they find.”


And that was the point I acknowledged how bad things were. “So is this the point where you tell everyone that we’re probably going to be blown up when the spell breaks?”


A chorus of “WHAT!”s sounded right before Finis smiled.


“No.”


And then he stabbed me.


This really isn’t my day!
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He said that he was just going to cut my hand. He didn’t. He stabbed me in the arm, right by a major artery.


“Seriously?!” I screamed as blood began to soak my dress.


“Sorry. It hahd to be a big enough wound to trigger the magic. A scratch wasn’t going to cut it.” Finis’yalif shrugged as if it was no big deal. “Besides, if I’d stabbed your hand, I would have hit Eric as well, since you’re holding him.”


“So you decided that you would try and make me bleed out? Your plan is awful!” I complained as my left side began to feel hot and cold, all at once.


That will be the magic. I’ve been injured enough to recognize that feeling anywhere.


Power began to swirl in me and push toward my arm to stop the blood from leaving my body. At the same time, all the magic that I didn’t realize had been filtering through me stopped leaving my body. I felt like a stuffed goose, I was so full. And I was getting more magic every second. Then, Finis said a phrase I didn’t understand and I felt something slightly sticky covering me from head to toe.


At that point, Eric and I were finally able to stand still for a moment. The spell had been temporarily cut off! Which meant I was having trouble standing, all of a sudden. And so was Eric.


Finis leapt forward and slipped under Eric’s and my clasped hands to help us support ourselves.


“Whoah! It’s okay. It’s almost over,” he said soothingly.


“Not helping,” I grunted as more power filtered into me while nothing filtered out.


“Almost there. Just another minute. Look, the others have stopped dancing!”


And they had. Every single person in and around the pavilion had stopped and was now staring at me. The soldiers were still a bit glassy-eyed but they looked much better than before. All the dancers were still glued together and everyone’s eyes were locked on me, waiting to see what would happen next.


Meanwhile, mine were locked on the spell. Each crystalline strand was shriveling and cracking. The fissures were small but growing in both size and number. Even the strands flowing toward our families were becoming brittle and damaged.


That’s when the bubble I was in popped.


Finis was nearly throw across the floor as the magic inside me shot out in a circle. The spell strands ruptured and cracked, the sudden glut of energy too much for them to handle. Particularly when the girls all had massive blasts of magic shoot out of them as well.


The power shot down the spell strands and fried them completely. Each and everyone shattered in a blast of heat that seared its connection to us.


I have a feeling that if we survived this, we won’t have to worry about blood magic anymore, I thought ruefully. Then I didn’t have anymore time for thoughts. All the magic that had been released was creating a whirlwind of power and was focused on the clearing and the pavilion.


Luckily, everyone had been released by the spell, so they were able to move on their own again.


“Get out of here!” I screamed, waving the girls out of the tent. “You need to leave!”


They looked upset and concerned but resolute. At least, until the princes grabbed them and dragged them to the forest. I was surprised that they went along until I realized that I was glowing like a lightning bug and little fire trees were popping up all around me.


I looked down and saw that Eric and Finis were still next to me. “You need to go! Finis, get Eric out of here before the storm hits!”


Anyone who knew anything about magic knew about magic storms. They were horror stories told to new magicians when you began training them. Basically, a magic storm happened when a lot of magic was released with no direction. It would create whirlwinds at first before becoming full-blown twisters that could level entire countries if the power wasn’t bled off quick enough. If the environment was especially magic-rich–like, say, the Fey Forest–then things just got worse. Whatever ambient power there was got sucked in and started creating lighting.


Magical lightning was a bit odd and rarely left you with the outcome you expected. Sometimes it would burn things. Other times, it would create floods in the desert, canyons in flat areas, gigantic windstorms, or basically anything. At one point, it started raining salmon because of magical lightning. The one thing you always knew was it would be very dangerous.


And I was in ground zero.


“I’m not leaving!” Eric told me as he stood and took my hand.


Finis nodded and tried to stand as well before being blown into a tree by a magical eddy. His brothers rushed to help, but it was clear as day that he’d been injured in the impact.


“Well, I guess it’s just you and me,” I told Eric.


He nodded and smirked. “Any ideas on how to stop this?”


“Yeah, one. But you won’t like it.”


“Try me.”


I sighed. “I act like a lightning rod and draw the power into me before trying to drive it into the ground.”


He blinked. “I was totally expecting something more technical and complicated than letting yourself be hit by lightning.”


“Yeah? Well, we don’t really have time for technical right now, do we?”


“Nope,” he agreed. “What can I do to help?”


It was my turn to blink. “Uhhh… take off your shoes and hold my hands? Oh! And put on your cloak first! You might be able to help ground me, since you don’t show up to the spell with that thing on.”


Eric nodded and quickly kicked his boots off before throwing the hood of his cloak back up, connecting the clasp at his throat, and disappearing. I just shook my head and took my boots off as well. Then I held out my hands and waited until he was holding them before starting.


I turned my head to the sky and moved us over just slightly, until we were perfectly aligned with the center of the pavilion. It had always been the most magically active area. I was making use of that now by using my will to shape the magic in and around me to attract the rest of the storm.


And it worked. Within moments, I was being struck with magic bolts and battered by a wind that didn’t really exist. Instead of letting it strike me, though, I let it sink into the ground around me. Occasionally something got through and I had to relax my control and let it flow through my body. Either way, it was working.


Within minutes, the conflagration began to settle and the ambient power dissipated.


When it finally stopped, I opened my eyes and looked at the invisible man who was still holding my hands and I smiled. “We did it!”


And then I fainted.










CHAPTER 15: MOPPING UP
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Eric


Portia began to fall and would have hit the ground if it wasn’t for my grip on her hands. I reflexively pulled her up into my arms and stared at her.


I was in absolute awe her. She’d just saved everyone’s lives at the risk of her own after being stabbed. How she could be so selfless after all she’d endured, I doubted I’d ever understand.


And then, one last little stream of power hit her and everything changed again. Or rather, she changed again.


It turned out that Portia had more inside her than fire and magic. She also had a wolf.


Someone walked up behind me and I turned to see Darena and Pro’tiyn standing there.


“Is she… a wolf?” Pro’tiyn asked cautiously.


I nodded, holding the rather heavy red wolf. It was the exact size and looked the same as the one that was made out of flames and danced with Portia every night. Probably the only way her other half could appear for a while. And the wolf was beautiful, her coat a rich rust red and thick and glossy.


“And on fire,” I murmured as I spotted the tiny flames at the ends of her ears and tail and around her paws.


“Of course she is. She couldn’t do just one thing normal, could she,” Darena lamented playfully. “She would make a horrible assassin. She just doesn’t have the ability to blend in. I have no idea why we’re friends.” Her complaints were all said with a smile, so I didn’t take them too seriously.


“Well, I think she’s going to be out for a while. I’m just going to get her out of the way so no one does anything stupid.”


“Like what? Stab the sleeping wolf who is currently on fire? Yeah, I’m pretty sure that their survival instincts are better than that.”


I snorted but didn’t comment. All I could think was, They’d better be.


Instead of leaving her in the clearing, I walked to the boats and placed her carefully in the largest one. She wasn’t exactly light in that form, so I figured a boat was the best option if it took a while for her to wake up. Plus, the tiny waves would keep it rocking and probably help her stay asleep in case things got rowdy.


Crash!


Like they already were. Instead of rushing back, I made sure that the boat was tied down properly so it wouldn’t float away and pushed it out onto the water. The red wolf snorted and rolled over.


Another crash split the air and I sighed, knowing that it was my show and I was going to have to fix it. Too bad I felt like I’d been run over by a royal procession of carriages in Crechel. Those solid gold carriages were slow and heavy!


“What is going on here?” I roared as I reached the pavilion. It was my captain voice, so every man who’d ever served in the military straightened up immediately. Considering we were in Mindep and all the princes had guard training, that meant everyone but the ladies suddenly looked like they had an iron rod shoved up their spines. And even some of them responded the same way.


One of the trainers, Captain Stone, walked up to me.


“We thank you for your help, but we can handle it from here,” the man told me with a barely concealed smirk.


This man is even stupider than I thought.


There was a snort and a few delicate coughs as Rassallen tried to hide her laughter. Clearly, she could still hear people’s thoughts, which mean that the spell was still affecting them to some extent. But that was a topic to consider later.


“Captain Stone, do you have any idea who I am?” I asked, hating to play this card but knowing it was necessary. At that point, Raina started coughing too.


Stone just looked at me in confusion. “The gardener.”


Wow. This man has got to be the most oblivious captain I’ve ever had the misfortune of meeting. How did we get stuck with him instead of one of the others? I wondered.


Luckily–sort of–Rassallen filled in the blanks for me. “One was ill, one was injured on the way here by a recruit with bad timing, and the last one was too close to the spell and got a bit blasted at the end. He’s still recovering.”


“What are you talking about, girl?” he growled at the young woman.


And that was the exact moment I lost all respect for the little weasel. He was being rude to a woman who’d just been freed from a curse. “Captain!” I snapped. “That tone is completely unacceptable. You will change it or you will lose your tongue and then be court-martialed. Now, to answer your unspoken question about my right to order you around, I am Lord Marshall Eric Mercer. I am here at the behest of the royal families of Shessat, Alenia, Mindep, Lettelach, Fretche, and the Fey. Now, stand down!”


And, for the first time that evening, the idiot did as he was told. He apologized to Rassallen and me before slinking into the background, trying to hide the painfully obvious glare on his face.


“Now, what was going on and why was there a ruckus?” I asked again, this time taking in the whole scene. Several of the refreshment tables had been tossed on the ground, the dishes cracked and the food trampled. The princes were looking a bit rough around the edges as well. Several were trying to move the ladies, who were blocking them from the soldiers, out of the way. Except, they didn’t appear to be holding the princes back as much as acting like bodyguards, standing between them and danger.


Raina was naturally the one to speak up. “The idiot tried to arrest the princes but he wanted them roughed up first. He also insisted on tossing the place to look for any hidden stashes of weapons.” Her voice was full of scorn when she said that last part. The lady apparently thought the idea as stupid as I did. Actually, judging by the way that she was looking at me, there was more going on in his head and she’d only given me the parts that everyone knew.


We’ll talk later, I warned her. She nodded slightly in agreement, so I turned my attention back to the matter at hand.


“Why?” It was a simple question but one that had quite a bit of importance. They’d been given very specific instructions by the Duke before everything started and a Captain’s orders couldn’t countermand the original directive.


Unsurprisingly, none of the soldiers answered. Most were too ashamed, although a few of them shrugged arrogantly. Stone had disappeared during this time and I couldn’t help but shake my head. Men like him were as common as weeds and twice as hard to get rid of. He wasn’t my problem right then though.


“Alright, let’s try this again. Men, please escort the princes back to the manor, politely.” Everyone seemed to settle down when I laid things out clearly, so I continued. Turning to the princes, I said, “Two of you can go with guards to gather your things. This isn’t to stop you from running, it’s for protection. This is the Fey Forest. Or, we can come back for them tomorrow.”


Allister and ‘Opel looked at each other and raised their hands. “We’ll go,” Allister told me.


I nodded. “Can the pavilion be broken down quickly?” I asked the others.


Pro’tiyn nodded. “Its desert-worthy, built for the sands. It can come down in less than fifteen minutes.”


Sighing, I nodded to the guard captain. “Do it, please. I’m pretty sure that this place will be overrun by morning, now that the spell is gone. It was absorbing magic from the area to sustain itself. Without that danger, the creatures will be drawn back here, trying to reassert their territory.”


That seemed to light a fire under everyone. I was okay with that though. The sooner everyone got back to the manor, the sooner I could ask a certain wolf a very important question.
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The plan was so simple! Get the soldiers to mop things up and head back to the manor to sleep the rest of the day away. No big deal, right?


Wrong.


Stone apparently had a chip on his shoulder and kept trying to challenge the orders. He would slink off for a half-an-hour before popping back up and making everything chaotic again. Finally, I had to order the soldiers to arrest him. I’d had enough and was, quite frankly, confused about his purpose.


Then I heard him offer one of the men a branch from a tree made of solid gold.


Looks like I won’t have to talk to Rassallen about it anymore. His motives are pretty clear now.


“You’re an idiot,” I told the man. He looked at me with both anger and confusion in his eyes. He was a bully and probably from a wealthy family that hoped he’d do well in the military. I doubted anyone besides his basic training instructor had ever told the man he was lacking in intelligence. Still, I had pity on him and explained. “You walked right past the trees. Clearly, they are spelled so you won’t find them, though. Otherwise, you’d have to be blind to miss them.”


And then I walked away and went to talk to Rassallen and Darena.


“He didn’t,” the younger woman told me quietly. “I saw the path he took in his mind and he never walked past the groves.”


I snorted. “I know. I was the one who told them which direction to go. He’ll have to make a choice now. Either he accepts that he made a mistake and he’ll never find the magic money trees…” She giggled, telling me I was right about the nickname he’d given the groves, “or he’ll disappear into the Forest and probably die. His death will be swept under the rug and his family won’t be shamed by his stupidity, although we’ll make sure that they know the truth so that they don’t turn him into a martyr in their own minds.”


Darena smiled. “See, this is why I like Mindep! You are all about being honorable and you don’t hide the truth behind gold glitter but you also are kind about it. Crechel would have turned him into an example or forgiven everything because of his connections.”


Which just so happened to be some of the reasons I disliked Crechel.


Things moved much faster once Stone was taken out of the equation but it still took time to get everyone organized and moving. It was almost dawn by the time the last group left the clearing.


Then it was my turn.


I walked back to the boats and tied them together before launching out into the water with a fiery wolf asleep beside me. I could have had the recruits help me, but I wanted to grab a few things on my way back to the manor and it wouldn’t work if they were there.


Once I reached the shore, I pulled the boats out of the water and turned them over before picking up Portia and settling her on my shoulders like a furry collar. A heavy furry collar.


She’s got to be all muscle. No way does her fluff weigh this much on its own.


As I walked back through the grove, I picked pieces of the trees and began to weave them together into a basket. Then, I filled that basket with more branches, leaves, flowers, and a few pieces of fruit that I hadn’t seen on my previous visits.


Amethyst plums? Huh.


And then I found my way back to the tunnel and up into the girls’ bedroom. Carefully, I placed Portia on her bed and rubbed her head once before heading to Walmund’s office.


The Duke looked up in surprise as I entered without knocking and fell into a chair.


“I was expecting you sooner. Where are the men?” he asked as he grabbed some water for me. “And where did you get the basket?”


I looked down at the contraption in my hands and shrugged. “I made it. Beryl taught all of us how to weave baskets a while back and it stuck with me. Probably because my sisters are all mildly terrifying when it comes to their hobbies.”


He nodded but didn’t say anything.


It took me a minute to realize that I hadn’t answered his first question. “Oh, sorry. I’m a bit tired. Anyway, the men should be here soon. I had them take the long way. I didn’t want anyone wandering through the groves. Stone apparently caught wind of them and kept trying to toss the place and rough the princes up to find it.”


Walmund frowned. He liked to run a tight ship and I knew that such news would upset him but he needed to know.


“And how did everything go with the spell?” he asked, changing the subject.


So, I began to fill him, starting at the beginning of the night and continuing until I walked into his office. All the while, I was weaving the branches together into intricate designs. Some of them were ornamented with silver leaves or golden flowers. Others had little gemstone blossoms or diamond leaves. None of them was plain, if only because of the materials I was using, and I had chosen to use a variety of designs. Some were shaped into circlets. Others were necklaces. Still others were bracelets. Some were matching sets, others were coordinated but different. All of them were special, though.


Walmund never asked about them though. He stayed intent on the story until the very end. And then, he stayed silent.


“We’ll have to interrogate the princes and hold them until the King or Prince can send word of what we should do but I am inclined to believe what they’ve told you. They had no reason to lie to a lone man who they could easily kill with very little consequence.”


I nodded and finished twisting the final stem on a platinum ring with a tiny, white gold blossom holding a chip of sapphire in its stamens.


“I agree. And Captain Stone?”


The older man sighed. “I’m not sure. I’ll have to talk to the other men. I feel like there’s more to this than we know.”


I snorted. “You’ve got that right. Every man there seemed to be suffering from the spell hijacking their bodies and then shooting power through them as it exploded. Every man except for Stone. The other captain was so out of it he couldn’t see straight and was feverish. If I had to guess, Stone wasn’t actually caught by the curse. I’m pretty sure he was too busy looking for golden trees to be where he was supposed to be.”


“That’s going to be hard to prove,” the Duke warned. “It would be easy to say that something felt off so he chose to investigate and stopped when he saw the men acting strangely.”


“Then give him a strong reprimand, a slap on the wrist, and let him go. I bet he’ll disappear within a day. And with the number of creatures I heard stomping around when I left, he’ll never be heard from again.”


Walmund seemed to consider that for a moment before nodding sadly. “You can’t cure stupidity and if he wants to get himself killed, he’s more than welcome to. But how do we know that he won’t accidentally find the groves?”


A smirk slowly formed on my lips. “Didn’t I mention before? You can’t see the trees unless you are on the path.”


“What?”


I laughed. “Did the scouts mention anything about them?” Walmund shook his head. “I thought not. When I stepped off the path, I looked back and realized that none of the trees were visible. There’s a spell that hides them. Only someone who knows where the path is or who uses the secret passage can find those groves. They are completely safe.”


Walmund groaned. “They may be but the recruits aren’t. How many do you think are going to kill themselves looking for groves of treasure in the Forest?”


I shrugged. “Only the ones who are too stupid to follow orders and listen to idiotic rumors. And, honestly? I doubt it will be a problem. They likely won’t believe him. Stone is, after all, unstable.”
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Stone went missing the day after he was released and no one ever saw him again. They did, however, hear him screaming in the Forest the day he disappeared.


No one believed his talk about trees made from gold, or if they did they weren’t stupid enough to walk into an area that was filled to the brim with magical creatures looking for something that they didn’t have a clue how to find. Then again, they had other things on their minds.


It took everyone a few days to heal after the spell broke. The soldiers got better fairly quickly but still reported that they felt out of sorts and slightly sick. Apparently, having their bodies taken over by a curse leaves people feeling like they had the flu. And with nightmares about being moved like puppets. Everyone was tired, achy, had a fever, and almost no energy. It made guard rotation and completing chores a real problem on Walmund but there wasn’t much he could do about it. Luckily, most of his men were back on their feet by the end of the second day.


The princes took a little longer to recover but they were also more heavily exposed to the curse, particularly the explosion. They also got some of the blowback along the fractured spell strands when everything fell apart. As a result, they were stuck in bed for almost four full days. And they were still far luckier than the girls.


Because of their long exposure to the curse and the gag that was laid on them, as well as being the primary conduit for the magic, they were affected quite severely. A quick conversation with Finis’yalif helped us understand that spell used them as storage for the magic it gathered before pulling it back out and pushing it to either the princes or the girl’s relatives. Either way, it added up to some very sick women. They were laid up for a solid week slept for most of it, in-between a few random bursts of energy. Unfortunately, that energy usually ended up with a random animal showing up in their bedroom, holes in the walls, a fruit tree growing in the Southwest corner of the room, something floating on the ceiling, or something on fire.


Most of it was pretty easy to deal with but the animals were unsettling. Most of them were from the Forest and looked completely unlike anything anyone had seen before. Raina kept waking up with a giant glowing lion sleeping next to her and he was the least dangerous thing that found its way in. It was about then that she realized she didn’t just talk to animals but also attracted them. Her new knowledge didn’t help the poor guards, who were run ragged trying to get rid of the odd animals that showed up.


Finally, though, things had settled enough that the girls could join us for dinner.


Walmund and I were about ready to leave for the dining room when he asked me a question I never expected to hear.


“So, are you going to marry one of them?”


I blinked. “What?”


“Are you going to marry one of the girls? It’s rather traditional to marry one of the women you saved and there are a couple close to your age,” he told me with a twinkle in his eye.


At that point, I was staring at him like he’d lost his mind. Not about the marrying part. No, that made sense. Heroes often ended up marrying the women they saved, although the stories always made them sound like the sole savior. In my case, I just helped tip the balance so that Portia and Finis’yalif could fix everything.


The part that had me speechless was Walmund’s complete obliviousness. I hadn’t exactly been subtle in showing Portia attention, particularly over the last few weeks.


And, of course, he went on without once noticing that there was something wrong. “Jenny is the oldest and a widow from your area. She wouldn’t have to leave her family and she seems very practical.”


“Please tell me you’re joking.”


He frowned. “Of course not! Jenny is perfectly lovely. You should consider her. Or Nan, though I doubt that she’ll leave home anytime soon. The Lake People are very family oriented and don’t like to be separated for long.”


Instead of responding, I just shook my head, picked up the heavy basket of jewelry I’d made and headed for the dining room. For a man who’s so intelligent, he is also completely clueless at reading people. I think he’s spent too much time around soldiers. It’s a good thing he’s not in a more politically active country.


By the time we got to the dining room, it was already filled with the ladies and a few captains. The princes were still detained until we could get word from the capital.


Perfect! I can give them their gifts now! I’d spent my time off healing and working in the garden but I’d also snuck through the secret passage and gathered more foliage from the groves. That gave me enough raw material to create a variety of gifts for the girls.


…And gossip fodder for the soldiers. Oh, well.


“I have some things for all of you,” I told them before passing things out. Everyone was given a circlet, necklace, bracelet, earrings, and belt. Each and every one was woven with branches and leaves and flowers and fruit from the grove they’d passed through for months without taking a single token for themselves. Money didn’t matter to these ladies, which they proved with their comments. It wasn’t about how expensive the gift was. They loved how much effort I’d put in and how creative I’d been. They marveled over the way every single piece was different and uniquely made with them in mind. The fact that they could now wear more wealth than many kings didn’t even occur to them.


Which makes me want to shower them with even more presents. I’m clearly getting soft in my old age. I paused and considered that before rejecting the notion. They just make me want to treat them like little sisters. Well, except Portia.


“It’s so beautiful,” Gale whispered as she tried her bracelet on. “W-why? Why give these to us?”


I shrugged. “Because you deserve it. You were kidnapped, cursed, and forced to walk back into a nightmare every night. Oh, I know it wasn’t that bad,” I added, cutting off a few half-attempted arguments. “But it was still hard on you all. I also know that you denied yourselves the right to accept help because you didn’t want them to die and you couldn’t warn anyone off. That is incredibly selfless. This is my way of showing you how valuable you are, for who you are and what you’ve done, not your bloodlines or the situation you found yourselves in.”


The girls looked like they were tearing up but it didn’t bother me much. Women cried. It was a fact of life and not half as scary as most men thought it was.


Before I knew it, they were putting on everything I made them. The girls helped each other adjust their circlets and work the clasps on their necklaces. They wrapped belts around their waists and bracelets around their wrists before settling their earrings and sitting down again. With all the physical changes the magic had caused, they reminded me of a collection of Fey noblewomen but much happier looking.


“I have one more gift to give,” I told them before walking over to Portia and pulling her to her feet. Now, most people would have started with something romantic and led up to the question but that wasn’t either of our styles. So, I just dove in and asked, “Portia, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?” And then I held out the ring I’d created just for her.


She blinked at me and frowned. “But the others are prettier.”


She’ll never do things the easy way, will she? “Maybe, but I like you better.”


“And they don’t laugh at nothing,” she continued, not even slightly upset that I didn’t say she was the most beautiful woman there.


“You also laugh at my jokes,” I pointed out, fighting back a grin over her arguments. “Plus, I like your humor. It matches mine.”


“And no one likes me at home. People actually like them back where they’re from. Well, except Crystal.”


Crystal snorted. “I would deny it but she’s right. They really don’t like me. Then again, I don’t like them, either.”


Thank the skies that their personalities have calmed down, even if their magic and looks haven’t gone back to normal. “You would be living in Mindep, so it doesn’t matter much what Alenia thinks. Besides, from what I hear, they’re pretty proud of their princess’ sisters.”


Portia gave me a narrow-eyed look. “This isn’t because you feel obligated, is it? Because I don’t want someone marrying me out of obligation. Or to protect me. We were both too protective of each other to work together the way we should have and it nearly got us killed. It isn’t because you’re trying to protect me, right?”


I just shook my head. She was right, but it wasn’t the time to address our overprotective streaks. We needed privacy and a little bit of downtime to really address that subject. And possibly some liquor. “You, my fiery wolf, are ridiculously suspicious of my motives but you’ve overlooked the most obvious one.”


“Really, what?”


Someone giggled at the table behind us. We ignored it.


“Portia, I fell in love with you. The only reason I would marry is for love. Not out of obligation, pity, lust, or for the sake of companionship. The last two come with love but they aren’t enough to get me to propose. Now, will you answer my question or will I have to convince you some more that it’s you I want.”


“No.”


My heart felt like it had just fallen to the floor. “No?”


“Oh, sorry! I meant, no, you don’t have to convince me. I’m convinced. I’ll marry you, Eric. Although, this is going rather quickly.”


I started laughing, making her look upset for the first time. “Oh, thank the skies and cavern depths! We can have as long an engagement as you want. Woman, you scared me half to death. I thought you were telling me no!”


She snickered. “Oops?”


“Life is never going to be dull with you, is it?”


Darena snorted. “I wouldn’t count on it if I were you.”


A slow smile snuck across my face. “Sounds perfect.”


And then I kissed her. And this time I wasn’t invisible when I did it.










CHAPTER 16: BRING ON THE ROYALS!



PORTIA


I was engaged, in love with a wonderful man, I had magical powers, and I could finally shift into my wolf! I felt like I was flying!


Possibly because I actually am flying, I thought as I woke up enough to look around and notice that Cloud had levitated all of us in her sleep again. Heck, I get to find out what flying feels like! Everything had turned out okay and I wasn’t used to it. Life generally wasn’t kind to me. I could get used to this.


Finding out that we still had magic had been a wonderful moment for all of us when we finally woke up. We’d all sort of gotten used to our new powers and would have been disappointed to see them gone. It was even better when the pressure was off and we didn’t have to worry about weird shifts in personality. We were all back to normal, as far as that went. Our powers, however, had grown in strength and branched out a bit. Nan could now control her dream-walking instead of randomly sharing people’s nightmares. Cherree could also control her mimicry, picking up only certain things, as well as using it to shift her looks a little here or there. Mostly her hair length.


And Cloud could lift a lot more objects and weight without a single thought.


Instead of staying in–or above–bed, I decided to get up and go see if Eric wanted help in the garden, or at least company. I was good company and I was great at digging in my other form. I’d been trying to spend at least a small portion of every day in my wolf form and had learned a lot about the instincts that came with it. Also, I had to learn to control my fire in that form. Most wolf-shifters don’t have elemental powers as well, so I doubted that I’d find a tutor. Helping Eric with his chores was one of the best uses of my time.


Because I planned on working, I put on my dancing costume instead of my normal dress. No one around the manor cared what we wore.


I looked down at my ring as I passed by a window and saw the sun glinting off of it. Eric had done a wonderful job making all of the presents he’d given us but my ring was the best of the bunch. He’d made it so perfectly… I still didn’t understand how he could love me so much or see me so well. And an added bonus to the ring was that it was magical and I didn’t have to take it off when I shifted. Instead, it sort of faded away when I was a wolf and reappeared when I was human again. The same was true of my dancing costume, as it had been saturated with too much magic not to be changed at an elemental level.


The thump of boots on the floor made me look up and freeze. There were strangers in the manor and I wasn’t a huge fan of strangers at the moment. One was a young man, probably in his mid to late twenties, another was an older gentleman with dark brown hair, and the third was Fey.


“Excuse me, miss,” the oldest of the three men began, completely ignoring the oddity of my outfit. “We’re looking for a few people. Duke Walmund, Lord Marshall Mercer, and a young girl by the name of Cherree.”


I blinked. That’s an odd mix. “Why Cherree?”


He smiled sadly. “She’s my daughter.”


That made me give him another look. He had the same hair color and skin tone but they didn’t look terribly similar. The man was huge with a strong looking body and rough features. Cherree was tiny, small-boned, and had delicate features. Although… “You have the same eyes.”


He gave me another smile, this one much brighter. I trusted him for some reason, so I asked him to wait for a moment and I went back to our room. Luckily it was only a few feet away because I’d spent more time daydreaming than walking.


“Cherree,” I whispered, gently shaking the girl awake.


“Hmm?”


“Wake up. I have a present for you.”


The young woman sat up and blinked her sky blue eyes at me sleepily. She hadn’t quite adjusted to the change in our sleep schedule yet. Still, she got up and dressed before following me out of the room, all without argument.


She was very awake when she heard her father say her name. Then, she was across the hall and in his arms in moments.


“Papa! I’ve missed you!”


For his part, her father was openly weeping while holding his little girl like he was afraid someone would snatch her from his arms. Which he has every reason to fear.


That was when Eric found us in the hall.


“Portia! You’re awake,” he said before kissing me on my cheek and turning to the others and jerking. “Prince Jonathan! Welcome! We didn’t think you’d come in person.”


I blinked and looked at the younger man with curiosity. I’d never really met any royals outside of Cindy’s new family. The Prince of Mindep was a bit unassuming. He had a military bearing, as did most men from his country, and aqua colored eyes that captured your attention right away. He had the same nose as Raina and cheekbones as Jenny, just enough to look like a distant relation to both of the ladies.


“Eric, you should have known I’d come. This is too important to ignore. Now, who is this lovely lady on your arm? And do I have a shot at charming her away from you?”


I blushed for a moment before I started laughing. Something told me he wouldn’t have taken my penchant for fire pictures and shifting into a wolf as well as Eric did.


“Ah, this is Portia Chapman, soon to be Portia Mercer. She’s Princess Cinderella’s missing stepsister. And if that wasn’t clear enough, no. She’s not available.”


I smirked, deciding to go for it. “Nice to meet you, your Majesty.” I curtsied–which feels odd in pants–and allowed a few flames to dance around my fingers as he went for my hand to kiss it. Unsurprisingly, the prince decided against touching me without permission. Eric was completely unhelpful and just snickered instead of saying anything.


“And your friend?” I asked, when it was apparent that my fiancé wasn’t going to stop laughing.


The Fey blinked at me before turning his attention to Eric. “I am Lliystan of the Fey. I am acting as His Majesty’s ambassador in this matter.” It was odd, instead of speaking to me, he spoke directly to Eric.


Eric lost his urge to laugh as he glared at the Fey ambassador. “Really? Are you really that prejudiced still?”


The Fey cleared his throat. “No, sir. It’s simply… she glows too brightly to look at and I’m attempting to curb my curiosity.”


I frowned. “Hmmm. Probably residue of the spell, still. I’m sure it will wear off soon.”


That seemed to give the Prince a chance to regain control of the conversation. “Speaking of the spell, we need to be filled in on the specifics of the situation. Reports can only tell you so much.”


Eric nodded in agreement and told the Prince and the ambassador to follow him. Cherree and her father apparently wanted to be a part of the debriefing, so they followed as well, never releasing each other for a moment.


It’s good to see her act like a little girl for once. She was so scared when we met her and then the whole situation with the spell… I’m happy she can finally relax a bit, I mused as Eric pulled me along with him to the meeting.


“It’s going to be a long day,” he murmured.


I just smiled back. We’d both had our share of long days. This might be tiresome but it couldn’t beat being dragged out of your bed to dance for the entire night before catching a few hours of sleep and trying to act normal before doing it all over again. Judging by Eric’s rueful expression, he suddenly realized how silly he’d sounded. I squeezed his hand in forgiveness and followed him into Walmund’s office.


Let’s get this over with.
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It took hours to get through everything. All of the girls were called in at some point to repeat their stories to the Prince and Ambassador. I wasn’t quite sure why Cherree’s father was there, millers weren’t usually involved in international politics, but he seemed to be taking quite a bit of interest in the proceedings. More than a parent would when they could be spending time with their recently recovered child.


There’s more to him than meets the eye, I mused as the Prince thanked Crystal and sent her on her way.


The only one left was Darena and no one was quite sure where she’d disappeared to. Well, none of the household staff. No one had asked me.


The Prince sighed. “Perhaps we should go visit the prisoners now and interview her later.”


Eric and I looked at each other and grinned. Both of us had a pretty good idea where Darena was.


And we were right.


“What! How did you get in here?” the guard blustered as he opened the prince’s door and spotted Darena playing cards with several of them. She just grinned and wiggled her fingers at him in a wave.


“I got bored! Portia, come play with us. The boys need your help.”


I snorted. “Please. You beat me every time. You just want to raise their hopes before destroying them again.”


Captain Pro’tiyn, who had wisely chosen not to play against the noblewoman, started snickering.


Eric sighed. “Gentlemen, this is Prince Jonathan of Mindep. He’s here to ask you a few questions.”


All the prisoners turned to look at Kuzif who just groaned and sat up from his bed.


“Hello again, Jon,” he said.


Prince Jonathan shook his head in exasperation. “What were you thinking, Kuz? You’re usually much better at this type of thing.”


Everyone froze and stared at the two men in utter confusion.


“Wait, what?” Eric asked.


Both crown princes looked at him with frowns before their faces cleared. Jonathan was the one to explain.


“Ah, most of the royals have met at one time or another, at least the ones who are in direct line for the throne. We all have to deal with one another so it’s easier if we meet when we’re children. Since we trade with the Empire, Father thought it would be best if we fostered a healthy relationship. Our families would meet up on a neutral island and leave us to get to know each other while they worked out new trade deals.”


Kuzif nodded. “Until my father realized that I was beginning to like you and it would be a problem if he ever chose to invade. Jon, we… I never intended for things to get this far or turn out this bad. The spell was just supposed to put us in charge without anyone losing men. It was meant to be bloodless and essentially a power-play without anything actually changing.”


Jon sighed. “I want to believe you but you and Juzif are very detail-oriented. You like to make sure everything is exactly right before you jump.”


The foreign prince grimaced uncomfortably. “Yes, well, I was on a deadline to get back in my father’s good graces and this was pushing it already. And the spell was good at hiding its real purposes until we were already caught by it.”


“And what was it designed to do?”


Finis answered this time. “To draw in magic and store it in blood relatives before sending it out to kill all the royal families on this continent while simultaneously enslaving our father with the same powers.”


That made everyone pause and it took me a moment to realize just why. Because of my training with magic as a child and the magic that had been pumped into me, I’d had a better idea about what was going on. What seemed like a logical leap to me, based on everything I’d seen and heard, was shocking to the rest of the room.


“How did no one notice? That is pretty heavy magic to be mistaken about!” Prince Jonathan sputtered.


I cleared my throat. “Um, it kinda makes sense when you consider where it came from.”


“What do you mean?”


“Well, Zalim told me… no. Maybe he didn’t. Huh. Well, anyway, he mentioned the spell came from a friend of his mother’s and it’s pretty familiar-looking, once you get past the foreign magic, so I guess I just made the connection and never realized it.”


Eric smirked and shook his head at me. “Portia. Focus, little flame. Who are you talking about.”


I blinked, suddenly realized I’d skipped over her name. “Oh. Charlotte Rancune. She’s not technically a magician but she’s really good at the technicalities of it. She specializes in blood magic, since it’s basically the only one she can do. I recognized her style on that spell.”


Ben’zalim was amazed. “She’s right! That’s who gave it to my mother.”


Kuzif looked between the two of us before focusing on me again. “What did you mean you recognized her style?”


I shrugged. “She’s the best at misdirecting you. She can make a spell look like it works one way while having it do something completely different. Like this. She wrote it so that you believed it wouldn’t harm anyone, not really anyway. Meanwhile, it was meant to basically kill everyone in horrible bloody ways while she became the puppet master of the largest empire in the world, one that would have newly gained control of the entire Northern Continent. It practically has her name written all over it.”


“Yes, but how do you know her style so well? I mean, you would have to be fairly well acquainted with the woman and I strongly doubt that.”


Darena started snickering. “Oh, skies! I forgot that you aren’t from around her. Portia is Granny Sunny’s granddaughter.”


Apparently, while Rancune’s name wasn’t well known, my grandmother’s was.


“You?” Kuzif asked in complete shock. “But she was a sadistic monster and you’re…”


“Ditzy?” I offered. “Odd? Not very scary? Possibly ridiculous? I’ve heard them all. It’s a bit ironic, really. People back home thought I was evil for supposedly treating my sister badly but even they didn’t believe I was related to my own grandmother. Skies, she barely believed it, if you believe all the complaints she had.”


Jon cleared his throat. “Right. Well, it’s good to know that Rancune’s involved. I mean, I would prefer she wasn’t but at least everything adds up now. Kuz and his brothers were always stupidly loyal to their father, despite how badly he treated them, but they never would have attempted to murder so many people without a little misdirection or a very good reason. And conquest just isn’t it.”


“So, that’s it? We can go home?” Kuzif asked his old friend.


“Yes. I suggest it be done rather quickly though. Rumor has it you all disappeared a while ago and your father wasn’t pleased. I don’t want to have to worry about his temper right now.”


‘Opel raised his hand. “Um, excuse me, Highness. What if we don’t want to go home?”


Prince Jonathan frowned at the young man. “Why not?”


He cleared his throat. “Basically? Father’s started to train me as Kuzif’s body double. Within a year, he’s planning on having my appearance magically altered to match. I…” he paused and looked at his oldest brother apologetically. “I don’t want to give up who I am so I can become someone else. Father never really cared about me until he realized he could use me and I don’t want to be used. Mother’s told me stories about these lands and I figured that I could disappear here easily enough.”


A few of the other men nodded and stood up as well. None of them wanted to go home, each having a very good reason for wanting to leave home. Allister wanted to stay with ‘Opel. Ku’zile needed to escape the toxic relationship he had with his father. Morzif wanted to continue his career as a sculptor without worrying that his father would find out and break his hands for it. Again. And finally, Pro’tiyn needed to get away from the nobles of the empire who kept trying to kill him and his father who just didn’t care.


Jonathan was hesitant to allow the young men to stay until Eric stepped up.


“They can stay with me until things settle down,” my fiancé said. “That way you can keep an eye on them and they will be protected. I have enough connections to get word if someone comes after them and I have plenty of things for them to help with, considering someone used the end of the Fey War as an excuse to give me another huge chunk of land he can’t be bothered to deal with.” He shot a dirty look Jon’s way but the prince just smirked.


“Perfect!” Jon declared. “Well, let’s go check out these groves everyone keeps talking about and then we can see about getting these girls home. I think they’re about ready to leave.”
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Prince Jonathan stayed for a week before heading back home. He claimed that it was necessary to make sure all the details had been dealt with but I had a feeling he didn’t want to have to explain things to his father.


I didn’t blame him one bit. It was a bit of an unusual situation and full of political pitfalls that no one really wanted to deal with.


His departure also prompted us to make some very important decisions. The first thing that we did was send some soldiers with the princes to escort them to their respective destinations. Half of the group took a boat south and the other half headed for Eric’s manor with a letter of introduction to the village ombudsman so he could put them to work.


That just left us girls still at the manor. We were in a bit of an odd place, seeing as how everyone needed to go home but no one really wanted to leave. I mean, we all wanted to go see our families again but we’d been through so much together, spent so much time together, that going back to our old lives just felt… wrong. It didn’t help that we were completely different than when we’d first left.


And then there were the ones who didn’t have anywhere to go home to.


“Are you sure that the king is dead?” Katherine asked for the last time. It was a reasonable question considering the King of Fretche was the one who’d sold her to the mercenaries who kidnapped us. He’d been killed just a few weeks later but the poor girl still couldn’t quite believe it. She’d been told months ago but it didn’t make any impact until it came time to actually head back there.


Gale wasn’t much better. Instead of the endless questions, she just shut down. Again, I didn’t blame her. She’d also been sold, but this time by a relative, not the King himself. Her uncle was a Crechelan merchant who’d married into her family and had a dismal view of women. He’d gotten rid of her after almost a year of mistreating the poor girl. He’d disappeared as soon as he realized that Queen Snow wouldn’t be as lenient as her father had been. Her aunt had gone with him.


“Katherine, I’ve spoken to Caillte Lynn and her new husband personally,” Eric reassured the girl. “The old king is dead and gone. His daughter is in charge of your country and is nothing like the man.”


“Alright… as long as you go with me to make sure that we really are safe there.” Katherine still looked really hesitant but I knew she was really worried about her parents. She would go home just as long as it didn’t put them in any danger.


“I’m staying.” Gale sat there, her chin jutted out, begging us to argue.


Instead, I just nodded before offering, “Did you want to stay with any of us? I’m sure any of the girls would be happy if you tagged along. Heck, Eric has half of the princes moving in with him already. One more person won’t matter much.”


If the way she jerked her head was any indication, she hadn’t expected that answer. “Umm… I hadn’t really thought about that.”


The Duke stepped in at this point. “You can stay here if you want, dear. I hate to admit it but I’m going to be missing everyone as it is and I’d love to have you stay with me.” He looked around the room and smiled sadly. “You all remind me of the family that I’d hoped to have one day. My wife and daughter died many years ago now. I’ve missed the feeling of a home. This has just been another regiment posting for far too long.”


Gale frowned and took this in, thinking it over carefully. Then, she nodded. “Both of us lost our families. Maybe we can be that for each other.”


“I’d like that.”


With that settled, we began to split up. Shessie, Ras, Jenny, and Raina left with the prince. It made sense. Raina lived in the capital, Jenny’s farm was halfway between Jep and Stonesford, and Jon was close friends with the Kings of Shessat, so he was going to use Ras and Shessie as an excuse to visit the twin rulers.


Darena and Cherree were going to travel part of the way with them before splitting up. Normally, they would travel with the Prince and just catch a boat across the river to get back to their country but Crechel wasn’t a normal place to live.


“King Midas is cracking down on travel again,” Cherree’s father told us just before leaving. “If he finds out the girls were kidnapped and then sees them coming back from Mindep, he’ll either blame Mindep for the whole thing or claim that they’re spies. Either way, Crechel would have declared war for no reason.”


Eric cocked his head to the side. “What about you?”


“Oh, he’d kill me on sight no matter where I came from.” Then the miller gave us a grin and walked away.


I moved over to Eric and whispered, “Did you ever get his name?”


“No, I didn’t. How did I not get his name?” he responded with shock in his voice. I just hummed in response and stored it away to think about later. Eric was good at gathering information, so the fact that this man had pulled one over on him was a bit of a conundrum.


Still, he’d raised a good point and gave us something new to consider when planning our route. Not all of the towns would be pleased with our presence.


Because of the terrain, Eric decided that the rest of us would take a boat to drop the other girls off. All of them were from towns or cities that were accessible by river. Nan was the first stop. Her mother met the boat as soon as we docked and interrogated us for almost an hour before thanking Eric for his help and sending us on our way. It was odd but she was a constable in one of the largest trade cities in the area. Mouth was no joke.


Cloud’s home was a bit farther inland and required sailing across a few lakes before we reached it. We didn’t have to wait long for her father to come and get her. She’d been recognized when we docked and someone had run to get him. Her father was much more effusive in his happiness than Nan’s mother, lifting Cloud up in a hug before spinning her in circles while he wept. We were invited to stay with him before heading back out the next day, which we gratefully accepted.


The last person we returned was Crystal. Crysallia was about ten miles away from where we docked but we’d sent a carrier pigeon from the last town to let her family know that we were on our way and they met us at the small fishing village with an ornate carriage and a lot of happiness. They weren’t as enthusiastic as Cloud’s family, nor as staid as Nan’s, but they made sure that Crystal knew she was loved and had been missed.


“I’m next,” I told Eric as we waved goodbye to the strong-willed woman.


He sighed. “I know.”


“Are you ready for this?”


His brows dropped as he looked at me. “For what?”


I giggled. “Meeting my family, of course!”


“Portia, I’ve already met them, remember? When they were traveling through the Fey Forest?”


Wow, he doesn’t get it, I thought with a smirk. “Yes, but that was before we’d met or fallen in love or decided to get married. Now you have to deal with Crown Prince Christopher in older brother mode. And then there’s Joy and Cindy, who are really protective of me.” He nodded but didn’t seem overly worried, so I decided to remind him of the most important part. “And you still haven’t met my mother yet. You know, the one who thought it was a good idea to curse Joy to speak only in poetry?”


At that point, my lovely fiancé lost all the color in his face and finally realized the danger he was in.










EPILOGUE
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Eric


I watched Portia talk with Christopher’s younger brother across the room and could tell that the boy needed to be saved. I loved her but she could be incredibly awkward and make people feel uncomfortable very easily, even when she wasn’t trying. It had only gotten worse now that she had the ability to shift. Her mother had been happy about that, although she cried when she saw Portia’s wolf. Apparently, she looked just like her father, except she was red. And on fire. And smaller. And didn’t have yellow eyes.


Honestly, I didn’t understand the connection besides them both being wolves but it seemed to please Portia so I didn’t say anything.


Christopher sidled up to me and smirked. “Is she giving him a hard time again?”


“Yep. I don’t know why, but she seems to think it’s a fun game.” Kind of like her wolf is pretending to hunt him just to see him run, I thought but didn’t say aloud. Something told me that the prince wouldn’t be pleased with the comparison. Then again, it is his little brother…


“Have you heard the news?” Christopher asked, interrupting my thoughts.


“What news?”


“Something is happening up north again. The Wraith Queen is having trouble unifying everyone and there’s been some unrest. I’ve offered her help but she’s declined.”


“Makes sense. They’ve been pretty isolated lately. It would probably cause issues if her people heard you were involved in any way. Your offer will go a long way though.”


He nodded. “She said the same thing. She also sent word for you. She heard about your sister, Pearl. Says she’s been seen out past the Great Desert.”


“What!” I shouted. “How is that even possible? She went missing on the other side of the continent! And how does she know?”


Portia was suddenly by my side, having rushed over when she noticed my voice was raised, and grabbed my hand without my noticing.


The Crown Prince shrugged. “I only know what I’ve told you. Don’t forget, the Wraith’s territory extends beyond the Great Desert and the mountains that block us from it get sparse enough to pass through safely up there. One of her people probably saw your sister and remembered her because of her coloring. And as for how? I haven’t a clue.”


Reese stepped forward just then. “Well, there are a few portals sprinkled in the Forest, so she may have gone through one of those. The real questions are, why is she out there and who is she with? Those portals haven’t been used in centuries. The only reason I know about them is because my grandfather is obsessed with knowing every possible magical way to travel.”


No one had an answer for that and the whole room fell into an uncomfortable silence.


“We’ll find her,” Portia said reassuringly. “She was seen and now we have a direction. We will find her.”


“I hope so,” I said. “Before it’s too late.”
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AFTERWORD



WOW, WHAT DO I say about this book…


Well, first of all, thank you for reading it! Lots of thanks go to my family for putting up with me when I get moody as I work through a plot issue. Thank you to all the people who’ve been waiting for this book to come out. It took longer than expected but I hope you like it. Thank you to AquaSixio for creating the beautiful Dancing Zodiac. I used that as inspiration for the girls (and if anyone wants to check out his deviant art page, click here). As always, thanks to God, who gives me life, hope, love, and inspiration.


As for the book itself, it was longer than most, but I had a lot of characters to deal with. I tried to give each of the girls their own little back story and a little time in the spotlight. The same went for my princes. There was a lot more I could have written but none of it was essential for anything but my prep work. I’ve no idea if it they will show up again but here’s hoping!


Thanks again and I’ll see you next time!
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