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    The hall is filled with laughter as I pick pieces of food from my red hair. The student body watched as my entire locker exploded in a food bomb the second I opened it. I should have expected it, seen it coming. I should’ve learned to stop using my locker a long time ago considering how many pranks it’s been used for.



    I try to wipe the food out but my hand comes away yellow, covered in mustard. I clutch my school books to my chest and continue walking but I keep my head held high. Their words can’t hurt me if I don’t let them. At least, that’s what I tell myself to keep from crying.


    It’s the normal for me. Every day is the same battle as I push through the throngs, walk past the jocks and cheerleaders. Even the nerds have gone to calling me names. I rush into the bathroom and stick my head in one of the sinks to try to wash out as much mustard as possible.


    It isn’t just my hair that’s a mess. Ketchup and mustard cover my shirt as well. Pickles almost the color of my eyes fall to the floor as I shake my head and keep the tears buried inside.


    I don’t understand what I ever did to deserve their hate. Then again, there’s a lot I don’t understand. Like, why do I put up with it? Why is it fun for these kids to hurt me? Why don’t I belong here? I wish I had an answer to any of these things.


    I take one last look at myself in the mirror. My once-white shirt is now a collage of condiments. With a sigh, I peek out the bathroom door, looking back and forth in hopes that the halls are clear. They are.


    I dart toward class, still wishing someone had an answer. My mother, my father—they can’t tell me either. I turn the corner and take a deep breath before I push through the final bubble of giggling teenagers to enter my classroom.


    Ms. Salazar is already at the chalkboard writing today’s English assignments when I step inside the room. But she won’t call me out—she wouldn’t even punish me if I walked in after the bell has gone off.


    She sees the way I’m treated by my fellow students. She knows I don’t fit in here and she feels bad for me. She wishes she could make them see me the way I should be seen—as a human being with a heart and feelings.


    The pity in her eyes is evident when she looks at me. I hate it. Hate that she does nothing about it. Then again, I hate myself for the same reason. At least we both agree on one thing—I don’t fit in here. I never have, I never will. I’m not like those around me.


    I sink down in my chair and bury my nose in my books, just as I do in every class. Some of the teachers are stricter but Ms. Salazar doesn’t care that I don’t pay attention to the lesson. She knows I already know all of it. That’s what happens when you have no friends—you get ahead in school because it’s all you have.


    That, and daydreams of being someone I’m not. I pretend all the stories are real, that I’m a dragon rider, a zombie slayer. I pretend to be the princess who saves herself, the cool girl who’s really a geek. I pretend I’m anyone but me.


    I can feel the voice about to call me. My head spins, my eyes water, and I feel a tug. Come home, child. Your time is near. We need you here. Please, Shanice.


    “Ms. Tetreault, are you all right?” Ms. Salazar asks. She must’ve seen the look on my face. I grow dizzy and feel faint every time the voice speaks to me.


    I sit up straighter, my heart pounding. The woman’s voice, continually telling me I should come home. I don’t know who this voice belongs to—I don’t know where home is, if not the house I live in. All I know is that this is another reason the people around me think I’m crazy.


    “I’m fine.” I nod and look away, embarrassed once more.


    Ms. Salazar glances at the clock on the wall. Almost a half an hour before class ends. “I think we will let out early today. You are all free to go,” she says while still watching me. I have a feeling she doesn’t believe me at all. I begin gathering my books, carefully arranging them in my backpack.


    “Are the voices talking to you again? Maybe it’s a ghost,” a classmate says as she walks by, waving her arms and making ghost-like sounds. I shrug it off, not allowing my emotions to be free. If they saw me crying, matters would only become worse. Not that it gets much worse—I’m currently covered in the makings of an epic hot dog and some other gooeyness I don’t want to identify.


    “Shanice, might I have a word with you?” Ms. Salazar walks closer to my desk as the last of the students leave. From the way she abruptly ended class, I already figured she wanted to speak with me. I took my time in gathering my belongings to avoid more taunting from the other students, yes. But I didn’t even bother to stand.


    “Of course.” I try my best to give her a convincing smile but the face I make wouldn’t even convince me.


    “You know you can report their bullying, right? Why do you allow them to harass you endlessly?” She touches my shoulder, wanting to connect with me, show me that someone cares. “It isn’t right and they should be stopped.”


    I bite back the words I was so ready to say, feeling the tears coming with them. Instead, I blink, making sure no tears will escape. “They cannot hurt me if I don’t let them. I ignore them and I make do.” I wanted to say it with conviction but my words were barely audible.


    “Shanice, you shouldn’t have to simply ‘make do’. You deserve to walk among your classmates, known to them as their equal. I hear what they call you.”


    I avert my eyes. “Thank you.” I stand. “I need to go.” I want to smile, but can’t. Considering we were let out early, she knows I don’t need to go anywhere but she just nods, also unable to offer a smile. I throw my bag over my shoulder and shuffle from the room.


    The silent whispers that call to me echo around me, stopping me mid-footstep. I look around, frantic to find the source, to know what it is I am hearing. To know that I am not crazy. My shoulders slump. Perhaps I am crazy.


    I feel so lost standing in the hall, people flowing past me as if I don’t exist. And when they do see me, their glares are all I see, their taunts all I hear. I do my best to tune them out and listen to the voices that truly haunt me.


    Shanice, please, Shanice! We need you. Come home.


    I shake my head and push my way through the throng of students. I can’t handle any more today. Mondays are never good but today is especially horrible. My heart pounds and I can’t catch my breath. I sway, the hallway looks like its spinning. I close my eyes and try to clear my head. When the swaying stops I take a slow steady step forward. When I don’t fall over and I’m not going in circles I push my way past more groups until I reach the nurse’s office.


    “What do you need?” the nurse asks, annoyed without looking up.


    “I’m not feeling well and I need to go home.”


    She looks up now. Her eyes soften. “Of course.” Like with the teachers, she treats me as if I were different—fragile. Perhaps I am, in the crazy kind of way. Perhaps something is wrong with me and I’m the only one who doesn’t know it.


    The nurse releases me without asking further questions. I’m grateful for the easy pass right now.


    I pull my hoodie on and head toward the road. It’s a slow, long walk through three miles of neighborhoods but I’m used to it by now. This isn’t the first time I’ve left school midday. I consider going home but that’s not where I’m most comfortable. It’s not really where I want to be. Instead I turn towards the stables – a half a mile away.


    The voice, the haunting chill it leaves over me, isn’t new to me at all. I’ve been hearing that voice for as long as I can remember. I don’t talk about it, I try to pretend the voice isn’t there. What I really want is to figure out why I hear it. Why me? What does it want?


    But how can I appease a voice that doesn’t exist? I don’t dare tell those around me about them anymore. Long ago, I promised they had left. My mother was the one to disbelieve me the most. She asks every day now if I’ve heard them again.


    And every day, I lie. If I tell her the truth, what will happen? She can’t make them go away. She will believe I’m crazy, that I belong in a mental institution. I’m already bullied far too much. What would happen if I was taken to a mental hospital?


    I shake my head, willing myself to think of something happier, hoping for an explanation soon. Somehow, one day. For now, I just have to survive each day—pretend everything is all right, that I’m normal. I bite my lower lip so hard I think it might bleed trying holding back all the tears ready to fall.


    But it doesn’t do anything but hurt my lip. I wipe them away before anyone sees and continue walking the dirt road toward the stables. I need to find peace and riding is something that helps with that. It’s something I’m good at—something that’s my own. It’s a freedom unlike any other. I want to waltz through the stable doors as if I own the place. Still in pain and hurt from the torment, I simply grudgingly walk in.


    Star greets me with as much excitement a horse can. She’s beautiful—a dark bay with a pure white star on her forehead. It wasn’t hard naming her when my parents gave her to me a year ago.


    Though our friendship started off a bit rough, Star’s never let me down. And only one human being comes close to that—Valentino. I find myself smiling as he walks in.


    “I didn’t expect to see you so early today.” He returns the smile, casually approaching me, his hands tucked in his pockets. His curly black hair falls over his forehead, almost hiding his dark green eyes.


    I never have to try to be something I’m not with him. He doesn’t judge me, he doesn’t bully me—he’s my friend It’s so nice to have one person I can count on.


    I begin brushing Star’s mane. “I had to cut school short today.” I avert my eyes, embarrassed that I couldn’t handle the bullies. Ashamed that I can’t stand up for myself or tell anyone what’s going on.


    “It isn’t fair that you have to hide to be safe. Why don’t you fight back, Shanice?” He brushes a strand of hair from my shoulder on his way to the saddles. Heat rises in my cheeks. I don’t know if I’m just a friend to him, but he means so much more to me.


    “I can’t. They don’t care about me and they will torture me with anything and everything they can. If I fight back, I’m sure they’ll find some way to use it against me. And right now, that isn’t something I can handle. I just … I just want this all to be over. I’ll survive high school and move on. Go to college and find people who care about me, people who understand me.”


    “I care about you,” he whispers. “I understand you. It’s their loss that they choose to be jerks rather than befriend you.” He saddles Star and gives me a boost so I can mount. Not that I need the boost at five foot five but it doesn’t stop me from letting him help.


    “I know.” I look down at him. I want to say more but instead, I attempt a smile. It barely qualifies but he pretends not to notice.


    “Come on.” He smiles back before saddling his own horse. While I wait for him to mount, I braid my hair back so it stays out of my face.


    Most of the time I prefer it to fly free, the wind rushing through it. But now I just want to run. Nothing can hinder me, nothing in my way, just freedom of running wild and no one to stop me. As soon as Valentino is mounted, I smirk.


    “I’ll race you to the broken gate!” I laugh, not bothering to wait for a reply. He’ll race me just as he always does, always has, and always will when I challenge him.


    I think about the first time we raced, the first time we rode, the moment we met. It was a day just like this one. A slight breeze, the sun playing hide and seek behind clouds. He greeted me like a proper gentleman, as if I were a lady. He smiled, showing two dimples. His eyes shining. His smile was unstoppable and very contagious. We went for a twenty minute ride to see if riding was for me. An hour later I still wasn’t ready to leave.


    My parents put me into fencing and archery—I wondered if they thought we were still in medieval times. But when they offered me horseback riding lessons last year, I couldn’t resist.


    Turns out it’s the biggest blessing in my life. Had I turned it down, I wouldn’t have Valentino. How lonely it would all be without him. He doesn’t even realize how much he means to me. He’s my knight in shining armor, and he doesn’t even know it.


    Star begins to whine as we get closer to the gate. I pat her neck, unsure what the problem is. The gate isn’t menacing. I don’t know if anyone else knows about it but I’ve never seen it used. It’s old and rusty, crumbling in decay. I’m amazed it still stands, so I can’t imagine it actually works anymore. It would have to be broken down, which wouldn’t be hard.


    Star calms down again, so I continue forward. I sigh and laugh out loud, now only ten steps away from it. Valentino isn’t in sight, which means Star and I have won.


    I dismount and walk around Star, wanting to see if there is anything beyond this rotting gate. A tall stone wall holds it up, only a piece visible due to all the greenery covering it. It appears that the other side of the gate is exactly the same—simply forest. I’m so curious as to what lies behind there, why this gate is here. Surely someone knows. I lift my hand and edge closer to touch the rusted iron flowers and vines that intertwine through the gate.


    “Don’t!” The silence broken by his panicked scream, I turn around, startled out of my wits. “Don’t touch the gate.” Valentino rushes toward me, jumping from his horse and grabbing my hand, which is frozen in midair.


    “What’s wrong? I was just looking.” I tilt my head, confused as to why he is so protective of it.


    “Just don’t touch it, all right? It’s said to be haunted, and I would hate for you to get cursed.” He smiles wide, laughing it off as a joke. But his eyes remain serious. I know he’s lying—I just don’t understand why.


    I brush it off. He doesn’t want to talk about it—that’s fine. It doesn’t mean I’m not curious about it. I take one last fleeting glance at the gate before turning my full attention back to him. “You lost the race. Now you have to clean Star’s stall for a week.” I punch his arm lightly.


    “We never agreed to that.” He folds his arms across his chest.


    “You know the winner gets to choose the loser’s punishment.” I wink, spinning on my heel and putting my foot in the stirrup before throwing my other leg over Star’s back. I expect Valentino to follow my lead and mount but he doesn’t. Instead, he fidgets with his hands.


    I bite my lower lip, unsure what he’s doing. “Valentino,” I begin. But he cuts me off.


    “Would you—” He starts. I’m ready to hang on his every word, hoping he asks the one thing I’ve been desperate for someone to ask me. But instead, he shakes his head and mounts Knight, his dapple horse.


    “Yes?” I raise an eyebrow and wait for him to say it.


    “Never mind.” He turns to ride down the path I came.


    I try to hide my frustration but I can’t hold in the sigh. Just as I do, a gush of wind bursts through the trees. It startles the horses, sending Star and Knight pulling to leave as fast as possible. Valentino tenses and looks at me wide-eyed.


    I look to the sky. All I see are trees. I didn’t know gusts of wind could go through a forest like that. And for how calm the weather has been, it’s out of place. “Are you feeling all right?” Valentino watches me with concern. He squints, a frown on his lips.


    “Yeah, I’m fine. Why?” I look to him before taking in our surroundings. That one gust of wind was out of the ordinary but it didn’t hurt me.


    “We should be getting back,” he says, but then he doesn’t move either. I’m so confused—frustrated and crushed at his inability to ask his question. I nod and allow him to lead the way. He takes a longer path than I did before.


    Neither one of us say a thing as we ride toward the stables. Every break I can find in the foliage above, I look up. I realize the sky has turned from clear blue to stormy gray.


    But the closer we get to the stables, it looks like the downpour isn’t going to happen. The clouds part and reveal blue skies again.


    We arrive to the stables far too soon. I think about what Valentino said. I think I would’ve preferred he say nothing at all. We were having so much fun. I don’t know why he feels he can’t ask me what we both know he was going to ask. I just wish he would figure it out.


    As soon as I’ve brushed Star and given her food and water, I grab my backpack from its hook and head to the door. “I’d better get home.” I walk out the door, not bothering to wait for a reply. I don’t even wait to see if he heard me.


    I just walk, my bag slung over one shoulder. On days like this, I wish my parents would allow me to have a car. Or borrow a car. I’d even settle for allowing me to drive a car. But they believe walking is far better for me. They are the most anti-tech people I know.


    I just wish I had a quick escape.


    “Shanice! Wait!” I look back, already a block from the stables, and there’s Valentino. He’s rushing after me, his jacket slung over his shoulder as if he was in such a hurry to catch up to me that he didn’t have time to put it on. It makes me smile, considering how chilly it is.


    I stop walking while he runs the last few feet. Once we’re standing face-to-face, all is silent but the cool breeze. I don’t know what to say, and it appears neither does he. A shiver crawls up my spine as I wait, agonized by the awkward silence.


    “Here.” He puts the jacket over my shoulders rather than his own. “May I walk you home?” I mentally take back everything I just thought about having a quick escape.


    We walk side by side, close enough that we continue to bump into each other. Neither of us takes a step away. I almost grab his hand but with the way he wouldn’t finish his question earlier, I decide against it. No need to go and ruin yet another perfect moment.


    Now I just wish it took longer to get from the stables to my house. “You did well today. Star has grown fond of you. I remember a time she wasn’t always so fond of you.” Valentino bumps my shoulder.


    I have to laugh with him. I look into his eyes. The smirk on his face is heart-melting. “I knew I would win her over. I always do.” My foot catches on something and I lurch forward. His muscular arm wraps around my waist, spins me around, and puts me back on my feet.


    “Thank you.” I look away, embarrassed. He doesn’t let go immediately but he nods and continues on as if nothing happened. “Well, I’m glad you’ve won her over. Things would be far more difficult if she didn’t like you.”


    I raise my eyebrows in question but not wanting to make the same mistake twice, I decide facing him while walking isn’t the best idea. “What do you mean?”


    He makes a sweeping gesture with his arm. “We have arrived. I bid thee farewell and good night, milady.” He bows and kisses my hand before leaving me on my front porch, still wearing his jacket, still confused. I watch him walk away, hands in his pockets, whistling with the wind in a cheery tune.


    I shake off the feeling of confusion that overtakes me and go inside. The first thing I do is take his jacket to my room and hang it up so I can return it tomorrow. I dump my bag on my bed and go in search of supper.


    “Hey, sweetie. You’re home early.” My mother greets me as I walk through the kitchen door. She plants a kiss on either cheek before going back to cooking. I take in her food - stained apron, the way her brunette hair is pulled into a bun on her head. I touch the ends of my own hair, boggled at how both my parents’ hair is brown while mine is the brightest coppery red. “I had to leave school early, so I went to the stables and rode with Valentino,” I state calmly, matter-of-fact-like.


    “Did you have a good lesson?” My father sets down his newspaper on the dining room table and looks at me, waiting for an answer. I feel like I’m in an old TV show. The whole setting is right for it.


    “Valentino says I’ve improved.” Though I’m not sure on what. “And Star is completely relaxed with me now.” I don’t mention the odd happening at the gate as I sit down across from my father and my mother sets three plates on the table. I think of the first time I rode Star. She was most definitely not relaxed. She wasn’t nervous, just antsy, always moving. She never wanted to slow down. It terrified me.


    “That’s wonderful! And what about school?” Mom asks, a grin spread ear to ear on her face, not a freckle in sight on her skin—whereas my cheeks and nose are dotted with them. I want to pretend school never happened. Will never happen again.


    “I had to leave early today.” I’m so sick of those words but it’s all I have to say. They never ask me what excuse I used or how early I left. They know I only leave early when the taunting becomes too unbearable. Or when the voices become louder.


    Oh, the voices. As far as I can tell, most parents would have their kids locked up in loony bins if they said they were hearing voices. But not my parents. They hate it but they accept it.


    If I said I thought they were ghosts, my parents would nod in agreement. If I said they were spirits watching over me, my parents would agree. If I told them they were trying to steal me away and take me who-knows-where, my parents would agree.


    I don’t understand it. I don’t understand any of my life. It just doesn’t make sense.


    “So, any big plans for your birthday?” my father asks, interrupting my current train of thought. And as much as most kids love their birthdays, that’s another sore spot for me.


    “Not really. I have school that day, and an extra lesson with Valentino.” I wish I could say I was having a party or going out with friends. But in this case, I’m having a horseback riding lesson with my one and only friend and nothing else. And while I’m actually pretty happy with that, I still wish I had more.


    “We thought perhaps the three of us could do something. You know, go out to eat? Maybe go shopping? We could even see a movie!” My mother almost bounces in her seat in excitement talking about it.


    Shopping, dinner, a movie—I’m a little lost. This is coming from the woman who believes all technology is evil, spending money on things you don’t need is pointless, and why would you ever pay for an already made meal when you can make one yourself? – Though technically my dad does the cooking.


    “Mom, you really don’t have to do that. We could just stay in.” I like the sound of that so much better.


    “Actually, your mother and I want to take you out. You’re growing up fast and we’ll only have a few chances to really spend time with you before you’re all grown up and leaving us.” My father pats my hand and smiles. I swear there are tears in his eyes.


    Maybe I am being locked up. Perhaps they realized that hearing voices really isn’t normal. Either way, I’m going into panic mode.


    “Dad, where would I be going? I’m not leaving you guys right away. And when I do go to college, I’ll probably stay close by anyway.” I offer my two cents in hopes of prying more information out of them.


    “Oh, no. We just want to make sure you have a grand birthday before you’re grown up and it’s too late. Let us give you the royal … ” Her voice catches. “… treatment for your birthday just this once, please?” She widens her eyes, tears glossing them over.


    “I would love that. Thank you.” I can tell by both of their expressions that I’m really not going to get out of this. They want to treat me royally, and there’s nothing I can do or say to change their minds. They are right, though. I’ll be seventeen. One year of high school left and then I’m off to college.
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    The beep of my alarm clock pierces through my dreams and forces me back to reality. I slam my hand down on the button, harder than necessary. I turn over to look at the time as if I don’t know that it’s seven in the morning. The sun shines directly in my eyes as I open them. I was so tired the night before, I forgot to close the blinds. I blink repeatedly but it doesn’t help—something I should’ve known anyway. I lay a hand over my eyes and groan.


    A new day, another sunrise, one day closer to my birthday. After last night, I’m undecided on how I feel about my parents’ reaction to it and their plans for it. Birthdays usually consisted of a meal cooked by my mother, a large birthday cake the three of us couldn’t finish, and one gift. For the past five years, I’ve been given talents, abilities, strengths. One year it was the archery, the following year it was fencing. A year ago, it was horseback riding.


    And now their plans for my birthday are completely different. I’m not sure how to tell my parents I don’t want the works. Then again, I suppose I should just let them go through with it. It’s only one day, right?


    Unfortunately, that one day is Saturday, and that means I won’t have school to fill my morning and afternoon. I won’t have a lesson with Valentino because my parents have changed all my plans, and that means I have nothing to look forward to.


    I feel so exhausted. Not just from the riding and fencing and swimming and archery. I feel emotionally drained. I feel weak and lost. But with a grunt, I slide out of bed and close the blinds before turning on my bedroom light and picking out my clothes.


    “Good morning!” my mother says in a cheery voice, leaning on the doorframe to my room. I must’ve forgotten to close the door too.


    “Morning.” I say, trying to sound happier than I actually am.


    “May I come in?” She pokes her head in the room. I want to feel annoyed but how can I? She hasn’t done anything wrong but be happy in the morning. “I made you breakfast!” I look down at the tray in her hands.


    Eggs Benedict, a glass of chocolate milk, and strawberries, all on a tray with fancy dishes, and hanging off the side is a white napkin, ST embroidered in green in the corner.


    “Thank you.” I don’t understand what’s going on. Do I have some horrible disease that’s slowly killing me and I don’t even know it? Are they getting rid of me? Are they kicking me out? Maybe they’re fighting and don’t want me to know.


    “Here you go. Enjoy. And keep the napkin—it’s a gift.” She smiles before leaving the room again. I’m so lost right now, I want to just curl up in a ball and hide. Or get beneath the covers and go back to sleep at least.


    It’s one thing to cook me breakfast. It’s a whole other thing to make my favorite breakfast. And it’s a completely other thing to make my favorite breakfast, deliver it with a smile, and have my initials sewn onto a napkin.


    I sit down at my desk and begin eating, no longer caring to go to school and pretend everything is okay. I don’t want to sit in a classroom full of kids who hate me for no reason. I bite into the eggs Benedict—savory eggs over ham with a creamy Hollandaise sauce—and sigh in content. It’s heavenly.


    As I take another bite, I realize Mom never cooks. She hasn’t for years. The last time she cooked was the night I first heard the voice in my head. I was terrified, and Dad wasn’t home. She made me this exact meal then, too. What would cause my mother to cook my favorite food for breakfast today and bring it to my room? Whatever is going on, it isn’t good.


    Aside from the regular bullies, life is actually better than usual right now. My family is happy, my lessons are going well, and from what I can tell, the finances are good


    Whatever bad tidings come with that food, I don’t want them. And if not eating the food means I can avoid the bad, then so be it. I gingerly set my fork down and return to my dresser to put in earrings.


    I take one last, longing look at the tray before sliding my backpack straps onto my shoulders and turning my bedroom light off as I leave the room.


    In an attempt to leave unnoticed—I walk as quiet and carefully as possible to avoid speaking to my parents. Their weird behavior is throwing me off. Whatever they want to tell me can wait until after school. I tiptoe down the stairs, stepping only on the good treads. Sometimes it pays to know which ones squeak.


    “Shanice! Was there something wrong with the food?” I close my eyes, taking a deep breath, before turning and looking at my mother standing at the top of the stairs, concern forcing her eyebrows together and a wrinkle to appear on her forehead.


    “You know, I’m just not feeling all that well. The food was delicious. I’m sorry I couldn’t eat it all.” I hope she takes that excuse and lets me leave.


    No luck. “Well, you should’ve just said you weren’t feeling well. The good news is that your father and I already called the school and told them you’d be absent today.” The wrinkle disappears as she smiles, her grin reaching ear to ear.


    “What?” I’m too stunned to say much more. Out of school for the day? “Why?”


    “Your father and I thought you could use a break. You seem so stressed lately. We also thought it might be fun to go on a hike.” She spins on her heel and disappears from my sight. I don’t move—I’m not sure I’m breathing. Either my parents have completely lost it or some virus has taken them over. Whatever is going on, I feel even more lost and confused.


    I sigh in defeat and return to my room. I change out of my boots and into tennis shoes. I don’t know what’s going on. And right now I’m not entirely sure I want to know
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    Today the day I’ve been dreading. My birthday. And that means it will be the past four days rolled into one with cake and singing. I set my alarm clock to let me sleep another half hour before I have to face the music—literally.



    I roll over and pull the blankets over my head in hopes that it will somehow help the time pass slower. Or perhaps I will fall back asleep sooner. Or better yet, they’ll hide me from this day completely.


    “Shanice?” my mother asks softly. No luck is with me this day. I almost pretend to be asleep but I know I can’t pull it off. I move around far too much for it to be believable.


    “Don’t I get to sleep in on my birthday?” I moan, hoping she’ll agree and let me go back to sleep.


    “Sorry, sweetie. Not this time. Your father and I have quite a bit planned and we want to get started on your party bright and early!” says excitedly. It isn’t needed. I groan and whine some more as I throw back the covers. Shivering and covered in goose bumps, I make my way toward the bathroom to brush my teeth.


    As soon as I’m finished I pull my hair back and braid it down my back.


    When I exit the bathroom, both my mother and father are standing at the base of the stairs ready to leave, looking up at me with smiles plastered on their faces.


    “I’ll be out in one minute. Gotta change my clothes.” I sigh, using all my willpower not to roll my eyes as I hurry into my room and throw on a pair of jeans and a blouse.


    I slip on a pair of flats, grab my sunglasses, purse, and jacket and meet my parents at the bottom of the stairs. “So, where’re we going?” I plaster on a smile of my own and hope it appears genuine.


    “Well, we thought we would start at a little jewelry shop. We want to get you a nice set of earrings and perhaps a matching necklace. How does that sound?” My mother takes my arm and leads me out the door as my father locks it behind us. I get into the back seat of our small car.


    “That sounds fantastic.” I play with my earlobe, noting the lack of jewelry I wear—or own, for that matter. It isn’t that I don’t appreciate jewelry—I’ve just never had a need for it. It’s the same reason I don’t wear makeup. There’s no point. I don’t go anywhere where makeup is needed. Sword fighting, I wear a mask. Swimming, it would run all over the place. Camping? Who’s gonna be looking at me, the squirrels? The only other place I go is horseback riding with Valentino. And then I get sweaty from riding.


    Besides, Valentino isn’t the kind of guy who’s attracted to a girl who wears little clothing and lots of makeup. I’ve seen the girls who come to the stables to horseback ride. Most of them do it simply to get his attention, and it never works. I’ve watched his reactions all year. He just doesn’t care. And it makes me love him even more. He always prefers to ride with me. I smile just thinking about it.


    “Here we are! And it doesn’t look too busy. That’s always a plus, right?” My mother laughs, little chiming laughs. It’s contagious.


    “Yeah, it is,” I say, laughing with her.


    “We might have lied just a little bit,” she adds.


    “Oh?” I don’t know what else to say. I can hope they are joking and aren’t really spending money on jewelry for me after all.


    “We already picked something out for you. We just had them change the stone. I hope you like it.” She grabs my arm and leads me inside. Again, Dad’s taking care of the door.


    “Welcome back, Mrs. Tetreault,” the boy behind the register greets her. She seems so happy—buying stuff for me, no less. And I just don’t understand it. “Your set is ready. And is this the lovely lady it’s for?” He gestures to me.


    “It is! Can she try it on?”


    “Of course. It’s paid in full, so it’s yours to take. I just need you to sign here, saying you’re satisfied with the changes and that you’ve picked it up.” He places the box on the counter with a paper beside it.


    My father turns to the paper as my mother goes for the box. They seem to be a match made in heaven. And they make a pretty amazing team.


    I take a deep breath, not knowing what to expect before I take the box from my mother’s hands, place it back on the counter, and pull off the lid. The first thing that comes to mind is that this isn’t for me. It’s too fine, too beautiful—it’s fit for a queen.


    Silver flowers cascade down with perfect emeralds set in the center. I very carefully pull it from the box and put it on.


    The necklace hangs low enough that if I were wearing a ball gown, the gems would fit perfectly between my throat and the neckline of the dress. And the earrings that match are stunning. They end just before touching my shoulders.


    I have to try and not cry as I turn to my parents. I’m losing the battle as tears pool in my eyes. “Thank you. It’s absolutely stunning! It’s something fit for royalty.” I want to tell them I don’t need it, that I don’t want it, that it must have cost a fortune and they should return it and keep the money.


    Instead, I spin around and look in the mirror. I feel like a queen. “We’re glad you like it.” My father puts his hand on my shoulder and smiles at me in the mirror. I see tears in his eyes as well. “It was made for a princess indeed.” I just smile at his words.


    “Thank you, sir. Have a good day.” My mother waves to the man behind the counter and begins walking to the door. I grab my jewelry box and follow after her.


    Once safely back inside the car, I remove the necklace and earrings and return them to the box. There’s no way I can walk around all day wearing them.


    I look back up, overjoyed by this gift—as much as I don’t need it. We’re all in the car, ready to leave. Only we’re not leaving. I’m about to ask but mom turns around to speak to me before I can.


    “We thought we would go to breakfast, as you didn’t eat before we left. How does that sound?”


    I nod, happy with just about anything we do at this point.


    We leave the jewelry store parking lot and drive south for ten minutes. I can’t take my eyes off the necklace, so I hardly pay attention to the road or where we’re going.


    I can hear my parents talking but it seems to be muffled as another voice hits me. Your time has come, love. It’s time to come home.


    I take in a sharp breath, filled with emotions that aren’t my own. Pain, longing, excitement. I clench my teeth, holding in every noise so my parents don’t look back. I don’t know what’s going on but I can’t take these voices—or this voice, I suppose—any longer. Whatever it is, I’m sick of it.


    We pull into a parking lot, thank goodness. It means I can eat and pretend the past thirty seconds never happened. I stash my gift beneath the seat and get out as soon as the car is parked and head to the doors, ready for food. I put a bounce in my step and a smile on my face.


    We are seated immediately and I look on the menu right away, despite knowing exactly what I want. Eggs Benedict and chocolate milk. It’s my go-to breakfast. My go-to meal, really.


    “Hon, are you all right?” Mom puts her cold fingers over my hand. I look into her eyes and see worry. But more, I see pain. I don’t know why. She didn’t hear anything in the car or she would’ve said something then.


    “I’m wonderful. Thank you for the gift!” I smile, and this one is genuine.


    “Can I take your order?” the waitress asks, interrupting Mom’s reply.


    “Yes. We’d like two breakfast specials and your eggs Benedict with two glasses of orange juice and a glass of chocolate milk.” Dad orders for all of us. It makes me happy, knowing he knows exactly what I want.


    As soon as the waitress writes down the order, she leaves, and my mother takes my hand again. “We’re so proud of you, dear. We just want you to be happy. And you never know when some good jewelry will be needed. Especially as you get older and move on.” She wipes tears from her eyes and I’m a little taken aback.


    Is she crying? Over jewelry? “You’re right. Thank you. I don’t know when I’ll need it but I can’t take my eyes off it.” I laugh, a little worried now.


    “Your mother’s right. We’re very proud of you. You have become a beautiful, strong, smart young woman. We’re sure you will succeed in every aspect of your life. If you set your mind to it, nothing can stop you.” My dad adds, tears in his eyes too.


    I laugh. “Guys, I’m only seventeen! You still have me for a whole year. It’s not like I’m going anywhere.” I smile, shaking my head and talking with my hands.


    “That’s.” One word, and I recognize his voice. One word and my eyes shoot up to see why Valentino is standing beside our table. “Where you’re wrong.” He looks so solemn.


    I look back and forth between the three of them. The tears my parents are crying—they aren’t happy tears. And the look on Valentino’s face? Yeah, this says something is serious.


    The question is, what can it possibly be that involves both my parents and my horseback-riding teacher/best friend? “I—I don’t understand. Why would I be going anywhere?” At this point, I want to wake up from this horrible dream.


    My mother? She’s no longer silently crying. She’s sobbing. Dad wraps his arm around her to comfort her but he’s hardly crying any less. “I can’t tell her,” she mumbles.


    “Please,” my dad says to Valentino. One word, and he seems to know what it means.


    Valentino turns to me but still avoids meeting my gaze. “Shanice, I’m here to take you home.” I’m about to protest but he must have seen it coming because he puts a hand up to stop me. “Your real home. You’re not from around here. In fact, neither one of us are.”


    “I know I didn’t grow up here—we moved here when I was seven. But what does that have to do with anything?” I’m growling, almost yelling at him. And I feel bad. But at the same time, I want answers.


    “Shanice.” Mom takes my hand again. “He’s right. Things are more complicated than that. You see, your father and I wanted kids for a long time but we knew it could never happen. One day, we got an offer we couldn’t refuse.”


    My dad picks up where Mom leaves off as she bursts into tears again. “We were offered you. The chance to take care of you, to be your parents for a while—at least until your birth parents could take care of you again. They said we could have you until you turned seventeen.”


    Mom takes over again. “It was a hard choice. We knew it would affect you. We knew it would take its toll on all of us. But since the moment we laid eyes on you, we knew we couldn’t give up the chance to have you be ours—if only for a while. And it’s been the greatest seventeen years of our lives. We don’t want to say good-bye but we have to.”


    “Did it ever occur to them that I wouldn’t want to leave? That I would choose to stay with you?” Tears spring into my eyes. Since when were they not my parents? Why couldn’t my birth parents take care of me? It doesn’t make sense. I’m so lost. So confused. So hurt.


    She shakes her head. “I don’t know. I suppose they never thought about it being an issue.”


    “Why? Why did they have to let me go in the first place?” It’s all I can get out. Tears are now streaming down my own face. I was right. Something is going on. They’re getting rid of me—sending me away.


    “Your life was in danger. You’re important at home, more important than you could possibly imagine. They had to protect you, no matter the cost. And now that you’re old enough to know the truth, they need you. They need your help.” Valentino stays mostly calm. He speaks through gritted teeth. His eyes remain dry.


    “And how do you fit into all this?” I ask him.


    “Who’s the first real friend you’ve had?” He sits beside me now and takes my hand into his.


    I look into his eyes, knowing he’s aware of the answer. But I say it anyway. “You.”


    “Home isn’t on this world, Shanice. It’s why you’ve never fit in. It’s why you’ve never had any real friends. We’re from the same world. I volunteered to come and take care of you, watch over you, and bring you home safely when the time came so you didn’t have to go it alone. And the time is now. Your world, our world, needs you.”


    I slide my hand from Valentino’s grip as my palms start sweating. My heart is racing. I’m not sure if this is a joke or if they’re serious or if I heard wrong. “Where is home? How do we get to this other world? This doesn’t seem real.” As I say that, I realize that it does. I’ve never fit in. Never. It makes perfect sense in an odd, twisted way.


    And the fact that I don’t look like either of my parents? It explains quite a bit there. I suppose I always assumed I had one of my grandparents’ skin and hair. That, or I was adopted—and that one seems to be the truth.


    “Where’s the one place you’ve always been attracted to but never gone?” Valentino’s question makes me think hard.


    “Every day we go riding, and where’s the first place you ride?” he adds, hinting.


    “The gate?” I never really understood why I always choose to ride there. I thought I just liked the forest. The serenity of it all. Then again, I’ve always wanted to be on the other side of the gate. Always.


    So it wasn’t just the mystery—it was my world calling me home. “So you’re saying that gate leads to another world? The one where you and I belong?” I ask, just for clarification.


    He nods. I look back at my parents. “Is this for real? Are you all being serious right now?” I want to believe that this is a joke, that Mom and Dad know I’m absolutely madly in love with Valentino and brought him in on it.


    “I assure you, it isn’t.” Such sadness in Valentino’s eyes as he says it.


    “Then answer me one more question. Who am I?”


    I see the panic in Valentino’s eyes before he looks at my parents. They both keep silent, leaving it all on him to tell me the truth. But he squares his shoulders, drops my hand, and turns to face me.


    “You are Shanice Calaria, princess of Umare, daughter of Roan and Ivy.”


    I want to laugh. I also want to cry some more. Did he really just say what I think he just said?


    “My name is Shanice Tetreault. And princess? Did you just say I’m a princess?”


    “To be specific, you are the only princess we can locate. And your world needs you to help find the other missing royals.”


    I ignore his last statement, bubbling with more questions. “Who are you?”


    “Princess, can we please save this for the road? We really must be going.”


    “What? Now? Are you serious? I just found out, like, two seconds ago. I haven’t even processed it yet, and you want me to just up and leave?”


    “I’m sorry. We have to. We must be to Avonathia before nightfall.”


    He closes his eyes and breathes in. “The other world. Now I’ll leave you to your breakfast. Once you’re finished, you’ll want to go home, take a shower, and say your good-byes.” My heart sinks as he stands and walks away.


    I want this all to be a joke. I need this all to be a joke. I wipe away my tears just as my parents wipe away theirs and we all dig in to our food. I won’t allow this to ruin my last meal with my parents. I will enjoy every minute of this.


    Once it’s over, it’s over. That’s it. No more do-overs. No making up for lost time. One meal, one last good-bye. I don’t dare ask but I have a feeling that once I leave, I won’t be able to come back.
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    The ride home is silent, tense, almost awkward. I don’t know what to say, and clearly, neither do they. I’m afraid to speak, fearful of the tears that will pour and become unstoppable.


    Even wondering if I had been adopted, I never cared to search for my birth parents. They did not raise me, they did not claim me. But now—now I don’t know what to think. A princess? My parents are royal. My father is a king and my mother a queen.


    As we pull into the driveway I grab my jewelry box, holding it a little more tenderly now, understanding the true significance.


    “This … ” I have to take a breath. “You picked this because it was fit for a queen. That wasn’t just a metaphor, was it?” I bite my lower lip, unable to control my emotions.


    “No.” mom says.


    “We wanted to send you home with a little something from us. Something to remind you of home. This, our home. We vowed to take care of you, Shanice. We promised to let you go just the same. It isn’t easy for us but at least we know we did all we could for you.” Dad finishes.


    The pain that wells inside me is too much to bear. I can’t take this good-bye.


    “What if I don’t want to go? What if I’m not ready? This right here—this is the life I want.” I open my arms toward them. They both pull me into their grasps.


    “Oh, Shanice, I wish it were up to any of us. But we all know you’re not really happy here. Your life is empty of so many things you desperately need. Your life is much greater than this. You’re royal, whereas we are just two people. In your world, we would be commoners. And just as much as we want to keep you as our own forever, think of how your parents, your true parents, want you there.” She’s stronger than I could’ve ever imagined.


    “Mom, I don’t need friends. Not more than I already have. And no one is worth more than another. Not even royalty. And I’m not ready to be royal. It may have been a wish upon the stars as a young girl but now? Now I want no part in it. And my parents gave me up long ago. That was their choice, and as such, my staying would only be the consequence of that.” I need to make her see my view on this.


    I know she doesn’t want me to go, so why should she force me to leave?


    “My dear, dear, child. You are wise. It is true—royalty is not worth more. But you are living a life filled with nothing when you could be living a life with everything. And you know well that your parents did not willingly let you go. They asked for our help in order to protect you. Now your world is what needs protecting, and it has called upon you for help. As much as it hurts, as much as it will always affect you, you must be brave. You must live up to your full potential. While you’re here, friendless and fighting for this life, you have no idea what you’re missing in the life you should be living.”


    I dry my tears on my sleeve. I soak in every word as I fill my lungs with the cool air of January. “You’re right. But it doesn’t mean that I won’t miss what I have here. And I’m not ready to leave yet.”


    “Come on. You should take a shower, and then I’ll help you pack your things.” She leads me inside the house. I allow it. As suggested, I take a shower.


    I let the water roll over me, warming me, helping me relax. But every time I think of what is to come once I leave the safety of this shower, more tears begin to spill.


    And I don’t stop them. I let them all free. Everything hurts. My chest aches. I can’t say I don’t look forward to seeing beyond the gate and even perhaps spending more time with Valentino but I don’t want those things to come at the cost of leaving behind the only life I’ve ever known.


    “Shanice.” Knocking at the door pulls me from my pity fest. “It’s time, honey.” I nod, aware she can’t see me. I wrap a towel around me as I step out of the shower. Slowly I brush the tangles from my hair and braid it back once again. I dress and leave the bathroom, knowing it’s the last time I’ll ever use it.


    I go to my room and begin digging through my belongings. I start with my closet, flinging all my clothes on the bed. All my shoes are pushed into the middle of the room. I dump every drawer out and rummage through every paper and book.


    I grab my journal, only a single entry inside it. I set it on the floor away from everything else. With it, I put the embroidered napkin and the jewelry box with my birthday present. I throw my favorite riding boots beside those. I go back to my closet and riffle through all my camping gear, grabbing the first aid kit and a lighter which I slip into my pocket.


    “You can’t take much. Once there, you will wear the clothes they give you, you will be trained to live as they do, taught to act as they do, and they will not want anything from this life lingering to keep you stuck in the past.” Valentino stands in my doorway, still looking sad.


    “Some things I’m not leaving without. If they have a fit about it, too bad for them.” I don’t mean to take out my frustration on him. I just want to make it clear I’m not leaving everything behind. Not everything.


    I grab the family photo from my desk, still in its wood frame. They want me to forget but they better realize that I will never allow that to happen. I can’t and I won’t. These two people have taken care of me since day one, and I won’t allow this new life to destroy all my good memories.


    “Can I ask you a question?” I turn back to Valentino. I am so afraid to ask this but if I don’t know, I may never get another chance.


    “Of course.” He takes a step closer.


    “In the past, you have gone to ask me things and then changed your mind. Were any of those times due to the fact that I am a princess?”


    “Sometimes. More because we can’t date—not in the traditional sense, anyway—and my task is to be your friend. If I mess with the plans awaiting you, they could have me killed.” I didn’t know it possible but he seems to grow sadder.


    “So you’re saying that if things weren’t like this, you would’ve asked me out?” My heart skips a beat, and I know it’s silly but I’ve been in love with him for a long time. And once we return home, I don’t know that I’ll see him again. I hope so but I just don’t know what to expect.


    “Only every day.” He smirks. I hold back for two seconds before I make the craziest move of my life. I kiss him. Eyes closed, hands in his hair, my lips to his. And he doesn’t push me away. He kisses me back.


    But the growl from behind Valentino has us two steps away from each other like it never happened. I look up to find the man I’ve always called Dad watching Valentino like a hawk. I may be leaving but I’m still his little girl, I suppose.


    “May I have a minute with my daughter?”


    Valentino nods and steps into the hall. Dad closes my bedroom door and sits on my chair. “Whatever happens, know that we will always care about you. We will always love you. And if you ever find your way here again, know our door is open to you.”


    My lip quivers. I can’t speak. I can’t keep from crying.


    “Thank you, Dad.” I wrap my arms around him and lean my head on his shoulder. This may be my last chance to call him that. To ever call anyone that, if I think about it. How do I address my royal parents? Father? Mother? Your Majesty? I try not to worry about it for now.


    “Shanice? Be safe. Take care of yourself. Your mother and I made sure you knew everything you would need to know where you’re going. None of it was silly or something you won’t use. We wanted to know you were as prepared as possible before leaving. I hope we succeeded in that.”


    “You did. And I will never stop thinking of you and Mom. You will always be Mom and Dad to me.” I kiss his cheek.


    “As you will always be our daughter.” He kisses the top of my head.


    “Is this it?” I look up at him, my lip quivering.


    “It is. The time has come.” I wrap my arms around him.


    “Where’s mom?” I whisper – not ready.


    “Your mother can’t take the good-byes. This is a moment she’s dreaded for seventeen years. Letting you go is the hardest thing either of us have had to endure. Just promise me that you’ll never lose the little bit of us you have.” I nod and let him go. I scoop up the few things I’ve gathered and dump them in my backpack. The boots, I slip on my feet. I won’t be taking my tennis shoes.


    I only wish I had more warning so I could have said a proper good-bye, maybe more time to save up the items I would want most, things I know won’t be there, the place they keep calling my home.
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    We walk to the stables. A walk I’ve made a thousand times, most of them with Valentino at my side. Always offering to walk me home, always making sure I’m safe. Feelings of unease and fear overcome me.



    I don’t know what I’m walking into. Part of me still wants to believe this is some kind of sick joke. The other part of me knows it isn’t, and there isn’t a thing I can do to change it.


    My company isn’t any help. He just walks beside me, silent and moody. He hasn’t said a thing since I kissed him. Since we kissed. I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not. I just hope it didn’t ruin everything—I can’t lose the only friend I’ve ever had. He can’t leave me once we get there. I don’t know what I would ever do to forgive myself if that’s the case.


    Once we arrive at the stables, my panic rises. This is it. Down to ten minutes before we reach that gate. We enter the stable doors and Valentino immediately begins saddling Knight.


    “Are we taking the horses?” I look toward Star, hoping she’s coming with me.


    “There’s a reason why it took so long for her to like you,” Valentino says in reply. I take that as a yes. Apparently she isn’t from here to begin with. I suppose it makes sense. Send me a friend, send me a horse, and now all I need is the medieval gown, the tiara, and a sword to strap around my waist—as I see Valentino doing.


    I almost laugh. He seriously does have a sword. And two rolls of fabric. From all the camping I’ve done in the past, I’m assuming those are bedrolls. “Here. Strap this to the back of your saddle.” He tosses the second one to me. A very small bedroll of one blanket.


    I have a feeling this trip isn’t going to be one of comfort. I throw Star’s saddle over my shoulder and put it on her back, careful to do up all the straps properly before tying my bedroll to the saddle.


    “This is yours. Your true moth-”


    “My true mother? Is the one I’m leaving behind. So if you mean the other one, I suggest you call her by name or call her my birth mother.” I don’t mean to lash out. But the mother I’m leaving behind is the mother who raised me – not the mother I’m going back to.


    Valentino blinks and lets me get it out before finishing what he was saying. “Sent it so you could return in proper clothing.” I turn around to look at the gown hanging from Valentino’s fingers. It’s stunning, and the green fabric matches the necklace and earrings my parents gave me.


    I take the dress. “Am I supposed to wear this while riding a horse?” I ask in disbelief.


    “Not right now. You can wear your regular clothes until we get to the closest towns and villages. After that you’ll need to change.”


    I nod, not really taking in what he’s saying. I don’t think I can handle anymore shockers. I am about to wad the dress up but Valentino takes it from me and carefully folds it into a case that he straps to his own saddle.


    “Come on. Grab your backpack and let’s go. We need to make camp before it gets dark but we need to ride for a couple of hours at least if we hope to make it home before the ball.”


    “What ball? And how long of a ride is it once we’re past the gate?” I can hear the panic in my own voice.


    “The ball for your birthday. And it’s at least a couple of days’ ride. We will have to rough it for a few days at least. This is why we must reach a good spot to make camp before dark tonight. Come on.” He rides Knight out of the stables, and I follow after.


    We don’t race like usual. No games or laughing. Just silence as we ride through the trees and toward the gate, the one place I’ve always wanted to go. The one place I wish I was never going. The one place I can’t avoid.


    We arrive at the gate far too soon. I begin shaking. My hands tremble as I fidget with the reins. My entire body is tense. I’m not sure what terrifies me the most about this whole scenario but one thing I know for sure—this is real. It isn’t a joke set up by my parents. This isn’t just a dream that’s about to end.


    Everything I know is behind me. And all that lies ahead is a life I’m not ready for. People wait for me because they love me, they claim me as their own but I do not know them. It’s like my whole life is spent walking along a cliff. One more surprise, one last push, and I’ll go over.


    I don’t know who I am anymore. I don’t know much of anything. I’m walking into the unknown with someone I thought I knew but don’t really know at all. Each haunting thought fills me as we approach the gate. I desperately long to turn around and run now while I still can.


    “My dear Shanice, please be comforted and know that you are being watched over. No harm will befall you at this time. Feel peace, my daughter.” The haunting voice of my mother, the one who beckons me, overcomes my senses. And where it terrified me before, now her voice is soft and comforting.


    I feel the peace she sends and as scared as I am, as much as I don’t want to go, I make it to the gate and continue riding as it opens with one loud squeal. Valentino allows me to enter first. Perhaps he can tell how much I feel like running right now and knows I won’t make it through on my own.


    But I nudge Star forward, sobbing uncontrollably. Five steps in and I pull on the reins. I turn around in the saddle and watch the gate close. More racking sobs overtake me as my past is sealed behind me by a hauntingly beautiful gate.


    I hear the crunching of twigs as Valentino approaches me. I don’t bother looking up or even around me. I don’t want to be here. “Hey.” He puts his hand on my leg to get my attention. His voice is soft, welcoming. “Come here.” I look down at him. He drops Knight’s reins and grabs my waist.


    I throw my leg over Star, and he takes me by the waist and lowers me to the ground. He wraps his arms around me and holds me to his chest, allowing me to cry on him. I hadn’t realized how cold I felt until I’m in the shelter of his arms.


    He plays with the end of my braid, whispers into my hair, tells me it will be all right. “You’re home now. And no matter what, you’ll always have me.” I relax into him, letting my arms loop around his waist.


    We stand there for ten minutes before my tears have run dry. I straighten, despite not wanting to move away from him at all, and wipe away the last few tears. “Thank you.” It’s all I can say. He nods, taking a step closer, and intertwines my fingers with his.


    “Look around you. It may not be feel like home right now but your mother was right. There is so much more for you here.” I turn to look toward our path. Trees surround us but he must’ve planned exactly where to stop because directly ahead, there is one perfect shot of the setting sun, illuminating the speck of a castle we’re headed toward.


    And it is beautiful. The view is stunning, and though the weather is cool, I do feel comfortable. Perhaps one day I will call this place my home but right now, that word is reserved for a place I won’t ever see again.


    “We need to get going.” He tugs on my hand. I turn back to him but don’t follow. He doesn’t let go but comes back to me.


    “Thank you for everything.” I stand on my tiptoes and place a gentle kiss on his cheek. As I stand back, he almost looks like he wishes to return that kiss. But his sense of duty must get the better of him as he pulls me toward Star.


    I mount on my own and wait for him to do the same before he leads me back onto the path and under the darkness of the forest. Very little light can get through the foliage. It’s kinda terrifying but I’ve always trusted Valentino, and I can’t let that change now.


    “Who are you?” I realize that in all the rush to leave, he never did answer me.


    “Valentino Audric.” By the distinct way he avoids answering my real question, I have a feeling there is more to it. I push Star to catch up with him so we’re riding side by side.


    “I know that. So who are you here?” I won’t stop asking until he begins answering. They sent him to be my friend, someone I could be friends with in both worlds. Who would fit that profile in a world like this?


    “Valentino, son of Palamides,” He looks me in the eye before turning back to the road. “King Palamides.” I’m at a loss for words. He looks like the perfect Prince Charming to me.


    “I don’t understand. If they needed me to come find the other royals, where do you fit in? Why do they need me at all? Shouldn’t you be able to find them?” I realize how rudely those words could be taken but I don’t know of any other way to ask.


    “It isn’t just about finding the others, Shanice. Not for you. And you aren’t the only one going to find them. We’re going together.” It doesn’t really answer my question but it’s a start.


    “Why else am I here?”


    “Because this is your home.”


    I want to argue that point but for now, I let it go. “So why treat me as if I am above you? We are equals, yet you call me Princess, and you said we couldn’t date—we can’t be more than friends. Why not?”


    “Because that’s how things work. You are betrothed, I am betrothed, and like it or not, our world is not the same as the one you grew up in. It’s going to be hard and it won’t always be fun but you’re going to have to adjust to this world and all its rules.” He says we’re both betrothed as if it pains him.


    Makes me wonder if he knows who he’s betrothed to. Makes me wonder who I’m betrothed to. Whoever he is, I hope he’s okay with me breaking it off. I will marry for love—that I know for sure.


    “Do you know her?” Can’t hurt to ask.


    “No. As I said, we’re the only two left. Aside from my father and your parents. There are others but they all died or went missing when Mendina attacked their kingdoms. It will be our job, our task, to find them all. And if we can’t find them, we have to find out what happened to them. That isn’t even the hard part of our task.”


    “Oh? What is?”


    “Convincing them to help us destroy Mendina once and for all.” His voice is darker as he says those words. He is bitter and angry at her.


    “Who is Mendina?”


    “Trust me—you don’t want to get into that conversation right now. For now, I think we’d better make camp. It’s too dark to continue traveling tonight.” I follow after him as he turns off the path and into the trees.


    He leads me to a small clearing, perfect for a campfire and some sleeping bags—or blankets, in this case. I wish I had thought to bring a tent. I jump off Star and follow Valentino’s example, tying the reins to a tree post, removing the saddle, gathering sticks for a fire.


    I wait until Valentino has walked far enough away that he won’t notice and then I build up the sticks and pull out my lighter to start the fire. I didn’t come completely unprepared. I just know Valentino will disapprove of my bringing the lighter from home.


    As soon as the fire is going, I put the lighter in my pocket and continue building a rock walk around the fire to keep it contained. It’s Camping 101, except you usually have the rocks in place before the fire is lit. I just couldn’t risk Valentino coming back and seeing me using the lighter.


    I begin brushing the ground with my foot, making sure there are no rocks or anything worse where I have to sleep. The few things I do find are brushed away easily. Without waiting for Valentino to return, I lie down on the one blanket given to me.


    Though the trees provide a protective cover from the wind, chills still get through and bring out the goose bumps on my skin. The air is growing colder, and I have a feeling it’s going to be a long night. I curl up into a ball, hoping that will somehow warm me up.


    “It helps if you put the blanket on top of you.” Valentino chuckles. If he wasn’t so adorable doing it, I might’ve been mad at him. I sit up and realize he has wood in one arm and a bucket of water in the other.


    “How far did you go to get the water?” I hadn’t realized he was gone so long.


    “It’s ten minutes that way. Just a little stream. Good for water to drink but not enough for a bath.” I hadn’t thought of that.


    I lie back down and watch him work, putting the wood in a nice neat pile beside the fire so he can feed it in as needed. The bucket of water is set on top of the fire to warm it. I assume that means he’s making supper for us.


    I don’t know that I can stomach food. Everything that happened today comes crashing back down on me and I feel despair, like before. I wonder what my parents are doing right now. Sitting at home reading? Crying? Maybe it was all a lie and they’re glad I’m gone.


    I wonder what they told the school and all those who knew me. I didn’t call them my friends but still, people will ask questions if for nothing more than to spread gossip. I wonder what the teachers will think. I think of all the people I so desperately wanted to be friends with. Will they even notice I’m gone?


    Will they care? A million questions, and no chance of ever getting an answer. I want to stop thinking about it. I want to let it go and move forward. But I don’t know where forward leads. To me, it looks like more heartache.


    I lie on my other side, turned away from the fire and Valentino. I’m sure he’s sick of my crying at this point. I would be too. But accepting this kind of change without even getting to say good-bye to my old life is hard to handle.


    And what if I hate everything about my new life? I’m not fit to be a princess. Dresses and tiaras and balls and knitting and sewing and searching for other royals—it sounds like I’m going from boredom to life-threatening adventure and back again, none of which I want.


    I want my old life, the life I’ve always known. I was content being alone, with going to college and hopefully finding the guy of my dreams and one day getting married and raising a family of my own.


    That’s the life I had planned. I even thought maybe I was lucky and had found the guy of my dreams ahead of time. But he’s a prince betrothed to a princess who might not even be alive right now. And he’s secretive.


    Then again, maybe this new life won’t be as bad as I fear. Perhaps I can make more of it than I had originally thought. How hard can it be? Probably a lot harder than I want it to be.


    I sigh and face the fire again, searching for warmth. “Are you hungry?” I look up to see Valentino sitting on the ground stirring the water. His arms are wrapped around his knees, his chin is resting on them, and he’s just watching me.


    “Not really.” I want to turn over again but I’m a little worried. He looks as if he wants to talk but doesn’t know what to say, and I feel bad because I just want to sleep.


    “You sure? I made food for two, and whatever isn’t eaten will go to waste. Not to mention, you’re going to need your strength for tomorrow.” Whatever he made must be pretty darn special.


    “You’re right. I hadn’t thought of that.” I sit up in preparation for food.


    “Shanice, you’re going to have a lot of adjusting to do. And if I thought I could help with any of it, I would. You’re a stranger in your own home and I am warning you now, it will be awkward. It will be hard. But your parents are trying their hardest to keep things together. They want to be welcomed into your life, not shunned because of the choices they made seventeen years ago. Just something for you to think about before we arrive.” He says it with such conviction—he knows what he’s talking about.


    And I know he’s right. “I just don’t know how to accept strangers as my parents when my parents—or at least, my other parents—had to let me go for this. It isn’t fair,” I mumble.


    “If you want, we could have their memories erased. It would be as if you never existed for them.” We both cringe. He does for saying it, and I do because the thought is awful.


    “No, I won’t take away their memories. It’s all they have. And I would never want my memories of them to disappear—it’s all I have. And sometimes memories are the only thing that can keep you going.” I say with the knowledge that all I have left of them is my memories.


    “I’m sorry for even mentioning it. You’re right.” He nods. “You know, I used to dream of what life would be like if we had grown up friends. Our kingdoms are neighbors, and I always asked where the lost princess was. No one would tell me, of course but I thought of you every day. Everyone always talked about the lost princess, the missing princess, the princess that would end Mendina.” His eyes look far off in the distance.


    The lost princess, the missing princess, the princess that would end Mendina. They want me to be their hero. They talked about me, knowing where I was but never telling the world I was protected in a far-off place.


    “Why didn’t they send you away?”


    He comes back to the moment. “They didn’t send me away because they I wasn’t in danger here. But I wasn’t raised like a royal child. They took me on adventures, allowed me to play with common children. They made me fit in so I wouldn’t be a target. Not that it mattered—Mendina struck her dark powers in the heart of my kingdom when she took the life of my mother.”


    “I’m sorry about your mother.” The thoughts of how we grew up so differently scare me. How is it that our lives are so different and yet, we are so much alike?


    “Thank you. Honestly, I wonder if it was a mistake entirely. Mendina wanted something from her—I don’t know what or why—but her wrath took over, her anger became uncontrollable, and in that moment, she lashed out. The power—magic—coursing through her shot out and killed my mother in a single blow. Mendina was even angrier – almost upset over the death. And it appeared to the world as another one of her attacks. But still, I would like to know what it is she wanted. I want to know what my mother protected with her life.”


    I stand and walk around the fire to sit beside him. I lean my head on his shoulder, if just to comfort him. “Does your father know?”


    He rests his head on mine and picks up my hand, playing with my fingers. “I don’t know. He never speaks of it now. It took his willpower. After that, he quit going out and interacting with the people. Instead, he sends an advisor.”


    “That’s horrible. I’m sorry.”


    “Thank you. You know, I’ve never told anyone what happened before. They all assume it was Mendina’s strike against us. No one has questioned why I wasn’t put under the same protective measurements you were. Until you did.” He lets go of my hand and stirs the food.


    “Maybe they don’t want to know. People see what they want to see and hear what they want to hear. Everyone assumes that your mother was killed in a violent act of murder. But what we do know of Mendina? She is destroying kingdoms and scattering the royal lines but why? What does she gain? And if nothing, what revenge—whose revenge is she seeking?”


    Valentino stops stirring and turns to look at me. “What did you just say?”


    “What?” I lean back a little, scared I said something wrong.


    “We don’t know why she’s doing this. We never have. All we know is she is going after anyone with royal blood, and yet you just named the only two possibilities. You’re right, she isn’t gaining anything, which means the only logical explanation is that she’s doing this for revenge.”


    “Does anyone realize this? Has anyone spoken to her, or just run from her?”


    “If you’re close enough to speak to her, you usually don’t walk away.” He turns back to our food and begins ladling it into bowls. I take mine, grateful I accepted the offer for food. No spoons, so I drink it up.


    I’m glad to see Valentino doing the same as I put my bowl down. I’m genuinely surprised at how tasty it was. “You are welcome to cook for me anytime.” I snicker.


    “You’re welcome.” He bumps my shoulder. I laugh, glad to see that it looks like we’re getting back into our regular routine.


    “I have another question. Working at the stables that just happened to be where the gate was? Coincidence or planned?” I raise an eyebrow.


    “Planned. Your adoptive parents own the stables.” I begin to look hopeful. “However, the gate is now forever sealed.” He must’ve seen that hope and now the disappointment. “I’m sorry, Shanice. I wish it could be different but we can’t leave a portal between worlds open. The things that might happen could end both worlds. Its best left sealed.”


    I look up, hoping to see even a glimmer of stars beyond the treetops. “Are there any other worlds?”


    “I’m sure there are.” He looks up. “We should sleep. We have a long journey ahead of us.”


    I nod and return to my blanket, shivering and all. I hate the way he changes in an instant. Be my friend or be distant but don’t be both. I lie down and turn my back to the fire, longing for a little more privacy.


    If I know anything about myself, I know that when I sleep tonight, dark dreams will haunt me. Even if they are only dreams of what my life was. I close my eyes, though, in hopes of actually resting before we ride for endless hours tomorrow.


    The cold wind blowing through the trees makes it almost impossible to fall asleep. At first, I only shiver but as the wind picks up and the night passes, the wind turns into chilly blasts that have me shaking.


    Warmth covers me. I bolt upright and turn. Valentino has moved from the other side of the fire and is now kneeling beside me. “Shhh.” He doesn’t explain but simply lies beside me on my blanket and puts his on top of us, his back to mine, and sleep consumes me.
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    Warmth envelopes me, the singing of birds playing above me. I open my eyes, wide awake. The nightmares I feared never came and the shivering stopped. I don’t move as I realize that one of Valentino’s arms is wrapped around me and my head is laying on the other.


    I gaze over his face, appreciating every inch of it. He’s beautiful. And oh, so not mine. I heave a sigh, wishing that were different.


    “Good morning,” he mumbles, eyes still closed.


    I bite my lower lip, trying to keep from laughing but it doesn’t work. “Good morning.” I want to kiss him so bad. I can honestly say I never thought I would go camping with him, so this alone is a dream come true.


    But still, we can’t lie here forever. “We need to go,” he says, as if replying to my thoughts. He doesn’t move, though, so neither do I.


    “Mmhmm. You get right on that.” I close my eyes again and snuggle a little closer.


    “Shanice,” he says.


    “Hmm?”


    “You have three seconds to get up before I use more forceful methods to get you up.” His threat is given with a smile, which really makes it hard to take seriously.


    “Oh? I don’t see you getting up.”


    “You’re on my arm. I can’t move until you do.”


    “I see. And what are these other methods you speak of?” I ask, saying anything just to savor this moment.


    “Well,” he says in a matter-of-fact tone, “I have five fingers all within reach of your side, which I happen to know is very ticklish.” As he says it, his fingers move up my side, right to where I am, indeed, extremely ticklish.


    I lean closer and whisper into his ear, “Those, sir, are fighting words.” With that, his fingers hit the spot.


    “All right! I’m up!” I jump to my feet, feeling more ninja than princess at the moment. Valentino falls back, laughing hysterically.


    “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Laugh it up, buddy. I promise to return the favor.” I kick his side gently and take his blanket. I fold it over and roll it up before attaching it to Star’s saddle.


    “Now you’re stealing my blanket?” he scoffs, picking mine off the ground.


    “Mine is dirty now.” I shrug.


    He shakes it off, flinging dust at me in the process.


    “Hey!” I shout, which gets him laughing again.


    I saddle Star, ready to leave, when I remember my least favorite part of camping. No bathrooms. “I’ll be back in a minute,” I say, leaving Star tied to the tree branch.


    “Don’t get lost!” he shouts after me. If I thought I could make a straight throw, I would launch a rock at him. Instead, I run find a little privacy. Yep, definitely my least favorite part of camping.


    I return to camp—which is no longer a camp—as quickly as I can. Valentino is already mounted and ready to leave. I mount and let him lead us back to the path. Sun is filtering through the leaves above us, along with warmth to fight the breeze.


    Despite being in a semi-hurry I want to stop and marvel at the exotic flowers as we ride down the dirt road. The flowers vary from bright yellows and reds and vivid purples and blues. They look like something man-made on Earth. But here, they’re real. They’re natural. And all the more beautiful.


    When we come upon the river we stop and allow the horses to drink, re-filling our canteens as well. Our stop is brief but before I mount Valentino grabs my wrist. I turn to. Without a word he slides one of the flowers I was marveling at behind my ear.


    The contact, the look of pure adoration in his eyes causes my stomach to fill with butterflies. We continue on for only a half an hour before he stops again.


    “Shanice.” Valentino stops riding. We’re at a ridge. The path below looks just a little steep to me.


    “Yeah?”


    “Welcome to Avonathia.” I look above the path and beyond. There are two castles in sight, people moving about in the town between them and us.


    “Thank you.” It’s a bittersweet welcome. “Valentino?”


    “Yes?”


    “Why did we camp when there’s a village right there?”


    “We’re not going through that village. It’s best that you remain unseen and unrecognized until we reach those castles.” He is all serious again.


    “Why?” I didn’t realize I was supposed to hide who I am.


    “It’s best that we keep the advantage over Mendina by not allowing her to find out you’re here. And she has spies everywhere.”


    “And you’re lucky I’m not one of them,” a deep voice says from behind me. I whip around so fast, I make myself dizzy. Valentino is off his horse and standing with his sword drawn in the same amount of time. As soon as he recognizes the stranger, he eases. I look him up and down. Well built, short black hair. He looks to be eighteen or nineteen.


    “What are you doing here?” Valentino sheaths his sword but doesn’t mount or move toward the newcomer.


    “The king sent me. He knows she’s here and wanted to ensure she was fully protected. He asked that I escort both of you back.” He only glances at me, avoiding my gaze.


    “If the king sent you, he would very well make it clear how she is to be treated.” I don’t know what’s going on but Valentino seems even angrier.


    “You’re right. My mistake.” The stranger glares at Valentino before coming to stand beside Star. He looks me in the eyes before kneeling on the ground. “Welcome home, Your Highness. I am Javiar.”


    “Please don’t.” I squint, frowning. I don’t want this kind of treatment.


    “He must, Shanice, as many more will. It’s best to accept it now. It won’t ever change, no matter how many times you ask not to be greeted like that. It is the custom of our people,” Valentino explains as he mounts.


    I glare at Valentino before turning my attention to our guest. “Thank you, Javiar. But I ask that you please treat me as your equal, as your friend, and not as someone above you.”


    “As you wish, Your Highness. Please allow me to retrieve my horse and we can continue on. If we ride fast enough, we can be there by tomorrow morning.” He begins walking back the way he came. The bushes rattle as he untangles his reins and leads his horse toward us.


    “Javiar, we won’t be arriving tomorrow morning. There is only one path that will get us there that quickly, and you know well the dangers it poses. We will take the lower roads and avoid being seen.” I can almost see the tension between them as Javiar gets ready to argue.


    “We can have her home and safe in a little over a day if we take my route. Taking your path could mean being out here for another two days at least. It may be a more dangerous road but with you and I both protecting her, no one will dare get in our way.”


    “Th—” Valentino begins but I put my hand on his forearm.


    “Valentino, stop. Arguing is getting is nowhere.” I let go of his arm and address both men. “I’m sorry, Javiar but I trust Valentino. We will go his way.” I say it softly, with kindness but firmly. I do not know Javiar, and the look on Valentino’s face says it is a dangerous way.


    Both men look at me with wonderment in their eyes. Taken aback, perhaps shock. It makes me laugh. “Now, come on! If it’s gonna be a good two days, we better get moving.” I say, more sarcastic this time.


    “You heard the princess,” Javiar says, furrowing his eyebrows and running a hand through his cropped black hair.


    Valentino leads the way, Javiar taking the rear. I wish I could ride side by side with Valentino. Honestly, I wish it was still just the two of us. But Javiar has me curious. What’s his story?


    Then again, that could wait until we met upon my arrival in … I realize I have no idea where we’re going, aside from the fact that it’s a castle. My own thoughts annoy me. The silence is getting to me, the tension is painful, and I really wish I was alone with Valentino.


    I feel like I can’t say anything with Javiar listening. And I don’t even understand why. Perhaps it’s Valentino’s reaction to his suggestions, perhaps it is my fear of rejection from those close to my age. Perhaps I’m only comfortable with Valentino.


    I may never know. I just keep my back to him and follow Valentino. To save myself from the silence, I begin humming—I don’t know what, exactly. I just let the quiet sound keep me sane. What bewilders me most is when both men, in sync, begin humming with me. I don’t know whether to keep going or let them take over.
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    I’m sore in places I didn’t know could hurt. My back aches, I’m starving, filthy, and ready for a clean, warm bed and a hot meal that doesn’t consist of soup. The days are long and evenings are cold.



    With Javiar here, Valentino sleeps beside me but never does he touch me. And last night he simply gave me his blanket and kept watch rather than sleeping at all. We’re all tired and the longer we travel, the grumpier we become.


    Twice now, I’ve had to step between Javiar and Valentino before one knocked the other out, and both times they’ve glared at me for getting in their way. But they listen.


    I begin humming, doing all I can to stay awake as Javiar makes breakfast. Valentino finishes packing his blanket before sitting on the log beside me and humming along.


    “Stop it with the humming.” Javiar groans. I stop, not wanting to deal with the whining. Valentino just gets louder. Before we traveled for two days straight? I would’ve laughed. Now I smack his shoulder lightly. He chuckles and wraps his arm around me.


    “You don’t look so good.”


    I lay my head on his shoulder and let my eyes close. With him beside me, I feel safe. “I’m fine,” I mumble against his shirt. “Just tired.” I’m three seconds away from falling asleep when another hand touches my arm.


    “Are you just going to let her sleep? We need to head out soon. I’m sorry that she isn’t used to traveling but we don’t have time to stop and rest.”


    “Javiar, if she wasn’t asleep right now, I would run a sword through your hand. Leave her be. It isn’t her fault she isn’t used to this.” Valentino growls. I honestly thought he was going to threaten to run a sword through Javiar—as in, kill him.


    And then I would really have to worry about those two traveling together. “Like you could take me. Stupid sissy prince. You couldn’t even handle being here. It’s why you volunteered to go watch over the princess.” Javiar spits back at him.


    I’m glad I’m leaning on Valentino right now too. I’m pretty sure it would be a blood bath if I wasn’t. “The second we reach Umare, I will kick your—”


    “Do I look scared?” I hear Javiar pull his sword from its sheath, threating the only person I know and trust. Carefully, silently, and without drawing their attention, I put my arm around Valentino’s waist and wrap my fingers around the handle of his sword.


    Just as Valentino is about to go for it, I jump to my feet, whipping the blade from its scabbard and putting it in Javiar’s face. “That’s enough. I’ve had it with you two. Let’s just all agree to get along for now. Once we’re back wherever we’re going, you can threaten one another to your heart’s content. Until then, shut it. Stop complaining, stop harassing each other, and let’s just get to our destination whole.” My voice is cool, as is the hand holding the sword.


    “You may be a princess, but don’t think I won’t defend myself. I suggest that unless you can actually use that sword, you get it out of my face right now.” Javiar grits his teeth.


    I reposition myself and the blade so our faces are a breath apart. “Don’t think for one second I would put a sword in your face if I didn’t know how to handle it.” I glare, fed up with his never-ending mocking.


    “Is that a challenge, Princess?” he says in a taunting voice.


    “Don’t—” Valentino tries to warn him. I don’t let him finish.


    “Try me.” I say with a sneer. He laughs and takes a step back before swinging his sword around. He attempts to knock my blow off just as I block his and spin full circle before sliding the blade of my sword through the handle of his and throwing the sword ten feet away.


    He steps back, his hands up in defeat. Now he glares at Valentino. “Did you know she could fight?”


    “I tried to warn you, and then thought it better that you get the lesson now. Don’t mess with her.” He smirks as he talks, approaching me to take back his sword. He squeezes my hand before taking the sword from me and sheaths it.


    As I look into his eyes, I see so many things. Sadness, a glimmer of hope, longing. Darn Javiar had to ruin the moment.


    After the fight, Javiar doesn’t make another sound in complaint. Our breakfast of hard rolls and a bite of meat is served and we’re back on the horses. At this point, my legs are going numb. I’m used to riding a lot but nothing like this.


    Valentino winces every time he sees me move my legs, knowing how much pain I’m in. We ride out, same as always—Valentino in the front, Javiar in the back. The trees no longer provide shade on us as the trail opens wider. My skin burns and I feel dehydrated. My head spins and I feel as if I’m about to fall off the horse.


    “Valentino!” I hear Javiar call from behind, but I’m too dizzy to look up.


    “Here, take her reins.” I feel one of the horses move up beside me. Strong arms carefully pull me by the waist so I’m sitting in front of him, both legs hanging over the right side of his horse.


    Valentino places his arm protectively around me so I am curled against his shoulder. The dizziness begins to fade but I still feel sick. I can feel the heat wave over me and I know without a doubt that tomorrow I will be as red as a tomato.


    “We have to reach Umare by tonight. There’s no way she’s going to last another day out here,” I can feel more than hear Valentino say.


    “Go ahead of me. I can’t ride as fast with two horses, but you’re right. We need to get her out of the sun,” Javiar replies.


    “Are you sure?” Valentino asks.


    “I’ll be fine. Just go ahead. Our job is to protect her. Get her home—I won’t arrive long after you,” Javiar says. Good to know that when my safety is actually being threatened, they can work together.


    I stay in a constant state of half asleep, half awake the remainder of our ride. Valentino pushes Knight hard. I can feel the wind brush over me as we go racing through the forest and toward home.


    I feel myself slipping deeper into unconsciousness. I don’t want to, especially now that we’ve lost Javiar. But I fear if I move, I’ll barf and still fall off the horse. So I stay put and allow myself to fall asleep to the hammering of Valentino’s heart.
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    His heartbeat is gone. And I’m no longer moving. I feel all around me without opening my eyes, scared to see where they put me. All I feel is cloth. Blankets, a sheet. I open my eyes. The room is dark, windows covered by large, thick velvet drapes.


    There’s an armoire in the far corner, with a changing partition made of wood and velvet beside that. A velvet sitting chair sits opposite those, and on top of me right now is a velvet blanket. I throw it off and look over everything once more.


    The room is overrun with the one fabric I don’t like, the one I can’t stand. The feel of velvet drives me crazy—and not in a good way. I toss the blanket away and search for another—one that is more what I am used to. But all that’s in the wardrobe are dresses, and even a few of those have velvet skirts.


    If this is to be my room permanently, the velvet is going to have to go. A shiver runs down my spine as I touch the velvet drapes and look out the window. The sun appears to be just rising. And it’s a beautiful scene.


    It also means I’m up wandering my room at about six in the morning. Aside from a little stiffness and the horror of having to touch the nasty fabric, I feel awake. I gently touch my face to see if I can feel a burn. There isn’t one, which surprises me.


    I wonder if Valentino shielded me from the sun while we rode together. Valentino! I need to find him. I don’t want to meet them, my parents, without him present. Really, I don’t want to find that he has just left me here.


    I open the large wooden door and peek out into the hall. Red carpets line the cold floor. Tapestries depicting scenery of the forest and kingdom cover the brick walls. Sconces, all lit, line the hallway and cast shadows.


    I slip back into my room as I realize there is no way I will ever find him. He could be anywhere. I can hope and dream that he will come and find me, make sure I’m okay. I pull the drapes back and sit on the bed, just watching the sun rise over the mountains above the trees.


    “Milady?” A soft voice asks. I jump up and spin around so fast, I make my head hurt.


    “Good morning. I brought you some breakfast and tea.” The woman smiles. Her gray-and-brown hair is pulled back into a bun. Her eyes are bright, despite the wrinkles that surround them. She wears a plain brown dress with a tattered apron over it.


    “Who are you?” I don’t dare move. I don’t believe her to be anything more than a maid but I don’t know her, as I don’t know anyone here and I don’t know where Valentino is, which I’m still stressing over.


    “I am Edda. And I am here to make sure you are comfortable, cleaned, and properly clothed. That said, I ask that you eat your breakfast so we may begin. I will draw your bath for you. You’re going to have a very long day ahead of you, Princess.” She’s a busybody from that point on.


    I nod and do as she asked. The food is hot, which is wonderful alone. It looks like some sort of roll with meats along with some other things stuffed in the center. I take a small bite and find that it’s delicious, but I have no idea what it is. It tastes like a cross between ham and steak. Maybe it’s a mix of the two.


    There’s another flavor I don’t recognize, but as it tastes good, I don’t question it. Beside the stuffed bread is a bowl of something that kinda looks like oatmeal. I’m not sure I want to even try it, considering that I hate oatmeal. But I brave it out and take the tiniest spoonful.


    The spoon alone is a wonder to look out. It’s been carved out of a single piece of wood, and the handle has intricate carvings in it. I eat the food and bring the spoon closer to see what the carving is. Trees and flowers and a sunset—or sunrise—all carved into the handle of a single utensil. It’s beautiful. I pick the bowl up and see if it has the same craftsmanship, which it does.


    “Grisham carves those. He may be a simple woodcutter but the king and queen are very taken with his pieces. He is a respected commoner, and praise of his work is worth far more than the gold he is paid for it.” Edda pulls back the changing wall to reveal a steaming bath.


    I hadn’t realized she left the room to get the water. I must have taken longer than I thought to eat the little food I did consume. I shake my head and set the bowl down.


    “Thank you. If I meet him, I’ll be sure to compliment his work.” I smile and stand there awkwardly, unsure what to say. She’s dismissed? She can go? I will take the bath on my own?


    “Finish your breakfast and we’ll get you ready.”


    “Actually, I’m done eating. I would like to just take that bath.”


    “Very well. I am unaware as to how your clothes work, so I cannot help you undress,” she states, which makes my cheeks turn red.


    “I’ll undress and bathe myself, thank you. You can go.”


    “Very well. When you are finished, ring the bell and I will help you get into your dress.” She curtsies and leaves. I check the door in hopes of finding a lock on it, but am met with a smile instead. Edda didn’t fully close the door and Valentino is standing there, about to knock.


    “Hey!” I open it a little wider and let him come in.


    “Princess.” He bows. “I hope Edda has taken good care of you.”


    “Valentino, I thought I would have to deal with others treating me this way. But you? We’re friends, aren’t we?” I’m hurt that he refuses to listen and continues to treat me like royalty. I just want a friend.


    “I’m sorry, Princess. But the customs are what they are and I cannot ignore them. You are a princess, and thus, should be treated so. Even now, I should not be here without your maid present. And it looks like I am interrupting, beside that.” He eyes the bath before stepping back into the hall.


    “Va—”


    He cuts me off before I can scold him again.


    “Good luck, Princess. I will leave you to your own tasks now.” He bows again before walking away. But I saw the sadness in his eyes, the worry that he is hurting me and can’t do anything about it. It gives me hope.


    I close the door and slide the lock into place before removing my shirt and jeans. I step into the bath and let four days of dirt and grime soak off. I let the warmth and safety take me away from here. I lean my head against the rim of the wooden tub. Closing my eyes, I think of all that’s happened, how my life has changed.


    And whether it’s a good thing or not. I went from being the girl everyone picked on to being a princess. I wonder if I would ever tell any of those people who I really am if I had the chance. Probably not. I wouldn’t want to give them more ammo.


    I sigh and think of Mom and Dad. Will they always wonder if I survived more than a day? Will they always worry about me? Or will they eventually move on? So many things could happen to them, and that worries me.


    Will they adopt again? Will they get a cat or dog to fill the void? Or will they be glad I’m out of the house and no longer their concern?


    And my real parents—are they ready to have their only child back? Do they expect me to be accepting of everything they tell me? Or do they know that I have a will of my own and it can’t be broken, purchased, or bent? And what are they like? Will they be caring and understanding, or will I have to fight them every step of the way? There are a million possibilities.


    And are they sitting together, wondering the same things about me? Or do they have a perfect vision of what I’m like? Will I be a disappointment? Will I look anything like them?


    My mind spins out of control with everything that could happen today. I seize up in uncontrollable fear. My wanders to all the things that could go wrong. What if I don’t fit in? What if they hate me? What if I was better off on Earth? Edda said she would help me get properly dressed. She said today would be stressful—today I meet the people who sent me away seventeen years ago.


    Today I lost my best friend to the prince he’s always been. I’m not ready for any of this. I don’t fit in here anymore than I did on Earth. I’m not a part of this world. My heart sinks in despair as the thought hits me—I don’t belong anywhere.


    I take a deep breath and begin scrubbing at my skin. My first goal is to make a good impression. No matter what I think of them, I know they can make things easy for me or they can turn this into a nightmare.


    My second priority is to prove to Valentino that as long as he treats me like someone I’m not, we aren’t friends. I want the old Valentino, the one I became friends with. I can’t lose him. If I do, I risk losing myself.


    My third priority is to prove to these people that I am not helpless. I came prepared in every aspect. I can take care of myself, and I will go out and find these other royals and end this Mendina’s wrath. But they don’t control me.


    And that brings me to the final part. I will not marry for anything but love. If they expect me to marry just anyone—whether it helps the kingdom or not—they are wrong. They don’t control me. I am not a piece of property to be traded.


    I dunk my head under the water and begin scrubbing my hair. As much as a bath is nice every now and then, it isn’t the easiest of ways to wash hair. How I would just love a nice hot shower about now.


    As soon as I’m done scrubbing, I grab the towel-like cloth Edda left for me and wrap it around my body. Shivering, I dry and put my regular clothes on. Edda said to ring the bell, but I don’t know what bell that would be.


    I open my bedroom door in hopes of finding someone walking by who could help me, but the hall is barren. I close the door and sit on the bed and gaze across the room looking for any sort of bell.


    When I don’t see anything, I get up and walk around the room searching. But that doesn’t grant any luck either. So instead, I open the wardrobe, and while carefully avoiding all the velvet dresses, pull out the others and lay them across the bed.


    “While those are all stunning dresses, none of them are fitting for the occasion. This is the dress you will be wearing this morning.” I spin around to see Edda standing in the doorway. She is holding the dress Valentino brought me.


    It is beautiful, plainer than the others. The green will make my eyes stand out. I wish to wear my parents’ gift with it. I realize I don’t know where my backpack is. I rode with Valentino, and my belongings were attached to Star’s saddle.


    I look around in panic, hoping someone brought it to my room but it is nowhere in sight.


    “Your Highness, you need to get dressed. Your parents are waiting, as is the entire royal court.” Her words hit me hard.


    “The entire royal court? I’m meeting my parents—in front of other people?” I thought it would be a more personal affair. I thought we would meet in a cozy room somewhere.


    “Of course. The entire kingdom has been awaiting your return, Princess. This is a day of celebration for not just the kingdom, but the world.” She has one eyebrow furrowed, the other raised, confused at my confusion.


    “I just thought it would be different. Sorry,” I mumble. “If they’re waiting, you’re right. I should get dressed.” I hold out my hand for the dress.


    “Milady, I assure you this will be easier if I help you. As I am to understand, you’ve never done up a dress like this.” She shows me the back. There’s no zipper—just laces. And Edda’s right—I’ve never worn a dress like this. So I nod and allow her to help me put it on. Which is more than a little awkward but she is kind to turn away until the dress is on.


    She ties the back up so tight, I feel like I can’t breathe. I don’t say a thing—she has to know what she’s doing. I suck it in and take small breaths. “It becomes easier in time, I assure you.”


    I just nod and look out the window. “Turn around,” she says. I turn. Before me is a full-length mirror and I have to admit, I look stunning. The only thing that doesn’t fit is my wet, knotted hair. “Take a seat.” Edda places the velvet chair behind me. I don’t want to touch it but I do as she says.


    I cringe as I feel the way the velvet moves beneath my dress. Edda carefully brushes my hair. Not once do I feel the pain that usually comes with getting four-day tangles out of one’s hair.


    “Edda?” I’m afraid to make the request. I don’t know what the limits are, what the rules are.


    “Yes, milady?”


    “Is this my room now?” I almost hope she says no but I have a feeling it is.


    “Yes, Your Highness. Unless it is unfitting, in which case we can find you a bigger room,” she offers. I look around the best I can while she’s holding my hair.


    “Oh, no. I don’t want bigger.” I don’t know what I would do with a bigger room.


    “Is something wrong with it, then?”


    “Well, I don’t like velvet. And this room seems to be overrun with it,” I finally say.


    “I see. Do not worry, Princess. I shall see to it that it is taken care of.”


    “Thank you.” I look back in the mirror and see the braids she has put in my hair. Two braids, one on either side of my head, and they meet in the middle to make a ponytail. The rest of my hair is straight and hangs loose. I’ve always braided my hair back but I like how this looks on me.


    I’m beginning to believe that she could make a princess out of me yet, if only in the looks department—something I never thought would happen. She makes the last finishing touches, somehow getting my hair to stay without an elastic band.


    “Thank you. I’m stunned.” I touch my hair and spin around in the dress, and for once I feel like I’m worth more. The sleeves of the dress are longer in the back and almost reach the floor. Trimmed in gold, the gown makes me feel more beautiful than I’ve ever felt.


    “That’s fitting because you look stunning, Your Highness.” She smiles, and I believe we will be great friends.


    “Thank you,” I say kindly. I appreciate all she’s done for a total stranger.


    “Now, milady, your escort awaits you.” She pushes me toward the door.


    “What about shoes?” I look at my bare feet, freezing on the cold floor.


    “I am so sorry, Your Highness. Please forgive me.” She curtsies and opens the wardrobe, pulling a pair of gold slippers from the base. I slip them on and run out the door, running right into Valentino.


    “Forgive me, Y—” he begins.


    “It’s my fault, and I’m sorry.” I look up at him, not wanting him to continue treating me like we don’t know each other. I hate it.


    And for a moment, the charade stops. “You’re beautiful.” He looks me up and down, and I let him.


    “Thank you.” I curtsy. I don’t know why, but it just feels right.


    “Shall we?” He offers his arm, which I take in an instant.


    “I don’t know that I’m ready for this.” We walk down the long hall, our steps in sync. A maid walks toward us. She appears to be in a hurry but as she gets closer and realizes who we are, she stands against the wall in a curtsy until we’ve passed.


    “I suppose this isn’t really something you can prepare for but I know you will do great. Your mother and father have missed you beyond measure. They have been looking forward to this day with far more excitement than you’ve been dreading it.” Having him put things in to that perspective make things a little easier.


    “And what if they’re disappointed?” My voice wavers. Valentino stops, unwinding his arm from mine. He faces me, his hands on either of my shoulders.


    “There is nothing they could be disappointed about. You have learned everything you could before coming. Your parents, the ones who adopted you, prepared you in every way possible except for this moment. Smile, curtsy at all the right times, and welcome them into your life. That is all they wish for.”


    I lean in just a little closer. “I don’t know anything about being royal. I don’t know when to curtsy or when to smile or when to speak. I don’t even know how to address my parents.” He puts his forehead to mine.


    “Don’t try to be someone you’re not ready to be. They are aware you have no training in being a princess. Smile upon seeing them—show them you’re happy to be here. Curtsy upon entering the room, when standing before them, and when you are dismissed. As for addressing them, do what you’ve always done.” He steps back and loops my arm around his again.


    We arrive at two very large wooden doors. Each guard moves from their post and opens the door. Inside the room are throngs of people. The royal court, here to welcome home the lost princess. I feel more lost now than I ever did before.


    The room gasps as they see the doors opening. And in the moment I need him most, Valentino steps away from me. I don’t know where he goes or why he leaves but I dread this, knowing I am going in alone. He isn’t coming with me.


    “Her Highness, Princess Shanice Calaria of Umare.” A trumpet is blown and the room all stands as I enter. One by one as I pass, the people they bow. I follow the red carpet and turn past the people to face the dais. There in golden seats at the end of the room, sitting before large glass windows, are the king and queen.


    I continue walking and people continue bowing. I shake with every step, terrified that at any moment something is going to go wrong. But I keep walking until I stand three stairs away from my parents. I curtsy and keep my head low, unsure of what to do next.


    “The princess, my daughter, is home!” the king shouts before closing the last three steps before us and wrapping his arms around me. The crowd cheers. The queen more elegantly steps down, and she too wraps her arms around me. I look up at each of their faces, and in them I can see my own features. My mother’s peridot eyes, my father’s button nose—mine is a smaller version—and they both have the same red fiery hair.


    “Welcome home, Shanice,” she whispers into my hair, her head leaning on mine. I can feel her tears as she cries tears of joy.


    I want to say something. I know I should say something but words are lost to me right now. I’m overwhelmed by this welcome, with all the people and the clothes I’m wearing, and the fact that Valentino left me.


    The king steps back and allows the queen to wrap her arms completely around me. I let her. “Tonight we celebrate! Let there be feasting and dancing and entertainment!” the king announces. I bite my lip and hold back all the things I can’t say.


    I don’t want to feast and dance. Dancing … I guess my parents didn’t teach me everything because I definitely do not know how to dance.


    “Has Edda taken good care of you? Are you comfortable here?” Mother—something hard to call this woman—takes my hands in hers and steps back to get a good look at me.


    “Yes.” I nod.


    “Come. We must give you the full tour. We want to know everything about you. We have seventeen years to catch up on.” She smiles at me. The king—Father—takes my other hand and they lead me past the people who have already begun in the festivities, drinking and eating and dancing.


    Every person is bowing as we pass but my parents don’t stop or slow down. They keep walking. The doors open as they approach, and Valentino is nowhere in sight. I hold back everything I want to say and allow them to give me a tour of the entire castle—everything from the dungeons to the kitchen to their rooms. I’m informed that I have quarters—not a room—and the halls are in fact called corridors. They show me the library and the ballroom, and they tell me that we were just in the great hall.


    They ask me every question they can think of. Everything from who courted me to what I learned and how my adoptive parents treated me. They constantly hug me, wrap their arms around my shoulders, and hold my hand.


    They show me the courtyard, through the gardens, and point out where the stables are. My heart quickens seeing them. I need to find my bag and make sure Star is all right, but my parents aren’t letting me out of their sight as we walk every corridor of the castle.


    “And these are our quarters. Should you need anything at all no matter the time, you may always come to us,” my mother says firmly. I nod, and so the tour goes on.


    Four hours pass and we approach my room—er, quarters. I’m ready to collapse. We didn’t make it out of the castle gates and already I’m exhausted.


    “Edda will help you prepare for this evening’s ball. It shall be a grand event.” My mother smiles and closes my door as they leave.


    I fall onto the bed and just lay there with no motivation to move. This is all too much. I can’t take it. I can’t handle it. So many words I’m not used to, all the curtsying is killing my knees, the walking hurts my feet, and my shoes have no support, and the dress— though beautiful — is hardly warm. The spring air still holds chills of winter and every room is drafty.
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    The sound of my door opening awakens me immediately. “Your Highness, it’s time to dress for the ball.” Edda touches my shoulder. I look up at her, not wanting to move. She offers a smile and begins going through the wardrobe again. I don’t move a muscle. I don’t want to go and I definitely don’t want to put on another dress. I’m ready for a pair of pants and a T-shirt.



    “Can’t I wear this dress?” I moan, wanting to turn back over and sleep.


    “I’m afraid it would be found rather curious and quite scandalous for the princess to appear at her own ball in a common gown,” she states. I laugh.


    “Does it really matter? I mean, if it’s my ball, I should be able to wear what I want. Right?” I question, now looking at her. That’s when I notice the room is a little brighter. I throw the covers back and stand, marveling at the change.


    I look at the curtains. The velvet drapes are gone, now replaced with billowing satin. They allow more light in. The chair has been replaced with one made of wood—no velvet in sight.


    And the blankets on my bed are white and fluffy. “You did all this while I was gone?” I look around, impressed by how quickly all the velvet was removed from my room. I pass Edda and open the wardrobe. Every velvet dress has been taken out.


    I spin and throw my arms around her. “Thank you!” She looks quite shocked as I step back.


    “You’re welcome, Your Highness.” She curtsies again.


    “Edda, are you not my maid for the remainder of my stay?” I question, walking around her.


    “I am, Your Highness,” she says, still waiting for me to change dresses.


    “Then I suggest you get used to the way I like things. First of all, no more ‘Your Highness’ crap. We’re going to be spending a lot of time together, and honestly, I don’t like it. In fact, I hate it. So we should make it easier on both of us and just stop it. Second, you don’t have to curtsy every single time you see me. In fact, when it’s just you and me, let’s just not do that. Does that work for you?”


    “Your Highness, it is my job to treat you as the royal being you are. You are above in me in every way, and if anyone ever saw me treat you as if we were equals and did not know it was at your request, I could be killed.” She curtsies again.


    Her words shock me. “I may be royal because of my bloodline but that does not mean I am above you. And I don’t want you to think that I am. You are a strong woman who has her own opinions. All I ask is that despite our different positions, we be friends.” With that, I slip out of my current dress and allow her to help me into the other one.


    “If that is your wish, it is one I promise can be granted. You are the first royal to ever treat me as her equal. And you are right, I do have my own opinions. I, however, cannot share them with anyone.”


    “Share them with me.” I smile, glad she’s opening up to the changes that come with me.


    “I have thought for a long time that the velvet should go. It brings so much darkness. This morning when you asked that it be taken out, I could have laughed with joy.” She giggles.


    “Thank goodness. I was so worried it couldn’t be done. And now I have a confession to make.” I hate changing topics, but as she laces up this dress, with an even larger skirt—though shorter sleeves—I realize I am in serious trouble.


    “Of course.”


    “I don’t know how to dance.” I love the way the silk feels against my skin. This is most definitely a dancing dress.


    “Well, then, I suppose it’s very well I have you dressed early.” She winks and spins me around.


    Valentino is leaning against the wall beside my bed, a smile plastered on his face. “May I have this dance?” He holds out a hand.


    I gladly take it, almost run to it. “You may,” I whisper.


    “Come with me. I’ve found the perfect room to practice in. One where no one will see you falling all over yourself.” He laughs. I hear Edda laughing as well but I can’t say a thing. I am too. After leaving me, pretending we’re no more than royal acquaintances, I want to be mad at him. But it’s a hard thing to be when he’s standing here with me, hand in hand, smiling and laughing as if nothing changed when we left the home I’ve always known.


    He leads me to what looks like a miniature ballroom. The floor is open, with not a piece of furniture in sight. Valentino takes my waist with one hand and one of my hands with the other. I put my other hand on his shoulder and let him guide me around the room.


    He starts small, showing me the simple four-step. It’s like any other waltz. Then he spins me under his arm and back again. He throws me out and rolls me back in until I’ve got both hands on his neck, both his hands on my waist, and there’s very little dancing at all.


    We just stand there, staring at each other, waiting for the other to move. But alas, then he smiles, and continues spinning us both around the room.


    “Your Highness.” Javiar enters the room, looking at me, avoiding Valentino’s glare. We immediately stop dancing. Valentino lets go of my hand and takes a step back.


    “The king and queen have requested your presence.” He bows before me. I nod, throwing in a curtsy for good measure. He offers his arm to escort me but I shake my head.


    “I already have a companion for this evening.” I look to Valentino, hoping he doesn’t abandon me tonight.


    “As you wish.” Javiar bows again and leaves, not looking happy in the least.


    I look up at Valentino, who’s still glaring at the spot Javiar just left. I touch his arm, jolting him from his thoughts. “Why do you two fight so much? What is his story?”


    He takes my hand in his and kisses my fingers. “Later, Princess. You’re needed for the festivities to begin.” He takes my captured hand and puts it around his arm. I smile and allow him to lead me to the banquet hall.


    Long tables make a semi-rectangle around the room. It appears that everyone who attended my welcoming home is here now, and more. Valentino leads me behind the tables and around to the head of the room, where the king and queen sit beside their advisors. With two available seats, one beside the queen and one beside that, I’m grateful Valentino came with me. I take my seat, and without hesitation, he sits beside me.


    I breathe, not realizing I was holding my breath at all. The tables are filled with food. So much, in fact, that there’s hardly room for our plates of shiny gold and matching utensils. Goblets with red jewels in them sit before the queen and king. Mine is gold with green jewels. I don’t know why they are different but I’m curious.


    I turn to Valentino to ask why but he holds a finger to my lips for a millisecond and shakes his head. I look around the room. No one is talking, no one is eating. So I sit back and remain silent.


    A serving girl approaches the king and dishes food onto his plate. She steps back once finished and waits before him. He grunts before removing his black gloves and picking up a piece of what I sincerely hope is chicken. He bites into it and chews for what feels like ten whole minutes.


    Once he’s swallowed, he picks up his glass and takes one long gulp before slamming it back onto the table. “All is well!” he shouts, and the silence is broken. People begin talking, food is consumed. As I watch these people eat, I wonder why we have utensils at all. They pick up their food and eat with their fingers, shoving food in their mouths. The sickening part is how much food falls back out.


    Watching those around me, I can hardly bring myself to touch the food. I look over and see Valentino eating like a total gentlemen. My mother is also using her utensils. Feeling a little less awkward, I pick mine up and begin eating the food in front of me.


    It’s all savory, filled with spices I’m sure don’t exist back home, and everything is a bite of heaven. I’m also pretty sure I was making noises and faces of appreciate because Valentino starts laughing at me.


    Music begins playing, and from a door I did not see before comes a group of people dressed in bright costumes. Three of them are all smiles and laughs as they begin juggling, passing items back and forth. Another displays a sword before swallowing it.


    I’m entertained. But it’s the lone man furthest away from me who has my attention. He begins spinning what look like chains of some sort. In one movement, they start on fire.


    The man spins them in circles, over his head, as if he’s having a dance with the fire he’s controlling. It’s enchanting. I can hardly take my eyes off him.


    The longer they entertain, the more exciting the music gets until finally, tables are being pushed to the walls as people join them, dancing around them. What Valentino taught me? Not even close to what these people are doing.


    Line dances, dances where you change partners. I’m entranced, watching them move in perfect sync with each other. “Do you want to join them?” Valentino whispers in my ear.


    “No, I would only mess up their flow. It’s enthralling to watch but I could never keep up.” I lean closer to speak never taking my eyes away from the dancing.


    “Please?” he asks, and it’s heart-melting. One word and he has me won over.


    “Well, I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to try.” I smile. He is ever the gentlemen and pulls my chair back before guiding me to the dance floor. As we approach, cheers are thrown that I am joining in the festivities. I look back, and even the king and queen appear happy I am no longer just sitting at the table.


    Everyone lines up again and starts back into their dance as if it were never disrupted. But it feels like they’re going slower than it appeared from the table, which makes me wonder if they’re testing my ability to keep up.


    Determined to prove I can do this, I join in full swing, not caring when I slip up. Because my partner changes every three steps, I only get to dance with Valentino once I’ve gone the whole round. I spin and fall into the arms of the next gentlemen.


    I wasn’t expecting Javiar. “You are stunning,” he whispers, keeping perfect time with the dance.


    “Thank you.” I’m tense. I’m not sure why but he sets me on edge. Before more can be said I’m passed onto the next man. The dance continues on, going full circle. I land in Valentino’s arms again just as the song ends and the music slows down a bit.


    “Might I steal her away for a moment?” Javiar asks, startling me as I didn’t see him approach. Valentino doesn’t say anything. Just looks at me to see who I’m going to choose.


    “I’ll be right back.” I run my hand down Valentino’s arm before letting Javiar sweep me away into another dance.


    “I hope I am not too forward in saying that I believe you are the most beautiful woman here. And deserve far better company than that of the stuffy prince.” He motions toward Valentino. I bite back any defense and instead ask him a question.


    “Why don’t you two get along?”


    “Because he hurts you. And I hate him for it.”


    “Why do you think he hurts me? And why would it make a difference to you at all?” My tone is sharper than I meant it to be.


    “He pretends to be like you, from your world, so you don’t feel lonely in this one when it’s just the two of you. But the moment he thinks someone is watching, he turns into the stiff, snot-nosed prince that he is. He’s a spoiled brat and always has been.” His words are clipped, angry.


    “If that is even true, again, why does it matter to you?” I say, softer this time.


    “Why wouldn’t it matter to me? You don’t want to be treated like a princess. He should respect that and treat you how you wish to be treated. But the rules mean more to him than anything. He has to keep his perfect princely image. It is what matters most to him. The real question is, why can’t you see that?”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. That isn’t the Valentino I know at all.”


    “There’s your problem, Princess. You’re so infatuated, you can’t see his faults. Best to keep your eyes open around him,” He says before being swept up in the dance. Valentino surprises me by cutting in line and becoming my next partner.


    “Please tell me he was a gentleman.” He stands a little closer than needed for the dance but I don’t mind. In fact, I prefer it. I just nod, not wanting to repeat the entire conversation. It doesn’t matter what Javiar says—Valentino isn’t like that.


    And there is more to Javiar than meets the eye. He has secrets, something clawing at him from the inside turning him bitter. Whatever is hurting him affects the way he treats those around him. All those except for one—me. He treats me the way I want to be treated, like a regular person and not royalty.


    “Shanice.” Valentino lifts my chin so I’m looking at him. “Are you all right?”


    “Can we get out of here?” I’m so lost, so confused.


    “Your wish is my command.” He spins me around the room and watches the other dancers. Once the king and queen are out of view, he leads me from the room. “Follow my lead,” he whispers as we pass the guards.


    “Stop! Where are you going with the princess?” one guard demands.


    “She isn’t feeling well and has asked me to assist her to her chambers.” Valentino speaks forcefully, holding me close to him.


    “Is this true, Your Highness?” The guard asks.


    “Yes, now please let us go. I feel ill and my heart hurts.” I feign agony, lying my head back and dramatically putting my hand on my forehead.


    The guard steps aside and lets us pass. Once we’re out of earshot, Valentino begins laughing. I wrap an arm around his neck and laugh with him.


    “Oh, thank you, my dearest prince, for saving me so heroically.” I can’t erase the grin that spreads from ear to ear.


    “It was the only thing a noble man such as myself could do.” He plays along. I wait for him to put me down but he doesn’t. Instead, he carries me to a part of the castle I haven’t seen. A room that’s dark and empty, moonlight shining through each window along the wall. At the opposite end are long velvet drapes. He pulls them back pulls me onto the balcony they were hiding.


    “Much of the castle has been empty for a while. With Mendina destroying everything, there are no kingdoms to trade with, no traders coming through the city. This world is dying, Shanice. You parents knew that if you stayed, they might lose you. You once asked me why they needed you, why I couldn’t just find the others on my own.


    “And the truth is, I tried. You see that white mountain?” He points far beyond the kingdom to a double peak that is as white as the moon itself. I nod.


    He puts me on my feet and leans against the rail. “On that mountain lives a witch, an Oracle. She knows what happened to every kingdom, how they fell, when Mendina struck each one. She knows the fate of every royal out there. When I asked for her help, she said one thing to me. One sentence—‘Find the lost princess, for only she can restore the damage Mendina has done.’”


    He looks at me, gauging my reaction. I inhale, unsure how to take this. Why me? Then he keeps going. “Your parents debated for a long while whether or not they would bring you back. As you said, they left you seventeen years ago. Would you even want to come back? Would you adjust to this life, or would you always be an outsider?


    “After I spoke to the Oracle, I told my father what she said. And he spoke to your parents. They had a meeting for three days. They brought the council together. But they all knew that if we were to restore this world, we would need to bring you home. So they asked for volunteers, anyone willing to go to your world and get you.


    “Two people stood up—Javiar and myself. And because I’m the prince, because I’m the one who spoke to the Oracle, because I’m betrothed to you, they sent me.”


    My breath catches twice. I’m too stunned, shocked to say a thing. He’s the prince I’m betrothed to? He’s to be my husband? He knew all along and still kept me at arm’s length? Perhaps Javiar was right—he’s toying with me.


    “We’re betrothed?” I know it shouldn’t be my main concern right now but it is.


    “Yes. I only just found out.” He looks at me carefully, like he’s considering his next move. “I understand if you don’t want to go through with it. You’ve already made it clear that you will only marry for love. And—” I shut him up by pressing my lips to his.


    He seems stunned at first but recovers quickly enough to wrap his arms around me and return my kiss. “You’re right, you know,” I mumble.


    “I will only marry for love. I refuse to marry anyone just because I’m told to.” Must’ve been the wrong thing to say because he steps back.


    “Where does that leave us?” I thought that by kissing him, I had answered that question. But I realize it’s rash and silly. And just the sort of thing the drama queens back home say.


    “I’ve loved you for a long time, Valentino. That being said, I’m not ready to be married.” He runs his hands through his perfectly curly black hair.


    “You’re right. I understand. We should get some rest, as we will be leaving in the next couple of days.” He throws back the velvet drapes and storms away before I can catch up to him.


    I’m taken aback by how fast that went downhill. Somehow it hurt him that I don’t want to marry him by force but because I love him, and I don’t understand it. Just as I think I’ve made progress, things start backpedaling.


    With a sigh of resignation, I stumble into the corridor and search for my chambers. I turn into the wrong corridor three times. Four times I walk into the wrong room. Thankfully, only one of those rooms was actually occupied.


    On my fifth attempt, I’m so lost I’m not even sure how to make it back to the room where I started. I consider calling for help but that would be the lamest thing in the world. If they had newspapers here, I could see the headline reading something like, “Princess Gets Lost in Her Own Castle.” Under that, it would say, “How can we expect her to save the world?” If they had Twitter they would tweet things like “#Princess got lost in her own #castle. Please find someone else to #save the #world.” I could continue going on with the “if they had” game, but mostly I’m just depressing myself.


    “You all right?” Javiar leans against the wall, crossing one leg over the other, folding his arms across his chest.


    “Not really.” I turn away, hoping above all else that he doesn’t ask me if I’m lost.


    “You look a little lost,” he states. At least he didn’t ask. I sigh.


    “What makes you think that?” I cross my arms as well, getting defensive.


    “Maybe the fact that you’ve been walking in circles. Or maybe the fact that you keep opening doors and then closing them the second you realize they’re the wrong door?”


    “How long have you been following me?” I raise an eyebrow, terrified of his answer.


    “Since Valentino stormed off.” Crap! “Which begs the question, why was he so angry?”


    “It’s really none of your concern.” I start back up the hall just to avoid Javiar. I don’t care if he can help me—I will find the room on my own. And when that doesn’t work, I will sleep in some random empty room


    I’ll say I couldn’t sleep and went for a walk or something like that. Valentino definitely never needs to know this happened. Javiar easily catches up to me, obviously not caring that I’m upset with him.


    “I’m sorry,” he says so quietly I barely hear him. I stop in my tracks and turn around.


    “What?”


    “I’m sorry for asking, for being rude, and for letting you wander the corridor for so long before offering my help. Would you like me to take you to your chambers?”


    I almost say no but if I’m being honest with myself, I really don’t want to sleep in a random room.


    “Yes, please.” I hold my head high and play the royalty card now. I know it isn’t fair or right but I can’t help it. He watched me struggle for at least thirty minutes—it’s easy to stay angry at him. I glare at the back of his head the entire walk.


    I realize too late that I should’ve been watching where we went so I can know how close I came to actually finding the right room.


    “Thank you.” I hmph in his direction before entering my room and letting the door slam shut. I almost go back just to have someone to talk to but instead I just fall onto the bed and mentally kick myself for all my stupid mistakes tonight.


    

  


  
    



    



    [image: 07]



    Edda must know the trick to getting me up is to open the blinds and let the sun wake me. The drapes are open and she’s sitting in the chair knitting something, just waiting for me to wake up. “Good morning, miss.” She smiles as I sit up, rubbing my eyes.



    I’m sure my hair is a mess and my clothes are as rumpled as the sheets. “Morning,” I grumble. I miss camping with Valentino. I miss his smile and the way he got me to get up laughing rather than groaning.


    “Your mother and father wish for you to join them for breakfast in their private quarters. I suggest you get up and are dressed before they’re ready for you.” She doesn’t move, just states the facts.


    “No breakfast in bed?” I laugh and throw the blankets back. I stand on my toes and stretch the sleepiness away.


    “Not today. In fact, probably not for a long while.” She sets aside her needles and string. As I finish stretching, she pulls a dress from the armoire and has it ready for me to put on. She laces the back, but this time, it isn’t so tight.


    “Better have a seat so I can fix your hair,” she says and I take note that she’s a head shorter than I am. She grabs the brush while I sit.


    A soft knock on the door causes Edda to stop midstroke, leaving the brush on the table so she can open it. I don’t hear a word said before she closes the door and returns.


    “They are ready for you. We’ll have to leave your hair down for now—I’ve found its best not to keep them waiting.” She finishes quickly and tells me to get going.


    “Edda, I don’t know how to get there,” I say, panicked at the idea of getting lost again.


    “He’s just outside the door. Trust me, I know better than to leave you to find a room alone,” she says with a smirk and ushers me to the door.


    At first, I worry it’s Javiar or Valentino but sigh in relief when it’s a serving boy I haven’t met yet. That makes me feel better about Edda’s comment. I had worried Javiar would tell the whole castle about last night. I realize he could have and I just don’t know it yet but I think of all the things I know about him and can’t see it in him to embarrass me like that.


    My guide doesn’t say a word, doesn’t offer his arm but just bows and leads the way. I clasp my hands in front of me and follow him, grateful not to have to make small talk. Once we arrive, he opens the door for me and bows as I walk past him, then closes the door behind me.


    The king and queen are sitting at a long table. A servant takes my chair and pushes it in as I sit. I’m not entirely sure the proper way to greet my parents, so I stay silent, hoping they greet me instead.


    “I trust you slept well, Shanice, and have been welcomed by the entire court.” The queen smiles at me. I love the way she smiles, holding back how much joy she truly feels—if only to make it less awkward. But her eyes shine and show all the happiness in the world.


    And that alone makes me feel closer to her. She truly cares. They both do. “Yes. It has been wonderful.” I smile, the happiest I’ve felt since arriving.


    “Good. We have been worried but it appears you are adjusting quite well,” the king says. “We are most concerned with the tasks upon your shoulders—part of the reason we wished to see you right away this morning. Time is running short, as Mendina is out of kingdoms to destroy. We fear if we wait any longer, she will begin burning forests and villages as well.” He takes a bite, and my mother picks up for him.


    “We know it’s soon and we had hoped to have you with us longer before sending you away again, but time is of the essence and we need to end this war now. We need you to find the others before it’s too late.” Sadness fills her voice, making her accent stronger, more prominent.


    I nod. “I know. Prince Valentino has filled me in. I am aware that the Oracle on the mountain is where I must go to get the information I need, and I am prepared to leave as soon as possible.” I say the words, matching her voice of concern. But I’m not ready. Not even a little bit.


    Breakfast is laid out before me. I eat, knowing this is my last meal in this castle for a long while indeed. Then again, it may just be my last meal period.
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    In preparing for a long, cold journey, I realize I completely forgot about my backpack and checking up on Star. The days have all blurred into one. I haven’t spoken to Valentino about visiting the Oracle but I know I need to.


    He did say we would be traveling together. But without knowing where he is staying, I go to the stables instead. Star almost breaks down her stall door when she sees me. “Hey.” I pat her head. “I’ve missed you too.” I open the door and wrap my arms around her neck.


    “You wouldn’t know where my bag went, would you?” I ask her, knowing she can’t actually answer me. It doesn’t save me from the odd stares of the stable boy as he enters, probably coming to see who’s in there.


    “Have you seen it?” I ask him this time.


    “I’m sorry, milady.” He bows. “I have not seen a bag.” He looks around, trying to find any task he can begin as to avoid the awkward stare down with me.


    “Please have her ready to leave in an hour.” I nod toward Star and walk out. I need to pack a bag of food, clothes, and multiple blankets. There’s no way I will survive with just one.


    As I don’t know where to find any of the provisions I’ll need, I return to my chambers. Edda already has my clothes packed. “Thank you,” I say in surprise, taking the bag from her.


    “I will allow you a minute alone,” she whispers as she leaves the room. I look up and find Valentino sitting in the chair, watching me.


    “Were you going to tell me your plans or leave without a word?” He remains cool, composed, as he questions me. I don’t know if I’m angrier with him or myself.


    “I planned on discussing it with you. I didn’t know where to find you,” I state, holding my head high and pretending to have the same cool he does. I almost mention last night but decide against it. He doesn’t need to know.


    I notice him curling his fists and taking deep breaths. “I can’t go with you.” My heart sinks.


    “What?” I lose my cool in an instant. I can’t do this without him. I would like to pretend I can but I can’t.


    “The Oracle will only talk to one. She won’t say a word if I’m there. However, I do know the location of one missing prince. See the Oracle and then meet me in Garverdale a week from now.” He must’ve known I was leaving today or he wouldn’t have been able to plan this.


    “A week? Why so long?” I don’t want to go a week without seeing him.


    “Trust me, it’s how long you’ll need.” He rises, kisses my hair, and goes to the door.


    “A week? And what about Garverdale? I don’t know where that is. Nor do I know how to get to the mountain.” I have to ball my own fists just to keep from squeaking out the last few words. “I’m not prepared to do this alone.” I don’t care if I look childish or silly or weak. I can show my true self in front of him.


    His calm manner is gone. “You won’t be.” Tears are welling up in his eyes, just as they are mine. I don’t understand why this has to be so confusing.


    But he doesn’t stick around to explain. He leaves me alone. Again. I collapse on the bed, with no willpower to move though I know I should be getting to the Oracle as soon as possible. Every minute counts. Mendina is moving in closer and the two remaining kingdoms fear they are going to lose everything. But if what Valentino says about his mother is true – Mendina doesn’t want it destroyed - , I have a feeling his father’s kingdom is protected.


    That begs the question, what about mine? But I shake off the feeling of unease. I open the wardrobe and find my shirt and jeans folded nicely. I grab them, ready to put them on when a hand rests on my arm.


    “Those will be far more annoying than these.” Edda nods to the jeans and places a pile of clothing in my hands. I lay them out on the bed—a pair of trousers and a black long-sleeved pirate-looking shirt.


    “Thank you.” I stuff my clothes into my bag before slipping off my dress and pulling on what appears to be boys’ clothing. But she’s right. These pants won’t chafe like jeans do.


    “And here. You will need these.” She hands me what looks like armor. I take it and put it on over the clothes. Light chainmail to cover my torso. Leather cuffs for my wrists and boots for my feet. I feel like a true warrior and wonder if I look just as good. “And I believe you will need food.” She hands me another bag.


    “Again, thank you.” I hate good-byes. I hate that I have to leave. I’m terrified of going off on my own, with no idea what I’m doing.


    “Be safe, Shanice. Mendina was once a princess—now she’s a monster. And I fear for you. She will stop at nothing to get what she wants, and you are far too kind to be the one who ends this war.”


    “Perhaps that is exactly why I am the one who can stop it. Only with love will this war be won.” I don’t know when I decided that to be the case. But the words resonate with truth.


    “You are wise beyond your years, Princess. Be safe.” She kisses my forehead, and with sadness in her eyes, she watches me leave. I don’t know whether I should say good-bye or consider my time this morning with my parents good-bye enough. Are they expecting me?


    I suppose it can’t hurt to say good-bye, so I find my way to the great hall where I assume they will be taking care of royal stuff. The doors are open and the guards don’t say a thing, so I assume it’s all right for me to enter.


    I walk in and peek around the corner to see if they are there. They are and they look sad, scared, and angry. I turn the corner and approach quietly—quite a feat in chainmail.


    My mother stands when she sees me, and the man speaking to my father bows to me and steps aside. Both the king and queen beckon me to come closer. I stand between them, feeling out of place.


    They each take one of my hands. “Today our daughter leaves in search of the missing royals, those who have been lost after their kingdoms were destroyed. Today she risks her life to end the wrath of Mendina and bring peace once more. Today our daughter goes on the quest no one has yet accomplished. This day, we bid our princess good-bye in hopes that tomorrow she returns our hero!” My father takes my hand and raises it like a champion. The people cheer, though there are only a few compared to the crowds last night.


    And despite how silly I thought it was two seconds ago, I feel stronger. I feel braver. I feel ready. And I know this moment may never come again. So despite not knowing if it’s acceptable, I turn and wrap my arms around both my parents.


    “Good-bye,” I whisper. And before another word can be said, I leave.


    Solemnly, I march toward the stables as if I’m marching into battle. I hold my breath, hoping that Valentino snaps out of his brooding long enough to say good-bye before I head to that mountain.


    It seems like a pretty straightforward path to me, from what I could see of it last night. Then again, I’m in a world that doesn’t have road signs. I may leave and never make it back simply because I got lost. Last night is proof it could happen.


    I open the door and find the stable boy waiting for me. Star is saddled and ready to leave. I tie my bags to the saddle and mount. Breathe in, breathe out. Waiting. Giving Valentino two more minutes before I leave, hoping more than anything he comes to say good-bye.


    “Best to take the south road until you hit the fork. Go west and it’s a straight shot from there.” Javiar walks in, calm. He couldn’t care less what happens to me. It’s why I didn’t mind not getting to tell him good-bye. But Valentino is different. And I hate knowing that if I die on this quest, I will never get a chance to fix things with him.


    “Thanks for the tip,” I say, though it doesn’t really do me much good. I have no idea which way is west and which is south. I just know where the mountain is compared to where I’m sitting—sorta.


    “Look, come here.” Javiar takes the reins and pulls Star after him. She, of course, doesn’t budge until I nudge her with my leg. It makes me laugh, but as he’s trying to help me, I make it a silent laugh.


    He walks me out the castle gates and through part of what used to be a trading town. People stare, and a few bow when they recognize who I am. But mostly we are ignored. He leads me until we reach the edge of the forest.


    “Take this road until you reach the fork. Then turn right. If you ride at a steady pace, it should take you one day to reach the base of the mountain. Do not climb at night—make camp at the base of the mountain. Tie Star up, keep a fire going. Climb, choose your path carefully, and you can reach the peak just before it gets dark. Make camp, start a fire, and be ready for anything.


    “The following morning is when you’ll meet her. Speak carefully and watch everything you say. Don’t tell her who you are unless she already knows. Under no circumstances do you tell her your feelings. Listen to what she has to say—listen carefully because she will only say it once. And don’t ask for clarification on anything. She will speak in riddles, and it’s up to you to figure them out.”


    I nod, taking note of everything he says. He sounds like he knows what he is talking about, and without guidance from anyone else, it’s all I have to go by.


    “Thank you.” I take a deep breath, ready to get this over with.


    “Shanice.” Now he seems concerned. “Be safe out there. If I could go with you, I would.” He takes my hand and gives it a gentle squeeze. “I know you can do this. I know you’re ready despite how you feel. Trust yourself. And when you feel like giving up, like it isn’t worth it, know what’s waiting for you when you return.” He turns around and looks down the road.


    Riding toward us is Valentino. He approaches slowly, seeing Javiar with me, but the fact that he came is all I need. Javiar begins walking back to the castle and I feel bad that he’s been driven way every time we’re together—since I arrived.


    “Thank you, Javiar!” I yell. He turns around and grins before running back inside the gates. I turn to Valentino, unsure what to say.


    “You forgot something that you’re going to want. And need.” He picks up the item wrapped in black cloth from his lap and holds it out to me. I take it in both hands and slowly unwrap it. The weapon is breath taking. The guard is unlike anything I’ve seen. The bottom is a claw, the top a wing, and the pommel a dragon’s head.


    “This is absolutely stunning, Valentino. Where did you get this?” I look up at him, astonished with the gift.


    “Come with me.” He rides between the trees, further onto the path Javiar told me to take. “I told you that you wouldn’t be going alone. This world needs you, and that means we’re going to help you. You have the protection of dragons. That sword isn’t from me.”


    “Who is it from?” I laugh, a little confused.


    “Me.” The voice is inside my head. It’s the deepest voice I’ve ever heard but lulling. I look up and almost fall off Star. Oh, my goodness, there’s a dragon in front of me. Pretty sure I wasn’t expecting that. In fact, I hadn’t realized dragons were real.


    My heart rate is three times the speed it should be. I can’t move, I can’t breathe—there’s a real live dragon in front of me. He’s huge—massive. His scales are teal with streaks of purple. Down his stomach is white. His eyes are a mesmerizing purple that match his mismatched scales.


    “Welcome home, Princess.” He steps closer, examining me. His wings brush the trees on either side of the path. He could eat me in one bite, and he’s currently stalking around me like he wants to. “I am Fuentes, and I am not here to harm you—only to help you. You are far too important to eat.” He chuckles. My entire body feels the rumble.


    “Thank you.” I meant to sound strong but my thank you comes out as more of a question.


    “That sword is more than it appears. I advise you to take care of it. Watch over it. And when you are at the brink of failing, it will be your greatest help.” He lowers his head, bowing—to me.


    “Thank you,” I say, stronger this time. I wonder if Valentino can hear what this dragon is saying or just what’s coming out of my mouth. Fuentes. I need to remember that name.


    “Be on your journey. You will need all the daylight you can get. Be safe, Princess.” The trees almost fall over as he flaps his wings and takes off into the sky.


    “I … I just met a real dragon!” If the idea of falling off Star didn’t terrify me, I probably would’ve passed out. Instead, I take deep breaths and focus on the task at hand.


    I tie the sheath around my waist and try to get used to the extra weight hanging from my side.


    “I will be waiting for you in Garverdale in one week’s time. Be careful.” Valentino says, looking just as ill as I feel. My heart falls to pieces as I watch him ride way. Once he has rounded the trees and I can’t see him anymore, I continue forward.


    Follow the road until you hit the fork, then turn right.


    I repeat Javiar’s instructions constantly in my head until I reach the fork. Gnarled trees, bushes as tall as five feet, animals rustling the leaves—I didn’t think riding through a forest could be so terrifying. I feel like I’m being watched constantly, and not in a good way.


    I don’t dare stop—I wouldn’t know what do to anyway. I keep riding. I take the right fork, and Star and I trudge along the path. For a trail that leads to a mountain hardly ever visited, it sure does seem clear. No roots or greenery taking over the road—it’s completely barren.


    I try to keep my mind clear, think of anything that’s comforting instead of all the things terrifying me right now. I have no idea what I’m doing. I will reach that mountain by nightfall, climb it tomorrow but really, I’m not sure what I’m thinking.


    Why do these people believe it’s a good idea to send me off on my own when I’ve been here less than a week? Perhaps they weren’t thinking. Maybe they’re all mistaken—I just might be the wrong person. Maybe they only thought I was the kid they left behind and in fact I’m a regular girl and this is all a huge mistake.


    Maybe this is a practical joke that just hasn’t ended yet. Maybe I was in an accident and am now lying in a hospital in a coma and this is my mind going crazy. Or I really am here, in another world, now riding off to my death.


    I gulp and try not to panic. It’s okay. If Valentino didn’t think I could do this, he wouldn’t have sent me. He would’ve come with me, at least. Or maybe he cares less than I thought but that’s also depressing.


    The closer I am to the mountain, the more I notice all the things that makes this daunting. Like the fact that it’s white due to snow—snow on the mountain in spring. But this isn’t just a little snow. In fact, it looks like quite a bit of snow that I’m going to have to climb through.


    All the times I wished to be a princess as a kid? I wish I could take it back. All the brats at school who thought they were superior? I would love to bring them here so they can see what it’s really like. Oh, how I would love to see the looks on their faces if they had to do this task.


    Of course, seeing them face-to-face with a dragon would’ve been just as good.


    Some things I miss about home. Mom, Dad, horseback riding in the safety of fences with Valentino. But does that balance out the things I hated? School, the teasing and taunting, all the pranks and jokes at my expense, no friends.


    Does it compare to the life I’m living now? Riding off to a snow-capped mountain, my one friend hates me, a dragon who bows to me—in fact, everyone bows and curtsies. The people expect me to be their hero. They look at me with admiration. But I feel just as alone as I did before. They want me to rescue them but I don’t see anyone offering to help me.


    A rustle in the trees startles Star. She begins slowly walking backwards, despite my pushing her forward. But as I hear the crunch of twigs on either side of me, I know this isn’t the same as just some small animals running through the forest. Three guys emerge from them, confirming my fears.


    “Well, looky what we have here.” The guy speaking is missing teeth, causing a whistle. His accent sounds like it’s more from being drunk than anything.


    “She’s worth a prity penny, no doubt,” the guy on my left says, sneering. He’s missing teeth and is no doubt drunk, judging by the way he wobbles. “What’s a perty thing like yur doin’ out here anyhow?” He comes a little closer.


    “I advise you both to consider what you’re doing before you do it. If you so much as a lay a finger on my horse, let alone me, I will cut it off.” I unsheathe my sword. They don’t appear fazed in the least.


    In fact, the first guy walks up, giggling like a school girl, and pets Star. She’s just as disgusted as I am. In a single move, I jump from the saddle and pull the man’s hand behind his back, letting the cool blade rest on his finger.


    “I did warn you,” I say, my voice darker than I thought it could go.


    “Please, miss. We’re just havin’ a bit o’ fun.” He whimpers. I push him forward, and in the movement, my blade nicks his finger. He puts in his mouth to stop the bleeding.


    “Yur little witch!” The other guy pulls a much nastier blade from his side and charges at me. I’m starting to feel like I’m not really in control of myself as I use the blade to spin around and block the drunkard’s blow before he knows what’s coming.


    In two seconds flat, he’s on his behind in the dirt. This blade isn’t just a sword that looks nice. Fuentes’ words begin to make a lot more sense.


    “I am warning you one last time. Leave me be, or lose your limbs one by one.” My voice is hoarse, dark, in control. Inside I am shaking, terrified of what these guys could do to me. I must remember to thank Fuentes endlessly for the gift.


    “We meant no harm to yur.” The bleeding one steps back, hands up. The other scrambles backwards in the dirt to get closer to his buddy.


    “Then go back to wherever you’re from.” I put one foot in the stirrup and throw my other leg over the saddle. I ride off before they can do any more harm. Once they’re out of sight, I sheath the sword and shake on the outside as much as I was on the inside. I could’ve died. Or worse. Oh, it could’ve been so much worse.


    Maybe this path isn’t so barren after all. A shudder crawls up my spine. I want to barf just thinking what could’ve happened. But it didn’t, and I’m safe. I look at the sword, shuddering again. That sword had more control over me than I did it. I might complain if it hadn’t just saved my life.


    It begins getting dark as the sun slowly sets and I haven’t yet reached the base of the mountain. But I push on. I still have enough daylight to make it. I can see the moon above me as the sun disappears further. But I continue walking. I can see the perfect clearing at the base of the mountain. With every step, it seems the sun is rising again as it gets brighter.


    With Javiar’s warning on repeat, I realize this is a witch I am approaching. She doesn’t want people to bother her, which means she will use any tricks she can to stop me from getting to her. With that in mind I decide to make camp tonight, and climb tomorrow.


    While the light isn’t being messed with, I’m not sure how I’ll know when it’s morning but I trudge on until I reach the mountain. I start a fire as fast as I can get one made. Star is tied to a branch, her saddle removed. She’s stuck here until I return from visiting the Oracle.


    Luckily, there is plenty of grass for her to munch on. The fake sun has disappeared, leaving me the moonlight, and it shines brightly upon the clearing where I’ve made camp. I look up at the beauty around me.


    I don’t bother eating supper. I can’t stomach it after what I’ve been through today. I can’t get all those images out of my head, all the things that could’ve happened. I lay my blankets out and get comfy but it isn’t actually all that comfy.


    And I can’t stop shivering. I feel so cold, so lonely. As if another gift being bestowed upon me, Star lies beside me. With the extra warmth, I fall asleep.
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    My hands are frozen. If there’s one thing I want right now, it’s gloves. The mountain isn’t just covered in snow—it’s as if the mountain is ice itself. I grasp at another piece, pulling myself upward.



    My boots continue slipping from the glassy surface, making the climb harder with every step. I feel any second now my entire body will go numb, sending me falling backwards to my death. It’s the gruesome image—me falling to my death at the base of the mountain—that keeps me clinging on.


    I wonder why Fuentes didn’t just offer me a ride up this mountain. But still, I hold on, anchoring myself higher. The fear of falling has me gripping so tight, I fear I might crush or melt the ice.


    “Your fear of falling has kept your heart at bay while you believe it to be open to the one you love,” a gravelly voice says in my head. It alone almost causes me to lose my grip. I don’t care much for people speaking to me in my head.


    My muscles tighten, my arm weakens. I feel all hope is lost as I try to find another grip. A bony, wrinkled hand grasps my wrist. I look up through the snowy storm and see the one who spoke to me pulling me beyond the lip to safety. “Welcome, Shanice.” Her lips are purple, her skin a pasty white—only surpassed by the white of her hair, which matches the snow.


    I step into what looks like a cave of ice. But it isn’t nearly as cold as it was outside. And there’s no bitter wind. A table sits in the middle of the room. What looks like a kitchen in one corner, and a small makeshift bed sits across from it.


    “Thank you.” I again find myself lost, not knowing the witch’s name.


    “Selma. My name is Selma. And that is no reason to feel lost. Now sit. There is much to discuss about your fate, and the fate that rests in your hands.” I take a seat on what looks like a block of ice – just like the table. Even her furniture is made of glassy ice.


    She sits opposite me. A wave of her hand and the seats are warm. A second wave and a table rests between us. She pulls my hands to her and looks at each of my palms, as if reading my entire story from the lines found there.


    “I am not a mind reader from your world, girl. I read the lines but not in the way you think. Those from the other world make things up, they lie. Their powers are weak and stem from my own. The Oracles you know of are fakes and thieves. Do not compare my great power to their simple tales of riches and fame.” She spits.


    I nod, unsure what to say. I feel like my mind is being pried open with her speaking my every thought.


    “You are wise. Of the few that make the climb to my home, many dream of their lovers and their wishes. They think of all that could be, all they believe to be, and all that will never come. You are brave, coming through this storm when you do not know anything of this world. You are a stranger to your own home. Is this true?”


    I don’t know why she asks but because she did, I reply. “Yes. But I will do what I have to whatever it takes.”


    She smiles and waives her hands about. “Now, you wish to know the fate of the royals you must find. Some are dreamers, some ran for their lives, some never lived, and few will help you.”


    I try to take mental notes of everything she says.


    “My riddles are what you need. They allow interpretation to the individual so allow me to speak in your mind.”


    “I cannot stop you,” I state, keeping my tone calm.


    “Oh, dear worldly child, if only your magic were that mild. You think you have no power but the truth of it all, is you have more than the witch princess who had a fall. Now open your mind and let me in, or rhymes you’ll be given and your life will fall to those of men.” Her words make no sense to me. It sounds like I’ll die by the hand of men and not the princess I am fighting. I close my eyes and imagine a mental block opening.


    “Follow my guidance and all will be saved. But heed my words or the world will be slaved. The princess you seek is not one to be found. She fights to end you so she may be crowned. Follow the winged and enter the cave. Be not haughty, or you, dear princess, will be slayed. Two tiny creatures will ask for your hand. Offer but one, or you’ll fall into sand. Darkness shall engulf you in a moment of need—patience will guide you or the darkness you’ll feed. Choose the one you love most and don’t let him go, for love alone is something she does not know.”


    Selma releases my hands. I rub them together as the cold returns. In that moment, all I could feel were her words. I repeat every one of them in my mind, knowing I can’t forget any of what she said or all may be lost.


    “Go, princess, and meet him now. He awaits you before your journey can begin.” She waves her hand over my eyes and all goes dark, fading like a dream.


    I sit up, startled. Star is lying beside me, and the blankets are still wrapped around me. The fire is almost out and the moon shines brightly down on me. I think back to Selma, the mountain, the climb, the riddle and I’m not sure if any of it actually happened or if it was all in my head. “Go.” I look around, hearing her urging me to leave.


    I know all I came to find out. It doesn’t make sense but she finished helping me and now she’s sending me away.


    Just as I stand, the sun begins to rise. She must enjoy tricking people into believing they’re going crazy because that’s how I feel right now. I saddle Star as fast as I can, stomp out the fire, and ride, pushing Star to run. The rustle of bushes and thoughts of evil, drunken men don’t scare me as much as the witch’s words. I don’t know what they mean exactly but one thing is very clear—Mendina wishes to take my life in order to claim the throne.


    My kingdom is the one most in danger. I push Star faster and faster until I have to lie against her neck so I won’t be pushed off by the wind. It took me most of the day to reach the mountain but I return in mere hours.


    I don’t slow as I ride through the gates. I pull Star to a stop in the courtyard and leave her there as I dash through the oak doors I didn’t see upon my first arrival. Through those doors, I run into the great hall.


    My father is speaking with one of the men I saw passing by in the village yesterday. It wouldn’t stand out to me, but after what Selma just told me and the weird sense that overcomes me, telling me something is wrong. “No!” I yell just as the man pulls a knife from his pants.


    My legs carry me as fast as I can go, barreling straight into the assassin. He doesn’t have time to react. The knife catches in my armor but doesn’t pierce through. We both fall to the ground. His head lolls as air is knocked out of him.


    For good measure, I punch him as hard as I can, making sure he is unconscious. “Shanice, what is going on?” The king stands there, looking furious—at me.


    “He was an assassin, Father. Come to kill you and the queen.” I’m filthy and tired and I can’t stay. Mendina is bold enough to send assassins to kill my parents while I’m away but she’d better learn fast that I won’t leave them unprotected.


    “This man was here begging for food for his family. What proof do you have that he was an assassin?” I never once thought that saving the life of the king would get me scolded. But if he wants to act this way, two can have a royal temper. I stand my ground.


    “I just saved your life. Proof? Have you ever seen this man before? Has anyone seen this man before? Is there proof he has a starving family in town? This man was about to kill you. And not even you would’ve seen it coming.”


    With that, I turn on my heel and walk away. The only reason I don’t leave for Garverdale right this second is because I don’t know how to find Garverdale. So I go in search of the person who I know I can count on to help me. Javiar.


    My anger pumps through me, the adrenaline keeping me moving. I don’t stop when the people I pass curtsy or bow. I pretend not to see them at all. I continue walking until I find a maid I’ve seen before.


    “Wait!” I shout to get her attention, startling her. “Do you know where I can find Javiar?” She nods, wide-eyed. “Sorry. Please show me where he is.”


    “Ma’am, I am working for the queen. But I can tell you.” She looks around, frantic, unsure which orders to follow.


    “Where?”


    “The library.” She points the way I need to go.


    “Thank you.” I don’t wait for a response. I just continue stomping down the corridor. Once I’m standing outside the library door I take a calming breath and compose myself.


    I realize I must be quite a sight—wearing men’s clothing and armor, chainmail and cuffs, my hair braided back. My face covered in dirt, my fingers still icy from the mountain. I open the door. The room is silent except the occasional murmur of pages being turned.


    I look around until I see him, his back turned to me as he flips through book after book stacked on the table. I step beside him, reading over his shoulder. I don’t see a full two words before the book slams shut and he whips around.


    “Oh. What’re you doing here? I thought you were speaking to the Oracle.” He moves around the edge of the table, a book clasped behind his back.


    “I did. I also just saved my parents from an assassin my father doesn’t believe is an assassin, but that isn’t the point. I don’t know how to get to Garverdale, and I’m not going alone. Pack your bag and meet me in the stables in twenty minutes.” I stomp back out.


    “Shanice!” Javiar says. I turn to see him rushing towards me. “Take a break. Allow Star to rest, pack more supplies, and then we’ll go. Promise.” He places his palm to my cheek. I take a deep breath.


    “Okay. Two hours and then we’ll go.” Relaxed a bit, I leave him to pack and I go to put Star in the stables before resting, myself.


    Two hours later, as promised I return the stables where Star is ready to leave, so ever patiently waiting for me. The stable boy is at her side.


    I take the reins from his small fingers and lead Star to the stables myself. I remove her saddle and brush her coat.


    Ten minutes later, I put the saddle back on Star and mount just as he walks in the door. “What’s going on? You’re angry, panicked, in a hurry, and not really following instructions.”


    “How long is it till we reach Garverdale?” I ask, ignoring all of his questions.


    He glares at me before mounting. “At least two days’ ride. We’ll for sure have to camp tonight,” he adds.


    “Let’s go. Lead the way.”
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    I hate camping, I hate constantly traveling, I hate soup of every kind, and I hate that I’m here with Javiar and not Valentino. I keep my back to the fire, curled up in a ball, thrumming my fingers on my leg and hope the night ends soon. Javiar is watching me. I can feel it. I know he’s going to ask me something any minute now. I wait, tensed, knowing I won’t appreciate whatever he wants to say.



    Three minutes pass. “We’ll both be warmer if we sleep closer together,” he says. I know. Thinking back on the same situation with Valentino, I am aware that we could both be warmer. But I can’t. It doesn’t feel right. Doesn’t feel the same.


    “Shanice, are you really willing to freeze because it’s me instead of him?” Javiar touches my arm. My first instinct is to jerk it away. My second instinct is to sit up and talk to him. I go with the second option. I know I’m being rude.


    “It has nothing to do with him or you,” I snap. “I’m not cold.” I say, knowing well it’s all a lie. I hate myself for it. He doesn’t deserve my anger.


    “What’s going on? When you got here, you were confused but you knew that we needed to be friends. You kept Valentino and me from killing each other, and you were kind and sweet. But now you’ve been here a week and just like that, you’re distant. Let me help you. That’s why I’m here.”


    I wipe away the tears sliding down my cheeks. I hug my legs and rest my chin on my knees. “I know. I’m more lost and confused than I’ve ever been before. Valentino told me something, and he didn’t like my response. Since then, he’s been distant, and now I feel like he doesn’t want anything to do with me.” I was going to stop there, let it go. But now that Javiar’s got me talking, I let it pour out.


    “My own father scolded me today for saving his life—he doesn’t believe the man was an assassin. But he pulled a knife out of his pocket while speaking to the king. I don’t know how or why but I had all these feelings, this power built up after speaking to the Oracle, and I knocked him to the ground.”


    “Perhaps you just misinterpreted things. Maybe it was an offering, a gift. That dagger could’ve been anything.” Javiar tries to console me, to convince me I was wrong.


    “The Oracle told me everything in riddles but one thing was very clear. Mendina doesn’t plan on destroying my kingdom. She plans to kill me and take my throne.” I wipe more tears with the back of my hand.


    I expect Javiar to respond as Valentino would have, asking me about my real reasons for being upset, asking about my father. Instead, he asks a question. “The feelings you’re having—what are they like?”


    “Unused energy, like I have all the power in the world just waiting to let loose. I can’t stop moving when I feel it. I fidget. I can run faster than ever before. I—I don’t know.” My hands are shaking. I hate this.


    I’ve never felt like this before, energized and tired all at once. “Shanice,” he whispers. I don’t know why he’s whispering when we’re the only ones around for miles. I don’t even know how I know that. I just do.


    “Why are you whispering?” I can’t keep still. Now my foot taps on the ground.


    “I need you to remain as calm as possible. Listen to me and listen carefully.” He takes my hands in his, grasping them tighter than he probably should.


    He pulls me to my feet and starts walking towards me, forcing me to walk backwards. I try to pull away but he grips my hands so hard they start to go numb. “Javiar,” I begin. But he cuts me off.


    “What you’re feeling is a little more than energy or an adrenaline rush. The man in the throne room? You could have killed him, and your father knew that. I’m sure you left before he could stop you. Is that right?” He speaks slowly, calmly, as if I were a child. He clenches my fingers, locking my elbows in place.


    I nod, focused on his every word. “But-” I try to tell him to let me go.


    “Shanice,” He says, his voice calm and soothing, successfully shutting me up. I look into his eyes. I fear if I look away, if I say anything, I’ll explode. “Shanice, I’m going to tell you something, and I am begging you to remain calm. Do you understand?” He squeezes my hands a little harder. I nod again.


    “Do you trust me with your life?” he asks. His voice lowers.


    I gulp, nervous as to why he would ask that. But I nod again. The sound of rushing water breaks my concentration. I turn to look, but before I can, he shoves me, letting go of my hands. I turn to catch myself two seconds too late and fall face first. “You have magic!” is all I hear before the rush of icy water engulfs me. I go under for what feels like hours but was more like two seconds before I break the surface.


    I can’t catch my breath. My throat burns, my eyes stinging. I want to say I feel cold but I’m pretty sure I’m actually numb.


    I can’t believe the little dirt bag pushed me in the river! The icy, freezing cold river. I grab hold of a rock at the bank and pull myself out. I’m shaking, this time from the cold rather than the built-up energy. Javiar is lying facedown in the dirt.


    I consider leaving him there but I know I can’t. I touch his shoulder. “Javiar?”


    He moans. “Holy dragons, Shanice.” He sits up, looking pretty hurt. It doesn’t stop me from slapping him across the cheek.


    “What was that for?” I scream.


    “Ugh, my head!” He puts his palms on his temples, applying pressure on the pain. I stomp off toward camp to find something warm and dry to wear. He has the decency to stay out of sight until I’ve changed my clothes.


    I plop down in front of the fire and throw in more sticks to keep it going. My braid came undone, leaving my soaking wet hair dripping all over the place.


    “I’m sorry.” He sits down beside me, wrapping another blanket around my shoulders. “I had to do that if I wanted to save myself from getting blown up. Probably saved your life, too.” He says the words but they don’t make any sense to me.


    “How did freezing cold water help save both of our lives?” I spit.


    “Shanice, you have magic. And because no one has told you that, all your power has been building up inside you for seventeen years. You’ve probably felt a lot of pressure in your life. And I bet you don’t feel it now, do you?” he asks sympathetically.


    I think of all the times I felt under pressure, all the times I wanted the weight lifted. I think of how when I arrived, I felt a little release. I think about how I feel now, and realize the pressure is gone. There’s no weight. The Oracle’s words come back to me—about my power.


    Fine. So Javiar’s right. Whatever. “How did throwing me in the river help anything?”


    “The shock factor. You weren’t expecting it, and all that energy went in to protecting you while you were freezing to death. The blast knocked me back ten feet.”


    I roll my shoulders, trying to find warmth. “So why am I still cold?” I say, my teeth now chattering.


    “Because all the energy went into the first blow. It’s up to your body now to find the warmth. Your energy will renew but you’re going to have to use your powers to keep that from happening again. We need to get you warm and rested.”


    I nod, though I’m not sure he can tell because I’m shaking so much. He doesn’t offer to keep me warm, as I thought he would. Instead, he walks to the trees where both horses are tied and undoes the rope. He somehow manages to get both of them to lie on either side of me. I lie down, snuggled between the horses in three of the four blankets we brought, and try to sleep.


    I almost offer Javiar a blanket but before I can, he squeezes between his horse and myself and climbs under the covers with me. I want to protest but there’s no way I’ll survive the night without as much warmth possible.


    It seems like only minutes have passed since I actually fell asleep but now he’s waking me. “Shanice, we need to go.” He shakes my shoulder gently.


    “Why so early?” I mumble.


    I hear him laugh. “Because if we leave now, we can reach Garverdale by dark,” he says before getting both horses up. With my heaters gone, it’s a lot easier for me to get up too. Sure I’m a sight to behold, I’m grateful I didn’t bring a mirror.


    I comb through my hair with my fingers and braid it back. But without Edda’s hairdressing abilities and an elastic to hold it in place, the braid comes undone. I don’t try to re-braid it. I let it go. My hair is already a mess – how much worse could it get?
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    The sun sets but Javiar asks that we push on, knowing that we are almost there. I am ready to give up for the night just as lights twinkling in the distance give me hope. I’m ready to run for it. We’re so close.


    I expected to see more people but the cobblestone streets are barren. Not a stir is made, and I realize I don’t know where Valentino is. He said to meet him here. But he never specified which home—or the inn, perhaps.


    “You’re leading from here on out.” Javiar says. He doesn’t know either.


    “Let’s start at the inn. I want a hot meal and a warm bed.” I turn down one street hoping I’m even going in the right direction. I hear laughter from inside the large building to my left. A sign hangs above the door but I can’t make out what it says.


    “Not there.” He rides up beside me and puts his hand on my arm.


    “Why not?”


    “That’s no inn—that’s the alehouse. A whole lot of drunkards there. No, this is the inn.” He leads us farther down the street. There is noise from within but not laughing and shrieks. I’m glad he stopped me—I’m glad I brought him with me.


    I follow Javiar’s lead and dismount. We walk the horses down the small alley behind the inn and put the horses in the stables. I don’t want to leave Star but I can’t bring her in with me.


    Once the horses are as secure as they’ll be in a place like this, we walk back around the inn to the front door. A wave of smoke and the smell of drinks, vomit, and body odor hit me when we walk through the door. There’s drinking and eating, singing and storytelling. People of all kinds sit in a large room heated by a fireplace. At the back of the room is the bar, and a large man with a short beard and mustache of black and white greets us jovially.


    “Wha’ can we get yer?” he asks Javiar, not even noting I’m there.


    “We need a room for the night,” Javiar says. I wish he had asked for two but then I look at all the people and change my mind. I don’t want to be alone.


    “Tha’ll be twelve ’oppers.” He holds out a hand. I don’t know what he’s actually asking for so I’m glad Javiar understands, though he doesn’t look happy about paying the man. I wonder if that’s a lot of money.


    “Will yer and lady be needin’ supper as well? On the house, of course.” He looks to me. I want a hot meal but I let Javiar do the talking.


    “Yes. Brought to our room.” Javiar nods.


    “Of course,” the man says, winking. I shudder. “Marda!” he yells. A woman half his size walks out from behind the counter holding a single key.


    “This way,” she says. No smile, no greeting. She doesn’t seem pleased. We follow her up a flight of stairs that makes so much noise, I’m pretty sure it should be condemned. She uses the key to open the last door on the left before handing it to Javiar and leaving. I look inside, not happy with this arrangement.


    I thought the stables were bad – the stalls filthy, no lights, and very little food. I had hoped inside would be better – it was a false hope. One small bed, the room is filthy, The place reeks.


    “Don’t worry. We only have to stay one night. Tomorrow, we’ll go door-to-door if we have to in order to find Valentino,” he says, annoyed at the look of disgust on my face. I can’t blame him, though.


    I’m afraid to touch anything. “Are you sure it’s okay to eat here? We won’t die?” I feel sick to my stomach.


    “You haven’t been the castle kitchens, have you?” He laughs. “I assume you aren’t used to this, but this is a nice inn. Used to be one of the best, actually, before the kingdom was destroyed, the castle burnt to the ground, and travelers stopped coming through here. Now it’s a little dingy, but I bet if we restored it, this would be the place to stay every night again.” He talks as if he lives here. It makes me wonder about him again.


    “What’s your story, Javiar? Who are you?” I sit on the edge of the bed and wait for him to speak. He folds his arms across his massive chest and turns away, clearly not wanting to discuss it.


    “Come on. How did you end up in Umare? You know a lot about this place. Why is that? Did you grow up here?” I get up and stand beside him, leaning against the wall. “It seems I’m not the only one having issues letting people in.”


    His voice catches. “I can’t tell you. I can’t tell anyone who I really am.” He turns away so his back is to me.


    “Why not?” I touch his arm. I’m not the only one who’s alone, either.


    The room reverberates as someone pounds on the door. Javiar looks at me. “Everyone has their secrets, Shanice. Some are best left that way.” Before I can respond he takes two steps and answers the knocking.


    The same woman has a tray of food for us. Javiar takes the tray and sets it on the table then places more coins into her hand. She thanks him before leaving us alone again.


    Javiar hands me a plate of food before sitting on the bed, leaning against the headboard and digging into his own food. I walk around and sit beside him.


    “Sometimes secrets haunt us and hurt us more than they protect us. Eventually, all secrets come into the light, and sometimes you’re better off telling them before that happens. Whatever secrets you have, you can trust me with them. We may have started off as less than friends but it doesn’t have to always be that way.” I say before taking a bite of my food – hoping it doesn’t kill me. I gulp it down, avoiding looking at it.


    “If you bury your secrets deep enough, no one ever has to know.” Javiar says between bites.


    “When you bury them that deep, you lose part of yourself. What has you so afraid that you can’t even open up to me? What could be so awful that you’re willing to be alone forever if it means that your secret stays safe?”


    “If I could tell you, I would. But the moment I tell you, I’ll lose you forever.” He speaks as if he’s known me more than the short time I’ve been here.


    “You’re not going to lose me, Javiar. We’re friends.”


    “Are we? Or am I just your help? Because every time I try to get close to you, I’m brushed off. I understand that you’re in love with Valentino. I know I can never hold your heart the way he does. But you won’t even give me a chance to be your friend because you’re so worried about him.” His words hurt more than they should.


    “I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s going on with him right now. I may be in love with him but I don’t think he feels the same way. All of that aside, I’m sorry if it seems like I’m pushing you away. I don’t mean to. You are my friend. Right now, it seems like you’re my only friend.” I look him in the eye.


    He’s so close to losing his cool. I can feel the tension building up in him. He needs a release, just like I did. “I’ve been everywhere, and I don’t belong anywhere. Those who know who I really am abandoned me. They never gave me a chance to explain. So I bottled it all up. I pretend I’m not really this person. And I never ever tell anyone the truth.”


    “If they left you so easily, perhaps they weren’t truly your friends.” I touch his arm, offering him the only comfort I can.


    “I know. But it doesn’t make it any easier. I would rather have friends who never find out.” He turns away, wiping at his eyes, never once letting me see the tears.


    “Don’t tell me everything. Just tell me what you need to say most. I can see the pain you’re in, and Javiar, I understand that pain. I know what it feels like. I’ve been alone for a long time.” I set the tray on the table and sit a little closer.


    “And what happens if I tell you and you realize I was right all along? I can’t lose you as well. You’re the only friend I have.”


    “If you can’t trust me to handle it, then you’ve already lost me.” I frown, sad that he is so lost in his fears and secrets. I stand beside the window and watch the night go by. Very few people walk through the streets—probably going home after drinking.


    I feel Javiar step up beside me. I watch his reflection in the glass. He catches my eye and holds my stare. “My mother is the princess who destroyed this kingdom, along with all the other kingdoms. My mother is the one searching for you. The one who wants your head.” A single tear falls from his eyes.


    My lungs seem to quit functioning, I can’t breath as I take in what he just said. His mother is Mendina. It’s no wonder he didn’t want to tell me. My heart breaks. I turn around so we’re standing face to face. “Does Valentino know? Do my mother and father?”


    I place my hands on his neck and lean closer, my mouth to his ear. “Javiar, listen to me. Your mother’s mistakes are not your own.”


    “No. But my mistakes must be answered for.”


    “What do you mean?” I step back and lean against the wall again.


    “I worked for Mendina for a long time before I realized she couldn’t control me anymore. I left but the damage has been done. If this gets out, if anyone knew, I would be a dead man. And that’s the problem—I’m telling you, and you should be the angriest of them all.” He paces the room.


    “I don’t understand. She controlled you; she used you. Yes, you did some awful things but you’ve changed. You’re trying to keep that in the past and make a future for yourself.” I look back out the window, and see Valentino. Sitting on Knight. He’s gazing up at me.


    He must’ve realized I should be here by now and coming searching. I smile as he goes out of sight, entering the inn.


    “So what you’re saying is I should be forgiven?”


    “I’m saying you need to forgive yourself. Move on. Help me now—help me rebuild everything. Make up for your mistakes rather than dwelling on them.”


    “I’m saying you need to forgive yourself. Move on. Help me now—help me rebuild everything. Make up for your mistakes rather than dwelling on them.”


    Javiar stops pacing, and without a word, he marches right up to me and kisses me. His hands are on my face, in my hair. I’m stunned. But he surrounds me and I care about him – my brain stops working as I slid my arms around his neck, I almost kiss him back. But before I have a chance to react at all, the door bursts open.


    Javiar jumps back so fast, you’d think he was on fire. Valentino’s cheeks are crimson. He looks between us, but I don’t know what to say. I doubt he’d listen anyway. The damage has been done.


    “Come with me,” he says to me. I’m pretty sure he doesn’t mean for Javiar to come at all, but I follow Valentino and Javiar follows me.


    Star and Knight are saddled, waiting just outside. Javiar’s horse isn’t there which means my assumption was correct. And he doesn’t intend to wait for him, either. I barely have time to mount before he takes off.


    I look back at Javiar, torn. “Just go.” He waves me away. I follow Valentino, afraid I won’t catch up. Because he’s already angry, I use the opportunity to get out some of my own anger. “Why did no one tell me I have magic?” I yell.


    “What?” He pulls the reins, stopping in the middle of the street. I ride up right beside him.


    “Why didn’t someone warn me I have magic? We almost died back there because I didn’t realize I was being overwhelmed by powers I didn’t know existed,” I spout off. I tried not to be angry about it.


    “Shanice, look around you! This world is living off magic. It’s everywhere. And the place you grew up on is one of technology. Your parents tried to keep you away from technology. They didn’t want you connected to it, they didn’t want you so used to having all those gadgets that you were unwilling to leave them behind. More so, they didn’t want the technology and magic to collide and hurt someone.”


    “That’s all wonderful,” I snap, sarcasm heavy in my voice. “But why did not one warn me?”


    Valentino takes a deep breath and pushes Knight to keep going. I follow him closely, waiting for an explanation.


    “It was your parents’ job to tell you. For whatever reason they didn’t bring it up.” His voice is clipped—he’s angry and hurt and annoyed with me. I slow my pace until I’m riding behind him rather than beside him. I want to apologize, I want to tell him how I feel, I want to know why I let Javiar kiss me in the first place.


    He leads me down several streets until we arrive at a small cottage on the edge of the forest. An older woman, her brunette hair curled in a bun, is standing just outside the door holding a lantern. Her gray eyes are sad and she shivers despite being wrapped in a lace shawl over her long black dress.


    “Your Highness.” She curtsies to me. “It is an honor to be in your presence.” She smiles. Deep wrinkles around her eyes and mouth show signs of worrying for far too long. “Please come in. Lancilotto will take care of your horses.” A young man close to our age approached from the dark. He takes the reins to both horses.


    I step down and follow the woman inside. “Thank you,” I say, realizing I’ve kept silent. Valentino closes the door behind us. Brooding, angry—livid.


    “I have waited for this day most of my life. I almost gave up hope.” She sits beside the hearth and invites us to take a seat. I do. Valentino stands in front of the door.


    “Is he, Lancilotto, the prince?” I ask.


    “Indeed, Princess. His kingdom no longer stands, which means I do not know how much help he can offer.”


    “We are combining forces. He alone can offer plenty. We need his help in stopping Mendina. Does he know?”


    “No.” She shakes her head, sadness glossing over her eyes. “He was just a baby. I was his nurse. I tried to save his parents as well but my first concern was the prince. I got him to safety but when I returned, it was too late. The damage had been done.” She looks so broken, so old.


    The door opens, startling Valentino. He whips around but when he sees it’s just Lancilotto, he relaxes.


    Lancilotto looks at the woman, then back to me. Back to her. “Nastasia, is everything all right?” he asks, concern filling his voice.


    “Yes, dear. This is the princess.” She says. Lancilotto turns to me. Just as he is about to speak, knocking at the door startles us all.


    This time it is Javiar. Valentino glares at him, pure hatred in his eyes but he allows him in. How would he explain things if he didn’t? I turn my attention back to Lancilotto.


    What do you tell someone their life is a lie and they are royalty? Well, if I want to take after my parents, I should surprise him hours before his life is turned upside down.


    He is handsome—tall, large build, full of muscle, and blond. He seems kind, friendly. And happy.


    “Your Highness, it is an honor.” He bows low. I curtsy in reply.


    “Truly, the pleasure is mine.” I hate what I’m about to do. Now I just have to figure out how to tell him the truth. I wish Valentino had discussed this with me before introducing us. A little warning, time to prepare would’ve been nice.


    I lean a little closer. “Would you mind taking a walk with me?” I can’t believe what I am about to do, but we need him. I need his help. I’m not sure why or for what, but I know I’m supposed to find the missing royals and bring them together so we can build the kingdoms again.


    “It would be my honor.” He offers his arm. I smile and take it. Valentino and Javiar both stare me, eyes wide, as we walk through the front door.


    “For what do I owe the pleasure?” he asks, smiling all the way.


    “Lancilotto, how much do you know about your family? Your parents?” My heart breaks, having to be the one to tell him the truth. I question why Nastasia never told him.


    Lancilotto just chuckles. “Not much. They died when I was very young. My wonderful grandmother has taken care of me ever since. I remember a wonderful childhood full of hard work and food well earned. Nastasia is a wonderful person, kind and compassionate. I don’t regret the happenings in my life.” He smiles earnestly. And I can’t help but smile with him. This man is content with what he has, just as I was, and yet, he was born for so much more. Just as I am.


    “Lancilotto, I’m happy that you are content with the life you have lived. But … ” Oh, my goodness. I can’t believe the words about to come out of my mouth. “I am about to change everything for you. You have to understand something—I didn’t know who I was until the day I came here. My parents never told me. They didn’t tell me that I am a princess.” I cringe, using the word.


    “They didn’t tell me that I had to save the world. So understand that I know exactly what you’re about to go through.” I take a deep breath. “You’re a prince.” I wait for some reaction. Any reaction. But all he does is stand there, looking at me. Which, technically, is a reaction.


    He moves as if he is going to say something, like he wants to say something but he stops every time right before the words actually come out. I honestly feel for him. If there is anyone out there who knows what this moment feels like, it is me.


    I gently pat his arm. “I know,” I say simply, letting him think it through. Waiting for him to begin the question process. The silence is understandable. We continue walking as he processes all that I’ve told him.


    “I think I’m ready to hear more.” Lancilotto finally looks at me.


    “I have to find the scattered royals, to piece things back together in order to have the power needed to defeat the one who destroyed in the first place. Lancilotto, you’re one of those missing royals. Without you, I can’t do this. I know you weren’t planning on this—I know you weren’t expecting it. But neither was I. All of this was forced on me, and I decided to accept it. I need you to do the same.”


    “I would like to know more but I am willing to help.” He squares his shoulders, ready for whatever comes his way.


    “Thank you.”
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    A soft knock on the door pulls me from my light slumber. I had tossed and turned for hours, unable to fall asleep as I wondered about all that I knew at this point. I am quick to my feet, pulling a robe around my shoulders as I answer the door.



    “Your Highness, I am sorry to bother you before the sun has risen, but there is someone important that you must meet with her. She may have crucial information for defeating Mendina.” Nastasia fidgets with her hands as she awaits my response.


    “Sure. Just let me change.” I look down at my attire, running a hand through my tangled hair. I can’t remember the last time I actually brushed it.


    “Of course. But we must hurry. I will meet you outside.” She nods before backing away. I close the door and change my nightgown out for a pair of breeches and a tunic. I pull my boots on, noting how they no longer cling to my leg—rather, only barely fitting anymore.


    I hadn’t even noticed all the weight I’d lost in just a week of being here. I finish lacing my boots before tiptoeing from the room to meet Nastasia outside. As I walk, I yank through the knots in my hair with my fingers until it’s smooth enough to braid down my back.


    As I step outside, I am greeted by the first hint of sunlight as it rises over the mountain peak. The sign of another day, another chance to make right all the wrongs Mendina has done to this world. I try to enjoy the beauty for what it is rather than comparing it to the evil witch.


    “Follow me.” Nastasia motions with her hand toward the little path between rows of homes. I follow after her. We pass a few people on the street but they only glance our way before returning to their business.


    I’m nervous, being out and about alone with someone I only met yesterday evening. Then again, I’ve only known Javiar for about a week, and with that in mind, I let it go. Valentino trusts her. I have no reason not to.


    Nastasia stops just outside one of the cottages and turns to me. “Shanice, you must understand that everything you learn today is very important. Do not disregard what Danica tells you, for what she knows could save us all.” Her last sentence sends chills down my spine. I don’t know how to reply, so instead, I nod. She smiles before stepping through the doorway of the cottage in front of us.


    I follow her, shutting the door behind me. The inside of the cottage looks much like Nastasia’s. No décor. Plain walls, a single table with four mismatched chairs beside it. And despite the warm air, there’s a fire going. Sitting beside it in a worn and frayed chair is the woman we’ve come to meet.


    “Your Highness, it is an honor to meet you.” She stands, folding my hands into hers. Her eyes are kind, a warm brown. Her cheeks are sunken in and she looks frail. “I do so wish we could have met under better circumstances.” She returns to her seat by the fire and waves her hand to the other chairs, silently offering me and Nastasia seats.


    I pull a chair from the table and sit across from Danica. “Thank you. I also wish for that but alas, this is where we are. I will do whatever it takes to stop Mendina and bring peace back into this world,” I reply, unsure of what I’m doing. I feel so out of my comfort zone.


    “Then it is a good thing you’ve come here. Without the information I can give you, you may not have a way to defeat her. I am Danica Elizalde, former queen of Gowell. And the princess witch you’ve sworn to save us from is my sister.”


    I had a response ready, but now I am stunned silent. I hadn’t even thought to consider that Mendina might have siblings—I just knew I had to destroy her. How could I have lost myself so much that I was willing to destroy someone else just because I was told I had to?


    “Please tell me everything you know. Tell me how to stop her,” I ask, I plead.


    “I am not going to leave you with more questions this day. You deserve the truth. You deserve answers. And here they are.” She takes a deep breath.


    I can’t help but feel sorrow, looking into her eyes. She wipes away the tears and begins.


    “You must believe me—this world was once a happy place. The happiest of all worlds. And I never imagined such a land could grow so dark in the wake of destruction and mourning. But my sister has shown me how cruel jealousy can truly be.


    “It was on my eighteenth birthday that she showed how dark her heart had grown. We were dressing for the ball. We each got a beautiful new gown—hers was rich green, and mine was dark violet. We were both stunning, and neither one of us was left alone the entire evening. All night, we danced with many men, laughing and enjoying the moment. As much fun as I was having, I was biding my time, waiting for one man in particular. He knew it, I knew it—we just had to wait for the perfect moment. My heart leaped inside me just seeing him.


    “Finally the hour came when he asked me to walk with him. We strolled through the gardens, and there, under a full moon, he got down on one knee and begged me to marry him. How could I say no? I was in love with him, and my parents knew it. They loved him too, finding he was the perfect suitor. We didn’t leave each other’s arms the rest of the evening.” Danica takes a breath before continuing.


    “Now, something you must understand about my precious Kajetan—he wasn’t born of royalty. Once my parents passed, their kingdom would become ours. The following morning, my dear sister found out. She found us strolling in the corridors, holding on to one another. She was shocked, and disappointed. She didn’t say a word—she just ran. I realized too late what was wrong. She was in love with Kajetan as well, and she lost everything she ever hoped for in a single moment—the love of her life and the kingdom she planned on having.


    “I followed her, leaving Kajetan alone. She went straight to the garden. When I found her, she turned to me, tears streaming down her face. All she could say to me was, ‘How could you?’ I didn’t understand how she could hate me so much when I had never known she was in love with him.


    “The days following, my parents prepared for a wedding, though it wouldn’t happen right away. It took us all a week to realize Mendina wasn’t there. We realized too late that she had disappeared, and no one knew where to begin looking for her. That was our biggest mistake. It was another year until the wedding, and at that point, most considered my sister to be dead. The wedding came and went, and it was the happiest day of my life. A year and a half later, I had a beautiful baby boy, and one year after his birth, I had a daughter.


    “The joy didn’t last. Seven years after Mendina’s disappearance, she reappeared, storming through the castle gates, filled with longing for revenge. She demanded to see her family, and no one dared stop her. In one swift move, using dark magic, she killed our mother and father. With a turn of her heel, she disappeared, along with my husband and two beautiful children.


    “I searched endlessly for her and my family. I never found them. I couldn’t take the pain of trying to rule a kingdom alone, nor could I face starting over with someone new. I told my advisor to ring the bells in the town alerting them that they all needed to leave. I sent the people away and cast a spell over the land, hiding the kingdom from the world. To this day, only two people know what happened to my kingdom—you are the third. You are also only one of two living people left who know I am a queen.”


    I know without a doubt Danica is telling me the truth. I try my hardest to picture and understand what she has gone through. “How old are they now? What are their names?”


    “Who?” she asks.


    “Your children. “ I look at her, wondering if her kids—who are no longer kids—look anything like her.


    “I try not to dwell on thoughts of them. I can’t bear the pain. My daughter was so beautiful, and my son so handsome. Her name is Krea. And his name is Javiar.” Tears run down Danica’s face again.


    My heart stops beating as I process the last word she spoke. Javiar. Javiar. Her son’s name is Javiar. I … I am speechless. Javiar isn’t Mendina’s son at all – he’s Danica’s. What if he knew? It is an overload of information but she doesn’t stop there. “I do not know how to stop her, or how to defeat her. But I do something that can help you. A secret very few are aware of, Shanice. You must protect this information with your life.” Her voice shakes, heavy with burden.


    “I promise,” I whisper.


    “There is a connection between Gowell and Wentsden. There is a pool hidden in each castle, and they are identical to each other. If one can learn to use them, they can speak with whoever can be found looking into the other pool.” A pool in Valentino’s castle – makes me wonder if he knows.


    “Your Majesty, who would I be speaking to?”


    She waves her hand. “Do not address me so. My kingdom is long gone and I do not want it back. I simply wish to see my family again. When I gave up the kingdom, when I lost all hope, Mendina took hold of the castle. Despite all her hatred and evil, there is one being who has always stood by her. A dragon. And it is she, Speranza, with whom you will need to speak.” I nod, taking note of everything she says.


    “Shanice,” she says, “you’re in luck. Not many are offered the protection of dragons. And once the king of dragons extends that gift to you, every dragon must follow.”


    I have so many things to remember, so much information to track. I’m feeling lost already.


    “We’d better leave before we are missed. But thank you for telling her the truth.” Nastasia smiles weakly. I stand up to follow her but Danica stops me.


    “Shanice, there is still so much for you to learn, so much you need to know. I know that I cannot help in many ways but I hope you will survive this. I believe you can stop this evil before the whole world suffers more. Go, with my hopes for your success.” She pulls me into her arms. I can’t help but feel the pain of this woman, bottled up for so many years and still no way of letting it go. I want to tell Danica about Javiar but Nastasia is rushing me out the door. I will find the rest of her family if it’s the last thing I do.


    



    [image: section-break]



    



    “What did the Oracle tell you?” Valentino kicks a rock from his path. When he asked me to take a walk with him, I hadn’t known what to expect. I should’ve known it would just be to discuss our next move.


    ““Follow my guidance and all will be saved. But heed my words or the world will be slaved. The princess you seek is not one to be found. She fights to end you so she may be crowned. Follow the winged and enter the cave, be not haughty or you, dear princess, will be slayed. Two tiny creatures will ask for your hand, offer but one or you’ll fall into sand. Darkness shall engulf you in a moment of need, patience will guide you or the darkness you’ll feed. Choose the one you love most and don’t let him go, for love alone is something she does not know.” I repeat the Oracle’s words once more.


    “I know the beginning speaks of Mendina. She wishes me dead so she can take over the throne that should be mine. As for the winged creatures, sand, darkness, and love, I don’t know what it means.” I wish I could’ve left out the part about love but it could alter so many things if I do not repeat this word for word.


    “You’re to go to the forest of the winged. It’s less than a day’s walk east of here.” He points. “And one of the more dangerous places one could go.”


    “Why?”


    “Its name comes from the fact that all the creatures that live in that forest are winged—fairies, pixies, brownies, and mymees, all of which are dangerous in their own way. Now of all those, the mymees are by far the scariest of creatures. In order to reach their queen’s lair, the cave of corollarium, you must travel through a swamp filled with sandpits. Mymees are very protective creatures. They are the worst mix of fairies and pixies. They will kill you if you look at them wrong. But should you befriend one, you befriend them all.


    “I can only take this riddle to mean that somehow, they know something about the others, something that will help you destroy Mendina. We have to go to the Forest of the Winged.” I don’t like the sound of that at all.


    “And what about Lancilotto and Javiar? Do they come with us?” I ask.


    “No.” His answer is sharp, angry. “Send them back to Umare. Lancilotto is going to need training.” He kicks another pebble.


    “Valentino, don’t hate Javiar for what you saw. It isn’t what you think. You already hate him and I don’t know why but I do know last night only added fuel to the fire. And it shouldn’t. You don’t know what happened. Let it go.” I turn around and walk back to Nastasia’s.


    He doesn’t say anything, doesn’t come after me, which hurts more than I would like to admit. Valentino wants me to send them away so we can continue searching but I have plans of my own.


    I know where to start looking for the next royal. But I also know that what I need to do next will not get Valentino’s blessing. Getting inside Mendina’s lair is the only thing that makes sense. If I can find Kajetan and Krea, I will be one step closer to knowing about Mendina. Not only will Kajetan be able to tell me all he knows, but looking inside where she lives will tell me so much.


    I fear running into Mendina herself – I’m not ready for that kind of battle. I shudder at the thought. I have no idea what I am getting into. But I don’t need to see her or meet her yet. I just need to know more about it.


    I can’t take Lancilotto or Valentino. But I have a feeling Javiar will go with me.
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    I wait until evening has come and darkness surrounds us. The house is quiet—silent, really, everyone asleep in their rooms. Not knowing where Javiar sleeps makes this riskier but I sneak down the hall and slowly peek in each room, looking for him. I open one of the doors to find Valentino asleep peacefully in bed. I slowly close the door and continue on.


    The next door leads to Javiar’s room. He’s smiling at me when I open the door. I about had a heart attack, which I’m sure was his intention.


    “Evening. Can I help you with something?” He laughs.


    “Javiar,” I begin but he holds up a hand.


    “You’d better come in and explain. I wouldn’t want you waking the others.” He pulls me inside and closes the door. “Now sit and tell me what’s going on.” He points to a chair and sits on the bed, folding his arms, waiting.


    “I just … how did you know I would come?” I can’t get past that. He knew. Without a doubt.


    “Because I’ve studied you. You have a tell when you are anxious or nervous, and you’ve been watching me all afternoon. Now tell me what you want.” Oh, how I hate him.


    “I need to break into Mendina’s lair, and I’m hoping you can help,” This isn’t what he expected. His face goes white. “Can you take me there?” I ask, unsure whether I should tell him the truth about Danica.


    “Shanice, that is a lonely, dark place to go. And once you’re in there, there may be no coming out. Not only will I not help you, but I can’t allow you to go either. There are other ways. Find the other missing royals.” Since the moment I met Javiar, he has been brave, strong, and willing. But in this moment, he truly looks terrified.


    “Javiar, do you know what I’ve gone through to get here? Do you know how much I have sacrificed to perform this task? Do you know what it’s like, being torn out of your life and thrown into another?” While I mean every word of it, I also need to figure out if he knows he is royalty.


    He simply hangs his head. “I would gladly change my past if I could. Perhaps your life is more of a gift than you realize.”


    “I’m not talking about the past. What if I told you right now that you’re not who you think you are?” I don’t mean to get so close to the truth but I have to know. I have to know how he’d take it.


    “Am I? Am I someone else? Or is this just hypothetical?” He asks, his voice filled with anxious anger.


    I turn my head away. I can’t look at him. “That isn’t my point. I have to find the others, and I don’t know where to look. I have no idea. I got lucky with Lancilotto. How do I know that any of the others will believe me?”


    “They might not. But if nothing else, you have us—Valentino, me, and now even Lancilotto. We are here to help you, so let us. Tomorrow, the four of us will return to the castle, and there, you three will begin training to use your magic. Once all of you are together and trained together, your power will be unstoppable. You must trust in yourself before you can expect others to trust you.” I know he means it.


    “Well, first, it would be four of us. You know Mendina is royal—you’re a prince. And actually, only you and Lancilotto will be returning tomorrow. Valentino knows where we must go next.”


    The problem is, how do I tell him? He grew up with Mendina. All he remembers is her. And if he does remember anything before that, he hasn’t said.


    “What? Why aren’t we all going? We can help you, Shanice. The more help you have, the better. Don’t just send me back to Umare to babysit this prince. Let me come with you. Let me help you.”


    “I can’t. Where we’re going, the fewer the better. I’m sorry.” I stand to leave, knowing I need to sleep. Javiar stands and wraps his arms around me. “Be safe.” I nod and break free from his arms before he can read too much into the hug. I leave his room and close the door behind me. Could things get any more complicated?


    Morning comes too soon. I’m tired, weak, upset, and lost all in one. My head is throbbing, and honestly, I wish I could have a day off from this whole fiasco. Is there no way I can visit Earth once a week or something?


    Javiar doesn’t say a thing about the night before, and I don’t either. He doesn’t want to help me—that’s fine. I’ll find Mendina’s on my own. I will find Danica’s family and bring them back together.


    Nastasia has breakfast ready for us. We all sit around the table in her dining room and eat our porridge in silence. Lancilotto seems on edge. Javiar is upset that I’m sending him back to Umare rather than letting him come with me.


    I consider taking him to Danica right now but I can’t. He needs to know the truth before that happens, and I want to be able to bring him back to his whole family, not just a part. So I will wait. Another thought crosses my mind, though—if he knew, would he help me find Mendina? Would he help me free his family?


    Even toying with the idea feels wrong. The Oracle told me what I need to do. Patience is the key. I must remember that every step of the way—the second I stray from the path I have been set on, everything could change. And for the worse.


    Once I’ve finished eating, I begin washing my bowl. Valentino steps beside me and washes his own. I wish there was something I could say to him, anything to convince him that I’m in love with him. But he’s too stubborn for his own good. I don’t know how much longer I can stand the distance he’s put between us, despite how close we are.


    I dry my bowl, ready to put this behind me, ready to move on to the next step. Mostly I’m ready for this war to end. “Why gather the missing royals? Why not just go after Mendina?” I was going to walk away, but instead I question him.


    “Do you think we haven’t tried? If it were that simple, she would be long gone. But we can’t defeat her. She is constantly becoming stronger. Her powers cannot be matched. We can’t stop her, we can’t defeat her—not alone, anyway. So we search and we build our own army. We gather those who together will be strong enough to stop her.” He sounds annoyed, like I should already know this.


    “So why the royals?”


    “Our magic. Every royal has it. And because we all have a reason to hate her, we all have a reason to see her gone. The better question yet is, who else would we gather?” She pays off so many people with the money she’s stolen from every kingdom she’s destroyed.”


    “Why did Fuentes offer me his help? He said I was protected by dragons. Doesn’t that mean they’re willing to help stop Mendina? Why would the Oracle only speak to me? Why are we going to visit ferocious creatures that would sooner kill me than help me if they weren’t willing to help? This world wants her reign to end.” I reply, the same bite in my words.


    He doesn’t say anything. I walk outside with Nastasia to bid farewell to Lancilotto and Javiar. They both have grim looks on their faces. “Be safe, train hard. Learn all you can,” I say to both of them. With curt nods, they leave.


    The sky is gray; the winds pick up. I wish I didn’t have to travel on a day like this but travel we must. The Winged Forest awaits us.


    The heavy rain doesn’t let up as we get on our horses and leave. Nastasia waves good-bye, looking funereal. As we pass Danica’s cottage, I wave good-bye, hoping she too sits at her window and watches us leave.


    

  


  
    



    



    [image: 11]



    I begin to question the Oracle’s rhyme three days into traveling through the forest, which is more swamp than anything. The bugs eat at my skin, and no matter how much I try to stay dry, the air is so muggy that it’s impossible.



    My hair sticks to my neck and face. For the most part, our journey has been in silence. Valentino refuses to listen to anything I say in regards to Javiar. I can’t understand why he loathes him, why he cares at all.


    It hurts. And every night I rock myself to sleep with unshed tears. Not once does he offer to keep me warm. He stays behind me, silent and brooding. I can’t stand it, everything about it. I can’t wrap my head around why he hates me so much.


    I don’t get why he’s still helping me. We stop riding and continue on foot, leading the horses through the marshes. As I push through the trees and step over moss and swamp water, I question why we’re out here. These mymees had better know a lot more than I think they do to make this even remotely worth it.


    “Stop.” It’s the first word Valentino has said in two days.


    “What?” I turn back to look at him. He’s listening. But I hear nothing outside our own heavy breathing.


    “Do you hear that?” he asks.


    I want to snap at him but I know it’s all the stress piling up that really has me angry. “No. What?”


    “We need to go that way.” He points to a path so narrow, I wouldn’t think it was a path at all but from where we’re standing, it’s very clear. I backtrack to him and turn down the path he suggests.


    The road is more slippery. There’s nothing to grab onto but Valentino as I almost topple over. In grabbing onto him, my arm twists – my shoulder makes a nasty popping sound. He helps me up and takes a step away. I hold my arm to my chest, trying not to move it as much as possible. And the look on his face, the way he cringes at seeing me hurt, the tears in his eyes, says he definitely cares. But I thank him and stand up again. We keep going until we find the opening in the cave.


    “Valentino.” I turn around as the witch’s words make sense. “Haughty. We can’t be haughty. All this fighting and not speaking because of a quarrel—we have to stop it now or we won’t make it back out of here.” It was a test. The Oracle said we had to be selfless or risk death at the sandpits.


    “I don’t understand.”


    “Either let go of the anger over what you saw at the inn, or we will never return from this swamp,” I say clearly. He’s being stuck up. And it could be the death of us.


    “What do you mean, let go? You say you love me, you say you won’t marry me, you kiss another man—what am I supposed to think?” He glares at me. I can’t help but frown.


    “That has nothing to do with this. I have to keep going. Unless you can let go of your anger, get off your high horse, don’t follow me.” I turn around and keep walking.


    I don’t have time to fight. I let the pain and anger roll off me. It isn’t easy letting go of it but I will not allow being a hot head to be the death of me. I carefully use the rocks as my path and step over every sandpit that bubbles up as I go by.


    It seems I’ve found the cave. A rock dome faces us, the opening barely big enough for me to get through at the base. I step from my slippery perch and onto a rock that is sturdy and untouched by the swampy surroundings.


    All I hear are whispers—thousands of tiny voices going crazy with conversation as I enter the cave. I follow a path that leads into a large opening, and there I find a paradise of flowers. They line the cave walls. Creatures flit between them, lie in them, eat them. The mymees are not what I pictured. Their bodies are no more than eight inches tall, and their wings expand at least that much. They’ve got pointed ears and long, pointed fingers with claws. Their teeth are elongated and sharp.


    One fairy in particular catches my attention. The way her dress of flowers hangs behind her, the way a crown of flowers rests upon her head—she’s the queen. “Welcome. Princess.” She makes a sweeping bow while hovering at my eye level. Her voice is much deeper than one would expect from someone so small.


    “We have long awaited, this meeting. Why doth your betrothed wait for you at the gate?” she asks. Mymees gather around.


    “His haughtiness kept him. He waits in fear of falling into a sandpit,” I say, unsure what I’m doing here.


    The mymee giggles. “Dear Princess, the prophecy you’ve mistaken. For your haughtiness will only get you slain. Approach me. Come forth and show me your eyes.” She beckons me.


    I do as she says. “Much you need still learn. But listen carefully or the world will burn,” she begins. I almost sigh at the thought of remembering another rhyme that won’t make much sense. “Royalty is what you seek but your prince is wrong, for some are meek. Few will fight, for this battle is yours. But call upon us for we will open doors. You show bravery beyond yourself, but knowledge you need, look upon the shelf. Amber is the princess you must find, for though she fights not, she has information to save your time.”


    “Thank you. But where can I find her?”


    “I would begin with the surroundings of her former home. Elna was a very secretive kingdom. Be careful. Those with lives they shouldn’t be living call it their home as well. No one there questions what they do.”


    “Thank you, Your Majesty.” I bow as she did for me.


    “Shanice, you are brave and smart, but lost. Find yourself before it’s too late. Mendina will use your own fears against you if you allow her.” I nod and take a step back.


    “Be safe, child. Know that Mendina has destroyed our home as well. Destroy her before she harms any more. And know that when the cry for battle comes, we await your call.” While the queen speaks, two mymees lay a crown of flowers upon my head.


    “Thank you.” I bow once more before turning back. Most of what she said made very little sense to me but I know where to find more information. Wentsden is our next stop.
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    I couldn’t bring myself to tell Valentino I need to get inside his father’s castle. I just told him we needed to go back to Umare. Danica asked me to keep word of the pool a secret, and I agreed but without Valentino, I don’t even know how to look for it.


    We ride all day, and because Valentino is angry with me, I have the entire ride to figure out how to explain to him that I need to get inside Wentsden. It isn’t a matter to be taken lightly.


    Valentino will protest if he knows why I need to get in there but I know I must go to Gowell and that means first, I must see the pool. I have to try and speak with Speranza. Kajetan and Krea need rescuing, just as the other royals need finding. And if I can get inside Mendina’s fort, her lair, her home, I might have an actual chance at breaking her. Defeating her.


    Magic is something I need to learn to control also. While I don’t know much, I know enough to be sure that I won’t be stopping Mendina with a sword or arrow.


    While she once was a princess, now she is evil. She is darkness. She must be stopped, and the only way I will be able to that is by using her strength against her.


    “Will you teach me how to use my magic?” I blurt out. Valentino slowly looks at me, still riding.


    “Now?”


    “When we get back to Umare. Mendina uses magic, I’m going to need to know how to use my own. Plus, I almost killed Javiar because it was all building up inside me, and if he hadn’t thrown me in the river when he did, I could have killed both of us.”


    “Javiar did what?” He grits his teeth. I realize I probably shouldn’t have mentioned that.


    “Javiar realized I was about to explode because the magic was building up inside me. So he led me to the water and then pushed me in so the shock would force the magic to save me, rather than kill me,” I explain, keeping my voice even.


    “Does he realize that if it backfired, you would both be dead anyway?” Valentino won’t look at me now, his hatred for Javiar clouding his judgment.


    “Valentino, I’m fine. Javiar did what he had to do and it saved us. I’m fine right now but I am going to need how to use my powers. I just want to know if you’ll teach me.”


    I can’t keep fighting with this boy. Every time I do, it drives another wedge between us, and that kills me. I look straight ahead, unable to see what face he’s making now. But I’m surprised when his hand wraps around mine. He is riding a little closer so we don’t have to stretch our arms out.


    “Yes, I will teach you. I also think you should meet my father.” Though he tries to hide it, a small smile appears on his lips.


    I bite both my lips, hiding my own smile. I expect him to let go of my hand but he doesn’t, and I don’t make him. It’s the first time he’s treated me like anything but a distant friend all week.
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    I’m ready to fall into my own bed and allow sleep to overtake me. I long for a warm bath and fresh food. Valentino must see it on my face because the second my feet touch the ground, he takes the reins from my hand and leads both horses to the stables.


    I want to stay with him while he isn’t loathing me but I’m exhausted and haven’t had a good night’s sleep in over a week. I’m sore in places I didn’t know existed, and I just want to relax for once.


    I avoid all the large rooms where the king and queen might be found and go straight to my quarters. Luckily, I only pass a few servants, and aside from bowing, they ignore me. I push my door open, closing it silently behind me, and fall right onto my bed.


    “Your—Shanice, perhaps we should get you cleaned up first.” Edda laughs. I grunt, not moving. But I hear water being poured into the tub, and that gets me up.


    I wait for Edda to leave me before I strip, lie down in the warm water, and let the grime soak off me. It must be an hour before I finally can’t stay awake any longer. I scrub myself from head to toes before wrapping a towel around my body and stepping out of the now much-cooler water.


    I slip on the nightgown Edda put on my bed. I must remember to thank her. That’s my last thought before sleep takes over.
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    Valentino takes my arm and leads me through the castle gates. I’m both excited and nervous. Excited to see his home, to see where he grew up, and to meet his father.



    I am terrified at going off on my own to find the Pool of Tears. If it had been in Umare, I would have had so much more luck. I wouldn’t be questioned if caught while snooping around. Here, I don’t know what the consequences would be.


    But despite all that, I can’t bring myself to tell Valentino. He can’t know why I need to get inside, so it leaves me no option but not to tell him. I just wish Danica had given me more information about where the pool was located.


    My first thought is to look on the lower levels of the castle. Above the dungeons? Even below them? In Gowell, the pool is large enough for a dragon. Will this castle have a matching room, or is it smaller? Danica said they were identical – but that doesn’t mean the room surrounding them is.


    So many questions, so little time. One chance to find the one room that can lead me right to Mendina. Then again, the dragon may not want to help me, considering she’s been a loyal companion to her princess for more years than I’ve been alive.


    I think back to what Danica said about the king of the dragons. His word must be obeyed by all dragons. King Fuentes. It has a nice ring to it. I don’t know which is going to be more terrifying—asking Speranza for help, or Fuentes.


    But I can’t take Valentino with me to Gowell, and Javiar already said he wouldn’t help me. That leaves me to ask the one creature in this world that has offered me endless protection.


    “You seem panicked. Are you all right?” Valentino glances down at me as we continue walking.


    “I’m fine,” I say, despite those words being a complete lie.


    “My father was there the first night we arrived, you know? He wanted to speak with you but we decided it was best he didn’t. You were so tense. We all feared you wouldn’t survive here after being gone so long.”


    “Gone for so long?” I look at him.


    “You were born in this world, Shanice. When they took you away, they said you were miserable. They feared that taking you between worlds could harm you, as you were just a baby. But they had to protect you. You’re not the only one who visited Selma.”


    “What do you mean?”


    “She has prophesied to many people that you will be the one to end Mendina’s reign. It is your destiny. Your mother and father knew she wanted you dead—that’s why you’re the only one they sent away.” He looks at me, eyebrows furrowed, sadness in his eyes. I’m sure my expression mirrors his.


    “Your Highness, Princess Shanice of Umare,” the man at the door yells. Valentino and I take deep breaths in sync before he leads me past the grand doors and into the throne room.


    At the end on the dais sits King Palamides. His crown is slanted, his clothes are wrinkled. There are more creases than there should be around his dark blue eyes—Valentino’s eyes. His black hair is oily and short. On first glance, it would appear that he is angry.


    But the closer we get, the more I realize that isn’t so. He’s sad. Heartbroken. The empty throne beside him is evidence that he still mourns deeply for the loss of his wife. And my being here is only a reminder of the person who took her away from him.


    “Out!” he yells. I haven’t even met him yet, and he is screaming for everyone in the room to disperse.


    “He doesn’t mean you.” Valentino lets my arm free from his grasp and turns to leave as the room empties. I’m left standing before the king alone.


    “Princess Shanice. It has been a long while since those words have been spoken. Kathrena fought for the day of your return, and it cost her her life. She could have easily saved herself from the witch had she not known what she did. But it is you she was protecting when she died.” His voice is hoarse.


    He stands from his throne and almost wobbles toward me. I don’t know whether to move or help steady him. But before I can react he stops, standing an arm’s length away. “My wife knew you would need to come here in order to stop Mendina. That so-called princess stormed in here, begging for the love of my life to close off the one room she knew made her vulnerable. But my wife insisted that no such a room existed in this castle.


    “That secret cost her greatly. And now, you come here on the pretense of meeting me so you can search for the very room I speak of,” he says, his voice deeper than before. “You were right to keep it from Valentino. He will try to stop you, no matter what it takes. That boy loves you as greatly as I love the wife I’ve lost.”


    His words bring tears to my eyes. I wish I knew what to do about Valentino. I wish I knew what I was doing at all.


    “Have you nothing to say?” the king asks.


    “Please show me the room. I cannot bring back your wife, but I can end the one responsible for her death.” I don’t want to know how he’s aware of my plans. It doesn’t matter. I just want to finish this.


    “A certain pool is the way you hope to stop Mendina,” He laughs and turns away from me. “I’m a mind reader, Shanice. It’s my gift, my power.” A shiver runs down my spine. I immediately try to clear my mind of everything I wouldn’t want shared.


    I don’t know what to say, so instead, I keep silent and follow him. Up the dais, past the throne, behind the wall I didn’t know was actually a hall.


    “Very few have heard of the Pool of Tears. Many believe it is just a myth. But there are a few left who knows its power. The tears of dragons have many. This is just one of them.” He leads me down spiraling stairs, through three wooden doors, and turns right.


    “I cannot enter that room. It is only open to those worthy of its power.” He gestures, showing me the door I must go through.


    “Thank you.” I say before leaving his side and walking down the final corridor, the final space between me and the answers I need.


    The room has a domed ceiling, and is empty except for a bench surrounding a cement wall holding a small pool of what looks like water. But I know that isn’t true. It isn’t water.


    I walk toward it, amazed at its beauty. The tears are silver, reflecting the surroundings. I sit on the bench and stare into the pool, unable to look anywhere else. It’s beautiful. But then I realize I don’t know how to make it work.


    Out of nowhere, I hear hissing.


    “Only those who are fit to be queen are welcome here. Are you she?” the snake-like creature slithers across the floor towards me. It freaks me out but I hold my ground. I’ve visited the Oracle witch, faced mymees—I can handle a little snake.


    When I don’t answer the question, it asks again. “Are you fit to be queen?” I don’t know how to reply.


    He rises up until he’s eye level with me. “I cannot help you if you are not a princess fit to be queen.”


    “I am!” I blurt out before he can get away.


    Without another word, the creature nods and slithers off, back to wherever he came from. I realize he didn’t help me at all. I still have no idea how to speak with Speranza through the silver tears.


    I run my finger through the surface, making different symbols. Because the tears are thicker than water, it takes a few seconds for my markings to disappear and for the surface to become smooth again.


    “For so long, I have wished to be called upon once more. Never in all my centuries did I dare hope to believe it would be you who came.”


    I nearly jump out of my skin. Staring at me through what now seems like clear water is the face of a dragon. Her scales are a bright magenta rimmed with gold.


    “This is a dangerous game Mendina has started. She is trying to watch every move you make. What you are here for must be very important. Your Highness, why do you call upon me?” If I’m not mistaken, more tears drop into Speranza’s pool.


    “I need your help. I must get into Gowell to save Kajetan and Krea.” It feels as if a lump is caught in my throat just thinking about it.


    “The king and princess you seek have been lost a long time. What makes you think they are here?” she questions.


    “Danica told me the truth. I know who Mendina is. No one wishes to speak about her but I’ve gathered enough information to know that she is bitter, she is cold, and she seeks revenge for all her losses. I don’t think I’m mistaken that they are still there, locked up while Mendina finishes with her plans.” I sound more confident than I feel.


    But every word I speak is true. I know it, and the dragon undoubtedly knows it by the way she closes her eyes and nods.


    “They are here. But one of them will not return with you. Krea is under Mendina’s spell, woven by magic that has been in place for years now. It will take more than what you’ve done to break her free. However, getting in here and taking Kajetan will set things in motion.”


    “So you’ll help me?” I almost sigh in relief but wait until she agrees.


    “I will do what you need, but know that once you are inside, I cannot help you. Mendina believes that I am hers, that I will protect her. And until you have won, I cannot compromise that trust. Do you understand?”


    I nod in agreement. I hate it but I can live with it for now.


    “It means, if Medina finds you, she will command me to end you, Princess. Are you willing to take that risk?” Once more, I nod, unable to speak for fear I will break down.


    “Shanice, I cannot kill you. You have to promise me that you won’t get caught. This is such a risk, one that should be beyond attempting. I do not wish to think of the consequences that shall befall us. But upon seeing your beautiful face, hope has lit a fire in me.” Two tears hit the pool in sync, one belonging to Speranza, one belonging to me. In that moment, a bond was made. A promise.


    



    [image: section-break]



    



    “Are you all right? You were in there for over an hour. What did my father say?” Valentino grasps my upper arms, his face so close to mine. I wish I could answer all his questions. Instead, I do something stupid.


    I lean up and press my lips to his. “I have to go,” I mumble. Before he has a chance to react, I step away, turn on my heel, and run.


    I run out the door and straight to Star, barely stopping long enough to mount before pushing her to run the roughly two miles back to Umare. I stop in the stables just long enough to put Star in the stable boys care before running to my room. Everything Speranza told me is running through my head. I must leave tonight. But first, I have to call upon the one who has to help me.


    I change from the plain gown Edda gave me in into the trousers and shirt she has ready for me. I will not be wearing a dress for this task. I strap my sword around my waist and walk briskly through the corridors.


    I am in a hurry but can’t afford the extra attention running may bring. Since returning from the Forest of the Winged, I have been able to avoid the king and queen. I do not wish to speak with them. Edda was kind enough to bring me food in my room, and since my return was not announced, no one has asked questions.


    Star’s saddled and ready for me when I walk in the door. I nod my thanks and ride out the doors. Despite my deep hatred for the road leading to the home of the Oracle, I go toward it—the path we first met, a place large enough for Fuentes while still concealing him.


    The path leading to the mountain is one not often used, which makes it the perfect place to call for Fuentes.


    It doesn’t seem like more than ten minutes later when his shadow falls over me. I am grateful as he lands before me and bows. It makes me laugh.


    “Your Highness, how can the dragons be of service?”


    “I need your help,” I say, concentrating to keep my voice steady. “I need to break into Gowell.” I wish I didn’t.


    Fuentes simply nods.


    “You’re okay with that?” I’m kind of surprised, but perhaps that’s because I just expected a different reaction.


    “Your journey will lead you many dangerous places. It is not my duty to tell you things you already know, Princess.”


    I like this dragon.


    “We need to go tonight,” I add.


    “Then tonight we shall go.”
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    Sneaking out of the castle was the easiest part. Climbing onto Fuentes’ back? That was more of a task. But riding while he flies above the clouds in the dead of night is the worst. I’m so cold, I’m beginning to grow numb.



    The wind rushing over me spikes my goose bumps. The hair at the back of my neck stands on end. The only comforting thing about riding on Fuentes’ back rather than riding Star is that he’s warm enough to keep me from freezing to death. I try to look ahead.


    With the wind in my face, I can’t see much. But it isn’t long before Fuentes descends and lands in the only opening in sight in the forest below us.


    I slide down from his back the minute I can and walk to the end of the forest. At the edge of the valley, the life ends. From that point to the middle of the valley where a large castle sits, the trees are black—black with a copper tint. It’s the strangest-looking forest I’ve ever seen. This is, no doubt, Mendina’s lair. The place where she has done the most damage.


    Fuentes speaks to me with his mind. “Do not go further. Return to the cover of the trees.” I do as he says.


    “From here, you must walk. I will only approach the castle when I see that you are safely inside.” This is not going to be fun.


    I turn away from our destination and toward Fuentes. “See you in a little while, I guess. Wish me luck.” I’m unable to keep my voice from shaking.


    “Shanice, you do not need luck. You are luck. I will see you soon, Princess.”


    I know that if I reply or go closer to Fuentes, I will break down and never go farther.


    On my heel, I turn and begin walking a lonely walk. One, two, three, four, five, six. I count each step. I stop, having taken my last one on ground that is not tainted. Deep breaths. Heart steady. Clear mind, clear sight. Walk. One step, and I feel it. Feel her. The very ground is tainted by her hate. It is her hate that has eaten every living thing here and turned it as black as her heart. The trees, the grass, the flowers, everything a reflection of her anger.


    The path is dark and lonely. The sun cannot shine where I walk. I try so hard not to touch or brush up against anything but in the dense forest of darkness, it is inevitable.
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    Many thousands of steps later, I stand just within the tree line, watching, waiting for any sign of life. Speranza was very clear in her instructions. Arrive before the sun sets. Do not go beyond the forest until the sun sets the sky on fire. Before stepping upon the grounds, make sure there is no sign of life, no guards or gardeners around to see you. Do not speak to anyone—do not make a scene. Walk in, go left and down the stairs. Find the dungeons and rescue Kajetan.


    Go beyond the dungeon to the lower level hidden by light. Find the third door, walk in, and find Krea and Speranza. Take Kajetan and leave immediately. The hardest part of her instructions sticks out painfully. Do not argue with me when you arrive. Get in, find him, and get out as fast as you can. I cannot leave yet, nor can Krea. Not until our dear princess witch has been defeated. If you wish for us to be free, do that. How can I be there, able to help, but she won’t allow it? If she leaves, Mendina cannot touch her.


    The paths are clear. The door leading inside is right in front of me. I painfully wait for the sun to begin setting, therefore setting the sky on fire.


    The moment the sun begins to rise, the light hits just right and I know it’s time.


    The door creaks when I open it. It’s obvious that not many rooms are used in this mansion. The kitchen is abandoned, which makes me wonder if Mendina eats. Even if she doesn’t, what do her prisoners eat?


    The halls are black. No sconces in the walls. No fires lit. Cold, damp, and dark, the whole place has a very unwelcoming feel to it. I haven’t been inside for a full ten minutes and my senses are begging, pleading with me to leave. I wish I could. But I continue on, following Speranza’s directions perfectly. For being a dragon locked up in the lowest level of the castle, she sure knows her way around. I wonder if Krea has helped her.


    I try to think of anything except where I’m at and all the creatures that could be eying me right now. That thought makes me shiver, and I walk a little faster.


    Mendina’s heart is as black as hate. I’m beginning to believe she doesn’t know any other colors because everything inside is the same. Black, black, black. That’s not what’s important right now. Focus. I chide myself and continue.


    I reach the door I’m looking for and pull the handle. As I do, the door is pushed from the other side. I nearly jump out of my skin as a young woman comes forward. We both scream, just staring at each other.


    “Who are you?” She asks. I myself take a minute, getting my heartbeat to a safe level. Now I’m at a loss for words. I was never told what to do if caught by someone other than Mendina.


    “Who are you?” I counter, stalling.


    “Amara. Now tell me what you’re doing here.” She folds her arms and stares at me. I clear my throat.


    “Are you happy here?” I’m out of time.


    “Excuse me? You don’t belong here, do you?”


    No point in lying now. “Not exactly.”


    The woman looks at me, her eyes wide with panic.


    “You’re her, aren’t you? You’re here to kill he-” She is stopped mid-sentence by the pole in my hands coming in contact with her skull. I can’t let her get me caught.


    “I’m sorry but it had to be done.” I step over her unconscious body and shake, realizing I just physically harmed another human being. Not something I ever want to do again. A shiver runs up my spine. I look around to make sure nobody was around to see or hear all of that before slipping behind the door and down the stairs.


    It’s even darker down here. I rush down the steps until I hit the bottom. Here it’s is a bit lighter but not much. I find the door I’m looking for and open it.


    Lying in a pile of blood and rags is a man. He looks very much like Javiar with his short-cropped hair, though this man is dirty from lying in the mess around him. I rush to his side and check for breathing and a heartbeat. He is alive, if only barely. There is a plate of food on it sitting next to him. It must have been brought by that woman. I stick my finger in the cup next to the plate and lick it. Water. Tastes fine. I pour some into the man’s mouth.


    He gasps and sputters. Then his eyes open. “Who are you?” he asks, his voice raspy, putting his hand over mine.


    “It doesn’t matter. We need to get you out of here. Can you walk?” I whisper, terrified someone else will find me. Will find him. He’s already been through enough. This man is in horrible condition, and I can only imagine what horrors he has lived through.


    A screeching noise, following by loud bangs and shouting, alert me that Fuentes has arrived, successfully providing a distraction.


    “I do not know that I am worth your time. There is nothing in this world left for me. Go, get out of here before you are stuck here forever, because I promise you, this is not a life worth having.” He leans on one elbow, grasping my hand in his.


    “Your Majesty, I assure you, there are things worth living for. You have a wife waiting for you, and I promised her I would make sure you got there.” I bend down so I am eye level with him. Tears spring in his eyes. He sits up completely now.


    “It has been many, many years since someone has called me ‘Your Majesty’. Who are you?” I can see him as king, sitting in regal clothing with a crown upon his head.


    “I am a simple girl who made a promise. Now please, while we have the chance, come with me. I came to save you, and I’m not leaving without you.” I bring my face closer to his. “Your daughter is here as well. We’re going to rescue her too. Please, come with me.” I did not expect to cry. But tears come.


    “And my son?” he asks.


    “He is a hero. And my friend. And waiting with his mother for you to return home.” I know I shouldn’t lie. Javiar isn’t waiting. If he is waiting, it is for me. But I cannot tell his father that at the moment.


    “Thank you.” Kajetan pulls himself to his feet and stands a head taller than me. “Tell me what to do.” He says it with all the power he can muster, which isn’t much. But it is enough.


    “Follow me. We are short on time, and I must save Krea before we leave. I at least have to try.” I run now, down the halls and through the dungeon. This must have once been a very small kingdom. The dungeon is tiny. There are only a few cells before I reach the end.


    A dead end, I realize. I look around and begin feeling the wall.


    “What are you doing?”


    “I need to find the door hidden by light,” I answer, standing back and looking. There is nothing. No door, no light, no signs.


    “This way.” He grabs my hand and pulls me into one of the cells, the only one with a window. I look at the wall opposite of the window and begin feeling it. Hidden where only one who knows about it would find it is a small knob. I twist it but nothing happens. I pull it with the same result. Sliding it doesn’t work either.


    “Do you know how to open it?” I stand back, frustrated. We’re running out of time, and we never had a lot of that. Beside the window, the shrieking, screaming, and battling is louder. I don’t dare look out there, afraid of what I might see.


    “You must block all the light.” He stands in front of the window, blocking the light from touching the door. I barely touch the handle before the door opens with a loud pop.


    Another set of stairs. I begin working my way down them, Kajetan close behind. The scene is eerily similar. And so is the room the stairs lead to—almost an exact replica of the pool room back home.


    “My dear child, you have come.” I look toward the end of the room. There lays the most beautiful dragon.


    “Speranza!” I rush toward her. She stands to her full height and smiles at me.


    “Thank you for coming. I see you have more than one dragon on your side.” She smiles wider. The noise of the battle outside echoes throughout the room.


    “They come in handy.” I smile back.


    “Now you need to leave,” Speranza says to me before turning away.


    “I cannot leave you here,” I say, mustering up all my sympathy when all I really want to do is grab her wing and drag her out of here before we are all caught. Tears pour down my cheeks.


    “I promise, you are already saving me. Now please, go without me before the witch hears you.”


    Our time is lost. I can hear the angry screeches of the princess who wants me dead. Mendina knows I’m here. Just when I fear all hope was lost, the wall to my right begins to shake. Fuentes breaks through, only moving enough bricks for us to escape.


    His eye fills the hole as he looks in to make sure the plan hasn’t changed.


    Fuentes looks at me, and then at Speranza. This is why he offered to come—he was looking for her. I wonder if Speranza and Fuentes are related.


    But I don’t have time to dwell on it. I grab Kajetan’s hand and run over the rubble straight to Fuentes, who doesn’t take the time for us to climb on his back. He scoops each of us up in his claws and takes flight.


    Above the black forest, and back where we parted ways, Fuentes sets us down. We don’t stop long enough for food or rest. I climb onto his back, and Kajetan follows me. Once we’re both holding on to the dragon’s scales, he takes flight once more.


    I questioned for a long while whether or not to take Kajetan to Umare. But in the end, it has to be Garverdale. There will be too many questions if I take him home. So I take him to his home.


    The sun has long set when Fuentes lands. “Shanice, part ways with the king. We must return to Umare before the sun rises.”


    I clamber down from his back and stand in front of him. “Thank you.” I wrap my arms around the small portion of his neck I can reach. I can feel the rumbling as he laughs.


    “Your task is one that should not be done alone.” He nods before turning and flapping his wings. The trees on either side shake as he does. I watch him become smaller in the night sky before turning to Kajetan.


    “Someone here has been longing to see you again. If not for her, I might not have found Mendina’s weakness.” I take his arm and allow him to lean on me as he stumbles along. Despite it being the dead of night, I walk straight for Danica’s door.


    I knock three times before I can hear shuffling inside. Not a word is said as the door opens, a confused Danica looking at me. I take a step back so all she sees is him. And the tears that rush down her cheeks say it all.


    No words needed, she falls into his arms. I can hear him crying as well as they are reunited. My own eyes fill with tears, knowing I have helped them find each other again. It may not have been my true task but I learned something about Mendina that I did not know before.


    She is afraid of light, she loves her dragon, and she is now weaker, knowing I broke through her defenses.


    “Shanice!” Danica gasps, pulling away from Kajetan. “Your gift is one I can never repay. But I will try until the day I die.” She pulls me into her arms. “Now come. Eat, rest, and tomorrow, I—”


    “Danica, it is one you do not need to repay. And I thank you for the offer but my ride is waiting.” I kiss her cheek. “Now go. The king needs to be cared for far more than I do.” I look toward Kajetan but he isn’t there. He’s already gone inside.


    “Thank you, Your Highness.” She bows. I pull her into my arms and hug her before walking alone in the dark to the forest where Fuentes is waiting.
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    I wake and think back on the night before as though it were a distant memory. Ecstatic over saving Kajetan, I still wish we could have saved Krea and Speranza as well.


    But my task is far from over. One royal saved with many more to go. I slip out of my nightgown and into the dress Edda has set out for me. She isn’t here as she usually is when I awake, so I change on my own.


    I need to find Valentino so we can go in search of the twin princes. They are by far closer than Amber—the one the mymees told me to find.


    I open my door and realize I don’t have far to go to find Valentino. He’s standing at my door, his hand up as if he was about to knock. He lowers it. His eyes are red, jaw clenched, hands in fists. Never before have I seen him more livid. But not just that—he’s hurt. I take a step back, wishing I had thought up an excuse for yesterday beforehand.


    “Where were you?” he says through a clenched jaw. I want to lie. Telling him the truth will make things so much worse. But I can’t lie, because the second I do, I’m going to have to lie to everyone. And worse yet, it will haunt me.


    I take a calming breath before replying. “I had a task that needed to be done. Something I didn’t need help with.” It isn’t all the truth but it isn’t a lie, either.


    “Shanice, you were gone for an entire day. Didn’t you think that people were going to worry when you weren’t where they expected you to be?” He sounds more like a father scolding their child than a friend watching out for me.


    I feel bad for sneaking off but this? “Did you think that maybe, my life doesn’t revolve around everyone else’s? I was brought here—not by choice. And now I’m trying to stop the evil that threatens everyone, and I’m being questioned because I wasn’t where someone expected me to be?” It makes me sick.


    And I know I shouldn’t blow up at him but he isn’t the only one who’s hurt here. I hate the way I love him but get the cold shoulder. I hate that he gets closer to me and then backs away again. And I hate how he let something I said affect our entire relationship, ruin our friendship.


    “You’re right. It doesn’t. But there are people who care about you, Shanice. You didn’t tell anyone you were leaving. What were we supposed to think?” He shakes his head, clenching his jaw again.


    I get ready to defend my actions but he doesn’t give me the chance. “The day in Wentsden, you kissed me right before you left. You said good-bye and ran. I thought I hurt you. Now I realize you feared you wouldn’t be coming back. So no, you don’t have to answer to me but you could have the courtesy to let me know that you may be in danger. If something had happened, if you didn’t come back, what was I supposed to have done?”


    I bite my lower lip, unable to speak as I think of how my actions looked to him. I hadn’t considered the good-bye I left him with. That did look bad. And I did kiss him in case I never got the chance again.


    But I never meant to hurt him, to make him worry. “I’m sorry.” I look at the floor, at my shoes, his shoes, anywhere but his face. I feel his hands against my cheeks and look up. He leans closer, our noses almost touching.


    “Please don’t leave like that again. I c—”


    “Shanice!” I look up and see Edda marching toward me, looking none too happy. Valentino steps away, and my heart sinks. “By dragons, Princess! What were you thinking? I don’t appreciate that. And with no excuse? What was I to tell the king and queen when they requested your presence? What was I to tell your father when he came marching to this door, demanding to speak with you?” Edda doesn’t even notice Valentino as she wraps her arms around me.


    “Don’t scare me like that, Princess! If something had happened … ” She shudders.


    “Just as I was explaining to her,” Valentino chimes in.


    “All right, I get it. It won’t happen again, and I’m sorry for scaring you.” I hold up my hands in defense.


    Edda huffs. “Well, I hope not. And now, because I wasn’t prepared for you to be here, I must go get your breakfast.” Just as fast as she approached, she leaves. I look up at Valentino, but he doesn’t move any closer—just stands with his hands behind his back.


    The moment was broken. “We need to figure out our next plan.” I want to say so much more but it appears he’s back to business.


    He nods in agreement.
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    Six weeks ago, I lived the everyday, average teenage life. School, work, homework, repeat. Five weeks ago, I wished more than anything that was what I was doing. Four weeks ago, I decided to make the best of what I had. In the last six weeks, I have almost lost my life multiple times, made mistakes, said stupid things, got engaged, made a new friend, and gained a new perspective.



    Climbing this mountain, I’m back to wishing for the average teenage life. Clouds block the sun, and the wind blows just enough to make it chilly. The ground has no footholds, and Star is tired. Valentino and Knight don’t look much better. I finally dismount and walk beside Star, but we are both becoming weak.


    Valentino doesn’t question me—he simply follows my example. I’m grateful for it, and despite the hard journey ahead, I smile.


    Two days have passed, and we are only halfway there—a long way to travel looking for people who only might help us. A long way to travel no matter what. But still, we continue on with the hope that it will be worth it.


    Though clouds cover the sky, it has yet to rain. Grateful for the shade, I can only hope it doesn’t rain until we’re long gone from this mountain. The journey seems endless, and I begin to question why we decided to go after these two.


    They live in the mountains, closed off from the world they clearly want no part in. So why would they help us? Why would they risk their lives to save the world they’re hiding from?


    But despite my questions, we ride, passing through the valley, over rivers. We must stop for food and water but never long enough to rest.


    It isn’t until we’ve have ridden for three days, sleeping just barely enough, that I give in. Ears popping constantly, back and neck sore, legs covered in rashes, I get down and take the saddle from Star’s back. She has blisters and sores all over her legs and back as well.


    “Shanice, we have to keep going. We’re so close.”


    “I can’t, Valentino. We need to rest. We need to take a break.” I ignore him and continue setting up camp.


    Before lying down, I give Star a good rub and lead her to the river to get a drink before I remove the reins as well. “Take a break. We both need it.” I look at Valentino, who still hasn’t moved from Knight. I take a long drink before sliding my boots off and sticking my aching feet in the water. The water is absolutely frigid but I don’t care. It feels good.


    I look around. Clearly, the snow has just melted up here. And it looks to be getting ready to snow some more.


    I sit on the ground, legs in the water, soaking up the little bit of sun left for a long time. Longer than intended.


    I wake with a start, realizing I fell asleep. It’s already dark. The water is colder, though I don’t know how that is possible, and my feet are ice cubes now. I pull them out and dry them off the best I can before sticking my socks and boots back on.


    I see Valentino lying on his cloak back where I set all my belongings. He was just as exhausted. I’m glad we stopped when we did. Knight is grazing, eating anything he can find that is green.


    I begin pulling out supper when I realize Star isn’t anywhere in sight. I whistle in hopes that she is close enough to hear me. Nothing. I whistle again, louder. Still nothing. The night is silent, not even wind blowing through the canyon.


    My heart stops. Tears are ready to pour. Once more, I whistle. When there is still no response, I touch Valentino’s shoulder. “Star is missing.” I say, not wanting to wake him but I can’t go on without my horse.


    “We can’t go searching for her tonight, Shanice. We must rest while it’s dark and find her tomorrow.”


    I know he’s right—I know I shouldn’t go off in the dead of night. But I can’t allow anything to happen to her.


    “I’ll stay near. I promise.” I don’t wait for him to argue. I leave my belongings with him and start walking further in the forest. The darkest, deepest nagging feeling inside me tells me to turn around and camp out until morning before I continue my search.


    The crunching of twigs and rustling of leaves behind me tell me I should have listened. I turn around to see someone holding a torch toward me, blinding me. “Who are you?” a gruff voice calls out.


    “Who are you?” My stomach clenches from hunger, my eye lids droop from being overly tired, and now I’m being questioned by a stranger all alone in the middle of a forest. I want to cry. It seems no matter what, I always find trouble.


    “That isn’t important. You seem to be without a horse. Lose yours?”


    “Yes.” It doesn’t matter whether he knows that or not.


    “Dark bay?” He asks. I nod.


    “She’s in our stables. She came wandering in and began eating our food. What are you doing out here, anyway?” He doesn’t sound happy.


    “I’m looking for someone. Two someones, actually.”


    “Who?”


    “Why should I tell you?” I ask. Then again, I could very well be speaking to one of the men I’m looking for.


    “Well, it’s going to be hard to find them if you don’t let me help you.” He folds his arms across his expansive chest.


    “Baccio and Inginio. Do you know them?”


    “Well, that depends on your definition of ‘know’.” He grunts. Almost chuckling.


    “Can you tell me where to find them?” I ask, my voice stern. I’m done with his antics.


    “If you want I’ll give you your horse back. But if you want any more help than that, I suggest you give me a reason.” I want to argue with him but he has a good point.


    “I need to speak with them about their past, and possibly their future. I’m Shanice. I suppose it can’t hurt to give him a name.”


    “And the man with you? Who’s most likely looking for you about now?” He raises an eyebrow.


    “How do you-”


    “You two haven’t exactly been stealthy. I suggest you lead the way, tell him I have your horse, and we’ll be on our way.” He doesn’t say it in a suggesting voice at all but more of a command.


    “And why would I do that when I know nothing about you? I don’t even know if you have the horse.” I fold my arms, feeling all the more defensive.


    He takes a step towards me, leaning closer. “Then how did I know what she looked like?” He leans away grinning.


    “Lucky guess.” I don’t actually believe that but I suggest it anyway.


    “The men you’re looking for own the stables your horse is in. If you wish to be reunited with the horse, I suggest you just get this over with. I’m not here to harm you. If I was, I wouldn’t be asking you to lead me to your friend. So please, lead the way.”


    I want to argue but he has a valid point. And if all else fails, Valentino will be able to take the guy out. I walk back to our camp. Valentino looks frantic but relaxes when he sees me. However, when he sees the man behind me, he unsheathes his sword.


    “Not a wise move. Put the sword away, grab your things, and come with me.” The man speaks in a matter-of-fact tone. Valentino does as he says, though he’s not happy about it.


    As soon as our belongings are gathered and Valentino has saddled Knight, the man grunts. “Follow me.” He takes my saddle from me and begins walking, holding the torch so it provides enough light for all three of us. I follow him to a small house. It looks cozy.


    We walk around the back, where I see the barn and stables. “Your horse is inside there. You two go in the house. I’ll take the other horse.” He grabs the reins from Valentino and goes into the stables. Valentino and I continue walking toward the house.


    I’m less worried than I should be. I wonder if he is one of the princes we are here to find. Is he going to help me or just steal from me? Can I trust him?


    “Baccio, is … ”


    I hold back a smirk as another man walks into the room. So Baccio is in fact the one who found me. “Who are you?”


    “I’m Shanice,” I say.


    “Valentino,” my friend introduces himself.


    “What are you doing here? What do you want? Where is Baccio?” Inginio looks scared. I suppose he has a good reason—his brother hasn’t returned and two strangers are standing in front of him, inside his home.


    “Putting my horse with hers in the stables. You’re Inginio, aren’t you?” Valentino asks. I take a step forward, and the prince seems to relax.


    “Yes. What do you want?”


    “We’ve been looking for you and your brother. He found me first,” I begin to explain.


    “When my brother returns, you can tell us why. Until then, have a seat.” Inginio points to the dining room table and chairs, then walks back into the room he came from, what I assume to be the kitchen.


    I hear another door open and close. Baccio must’ve returned from the stables “Baccio? What are they doing here?” Inginio says, walking past the doorway. Baccio scolds him. There is whispering but I can’t make out what they’re saying. They enter the room together.


    “Let’s eat.” Despite the laid back situation, I feel tense. I feel a nagging hint that something’s wrong. But I can’t put my finger on it. Inginio carries dishes from the kitchen and sets them on the table. Once finished, he sits beside his brother and begins dishing up the food. He smiles at me often. I look at the brothers side by side and can see differences in their appearances.


    Baccio is larger in stature. He clearly does the heavy lifting while Inginio does more of the softer jobs, like cooking. The food is plentiful and delicious, and so much better than the dried food we brought on our journey.


    Once Inginio and Baccio have finished and allowed me to eat until I am beyond full, Baccio folds his arms across his chest, leans back in his chair, and stares at me. “Now speak.”


    I get right into it. “As I said, my name is Shanice. This is Valentino.” I hate this part, the explaining.


    “I’ve heard of you. What do you want with us?” Baccio glares some more.


    “We need your help. Mendina’s powers are growing and we need all the power we can get. Your power and your help are needed, for this is a battle I can’t win alone.”


    “You want us to help end the witch who destroyed our kingdom?” Baccio asks.


    “Yes. Not only do I want it, I need it.”


    They look at each other, speaking without saying a thing. I patiently wait.


    “What do you want us to do?”


    Before I can speak, the door bursts open. All four of us come to our feet. This is why I had a bad feeling. Not because of Baccio—she is here. I knew I couldn’t go on forever without her finding me.


    She storms through the doorway, curtains billowing. Her curly silver hair flounces around her head. Her eyes are the darkest green. For a split second I can see the princess she once was and now only the witch she has become. “What do I want you to do? Die. That would save me the trouble of killing you after all.” My heart drops. So close. I was so close to finding them all before she caught up to me.


    “Mendina, don’t.” I can’t even make a bigger argument. My heart is in my throat. I can’t do this again.


    “Is that all you have to say? Don’t? Don’t what? Kill you?” Time stops. She sneers at me before opening the palms of her hands, in them sits green glowing, crackling balls of what I can only describe as energy. She launches them directly at me. I can’t use my magic and now we may all pay the price.


    Her power never hits me. I open my eyes to see Baccio standing in front of me. I don’t know what happened after that—Inginio pulls me from the room and out another door. Valentino isn’t far behind.


    “Get out of here, both of you! Run, and don’t try to come back to save us. This world needs you, not us. Go while you still can.”


    My tears begin now. Valentino takes my hand and we run toward the barn to get Star and Knight. Before we reach the door, I hear shattering screams and then a dark nothingness. No doubt, Baccio did not survive.


    We don’t stop to saddle the horses. Valentino boosts me onto Star’s back before jumping onto Knight. Riding in the dark is a dangerous guessing game but we have no choice.


    I allow Valentino to lead us out of there. All the way, tears are spilling down my face. I knew was to gather the royals, learn to use magic, and defeat Mendina. I hadn’t even stopped to think about what the consequences were.


    After what seems like forever, I can hear the rushing river through the trees. Just before we reach the cold water, he stops and we make camp for the night. Silently, more tears spill as I gather firewood.


    It’s all I can do to hold it together. My vision is blurry and the sticks fall from my hands. I can’t hold on to them anymore and I just dump them on the ground, following after, curling up on the dirt, sobbing. I feel so useless. In that moment, I felt utterly helpless.


    Valentino doesn’t say anything. He builds a fire and fetches water in the pot, hanging it above the flames. Then he sits beside me and pulls me into his arms.


    I want to get up—I want to do something and know I am capable. But I feel safe and warm here. I can’t bring myself to do anything but cry on his shoulder.


    I open my eyes and realize I must’ve dozed off. Valentino never let me go. When I sit up, he’s still holding me. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. I can’t reply. I don’t even know what I would say. I stand and begin laying out a blanket. I create the comfiest bed I can and sit on the edge, waiting for the food to finish cooking.


    There is silence all around me, and yet all I hear are those screams. It doesn’t seem real, doesn’t seem possible. But I force my thoughts elsewhere, unable to cry anymore. I look at Valentino, the way he remains so calm. Perhaps he knew to expect it—perhaps he grew up with death around him. I haven’t been in Avonathia long enough to know. What I do know is I’ve never had to deal with a killer before.


    As soon as I finish off my stew, I curl into a ball beneath the blankets. Only minutes after that, Valentino lies down beside me. I force myself to think of happier times as I try to sleep.


    My mind flits between Valentino and Javiar and back to Baccio. I toss and turn, unable to hold still, unable to keep my mind from wandering into that dark moment.


    “Shhhh,” Valentino whispers in my ear. I open my eyes and realize he’s wrapped his arms around me again, comforting me even while I sleep. “You’re all right, love.” He kisses my hair. I don’t think he knows I’m awake but I don’t make a sound. I snuggle closer and let him comfort me into a restful night’s sleep.
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    “This is the path we need to take to get to Elna,” Valentino says, pointing to the road on the map.


    I just nod, willing to go whichever way he leads. I can’t stop thinking about Baccio and Inginio. Did Inginio survive? We were so close—they would’ve helped us, and Mendina made sure it didn’t happen. I don’t know how she knew of our whereabouts or who we were speaking to. I just know that I will never forget that night.


    “This is going to be a long journey.” He groans.


    “We need to leave immediately. There is a long path ahead of us, and not many places we’ll be safe to sleep at night.” Valentino says, rolling up his blanket.


    I help him pack up our belongings before we leave.


    The hours blur as we ride on. Light begins to disappear behind me as we go further into the forest. The trees become denser, blocking out more light. Once the sun sets, I am lost in total darkness, using this as our cue to set up camp.


    The nights are getting colder. I start a fire while Valentino gathers more kindling. As he makes supper, I wrap myself in blankets. Once I realize that even that isn’t enough to keep me warm, Star lies down beside me, sharing her body heat with me. My hope, light, guide and heater.


    Valentino doesn’t say anything. Again, he keeps to himself and ignores me. Once the food is ready, he hands me a bowl of soup and goes back to his side of the fire. I just wish he would talk to me.


    The next morning brings sunshine upon us. I’m grateful to remain dry but hate the idea of burning. Why couldn’t it be shady and warm? I take a deep breath and force myself to get up.


    We set out early, not even bothering to start a fire and make breakfast. Instead, we eat stale rolls. I want to complain but honestly, I’m just glad they aren’t moldy.


    We need to arrive in Elna by the evening. Too many more days of waking up, traveling in silence, and sleeping in the freezing cold and I might just die. Then again, sleeping in a town of crooks may do that to me as well.


    By midafternoon, my wish for shade and warmth has come true. Clouds cover the sun. At least it’s a little better. I begin to believe Valentino isn’t stopping for lunch, but as we come up on the river, he stops, allowing the horses to drink while we eat. We both refill our waterskins before we continue on. The once-welcome clouds grow darker, and not ten minutes later, rain begins to fall. By the time the city comes into view, we are soaking wet—drenched, teeth chattering, and hardly able to move.


    As much as I would like to go straight to an inn, I head in the opposite direction, looking for what is left of the castle. Valentino allows me the lead, just following after me. When we reach the ruins, we don’t find much. Without much thought, I hand Star’s reins to Valentino, who stands under what’s left of the stable roof. I walk through the rubble, pushing pieces aside, hoping to find any hints as to where Amber might be.


    Bits of wall crunching under my boots, I look for any doorway leading to the lower part of the castle. The castle was a tiny one at best, although I imagine it was once quite beautiful. If there had been anywhere to stay, I would have considered sleeping here tonight, but then again, it would probably already have occupants. With no way to get inside, I take the reins and lead Star down the path, allowing her to take a break from carrying me. Valentino does the same for Knight.


    The inn is quite nice for such a small town. We leave the horses in the capable hands of the stable boy, giving him with a fine tip to ensure they are well taken cared for and protected.


    Valentino takes my hand and we run to the inn to get out of the rain. Once inside we go to the man behind the bar. “Can I ’elp you?” he asks with a smile.


    “We need a room, please. Something very private,” Valentino says.


    “Of course. Freya will show ya to te room.” Maybe whatever he has been drinking also contributes to his funny speech. Valentino nods and we follow Freya to our room. It’s cozy, with a larger bed and fireplace.
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    Morning comes, and the sun dries all the rain left from the night before. Valentino takes my hand which surprises me considering he’s been so distant. But I don’t pull away. We walk through the city in search of anyone who might know something about the kingdom and the royal family who once ruled. Perhaps that wasn’t the best approach, because just mentioning it got me dirty glares from multiple people.


    “We need to eat,” Valentino says at midday. Our search has gotten us nowhere. The sun is shining bright on us, burning me up. I’m tired and ready for this all to be over.


    “Agreed.” I sigh.


    “Go back to our room. I’ll get us food and bring it back,” he says, more of an offer than a command. I want to stay by his side but can feel my energy wasting away.


    “Thank you.” I smile. He returns it before turning and walking toward the markets. I turn back to the inn only to come face-to-face with a stranger. He wears all black, the hood covering his face, everything but his eyes hidden in the shadows.


    I clear my throat, unsure what to do when the person doesn’t move. “Can I help you?” I’m a little nervous. All that I can see of the hooded figure is their dark blue eyes. My first reaction is to be scared. This could be anyone – a spy for Mendina.


    But as I look into their eyes I see fright. They’re not sure what to make of me any more than I am of them. She gestures for me to follow her and starts walking away. “Wait!” I grab at her cloak, barely catching the edge.


    She whips around, the look in her eyes hardening. “We can’t be seen.” She snaps. I look around us, standing in the middle of the street. The people of the town walk about going through their daily routines. But one man in particular grabs my attention, the way he eyes me, looking between the hooded figure and myself.


    Out of the two of them, I would rather be with her. So I nod and follow after her. Using a different path than the one we took before, the stranger leads me to the ruins. I knew it! I want to shout. So someone is living in the remains of the castle.


    The door leading to her hideout is in the floor, right where I assume the throne sat when the castle was still standing. It’s made of the same brick in the floor, blending in perfectly. It’s no wonder Valentino and I couldn’t find anything when we were here.


    I follow the woman down the ladder, leaving my way out open. We reach the bottom and the stranger removes the cloak. Standing before me is a beautiful young woman, close to my age. Her light golden brown hair spills from the hood.


    “I hear you’re searching for me,” she says. “And I have to wonder what the one to save us all wants with me.” She says it with a seriousness in her voice, written in her expression but I have the feeling she’s mocking me.


    “Your highness,” I curtsy to Princess Amber. “I am here to ask for your help.” I look her in the eye.


    “Why do you need her help?” I nearly jump out of my skin, turning around to face the speaker. He is older, I would’ve guessed he was Amber’s father but looks nothing like her.


    “Who are you?” I ask, now thoroughly confused.


    “It doesn’t matter who he is until you answer his question.” Another man steps out from behind him. This man is her father, undoubtedly. They have the same dark eyes, the same defined jaw, the same brown hair – though his is short.


    “I would think by now that it would be quite obvious why I need her help. She is royalty. She has magic, and she has a chance at reclaiming her kingdom,” I respond.


    “Then I suppose you’re looking for me as well.” The younger man steps forward.


    I want to ask who he is but the way he is sure I am looking for him as well tells me he is one of the missing princes.


    “I am Prince Nicklaus, and this is my father, King Jareth. Our kingdom is known these days as the Ruined Kingdom. Then again, many of them are.”


    “Indeed. And it is not Amber’s kingdom, but mine, and Amber isn’t going with you. She cannot help in this battle of yours,” Amber’s father states, anger in his eyes, venom in his voice. I look back at Amber.


    Nicklaus glares at the older man before turning back to me. “Amber is my wife. And while we would love to see Mendina undone and paying for her crimes, our child is not due for many more months. She cannot fight.” He wraps his arm around her.


    I feel lost. I came to this world believing that I would find the royals, the royals would come with me, we would defeat Mendina, and everyone could return to their lives. I wasn’t expecting that some of us would not survive, or that some would refuse to help.


    “I wouldn’t ask you to do that. I was given a task, ripped from my own world to get here. Ripped from my life. I don’t want to have to ask another to leave the comforts of their ways to help stop her. Yet here I am, asking for your help. You do not wish to help, yet wish to live from the benefits of the results that will come once the war is won. You are right, Amber cannot fight. But what about you three?” I take a deep breath.


    “You cannot ask us to leave the family we have. We have made peace with the fact that our kingdoms are long gone. And while yes, Mendina’s death would be a glorious reason to celebrate, we are more content living together while she rains evil upon us than to fight and be apart. So do not question why none here offer their help. You are the one chosen to end her, the one they say will save us all. You don’t need us.” The old man sneers again.


    “So be it. I’m sorry I wasted your time. I’m sorry I traveled for a week to get here only to leave alone.” I turn back toward the ladder.


    “Wait!” Amber grabs my wrist. “I may not be able to fight alongside you physically, but at least allow me to give you information that may help you.”


    “Thank you.” I wish I had more, but information is just as important.


    “There is a young woman, one of Mendina’s spies. But something’s off. I do not believe she wants to help Mendina. She is the best of the best, never misses her target.” She undoes the top part of her dress just enough to show me the scar on her shoulder.


    “She hit me but I know she intentionally missed a kill spot. It was almost as if she didn’t have control of her actions. Tears were streaming down her face. She couldn’t stop herself from shooting but at the last second she aimed at my shoulder rather than my heart. She made sure I was still alive and able to survive before disappearing. She apologized.”


    “What did she say?” I ask. I need to know who this girl is.


    “I don’t know. She spoke another language. I just know she was scared and not working by her own will. One word she said did stand out to me. She said a word, pointing to herself. I’m pretty sure she was telling me her name was Krea.”


    I try not to look excited. “And then what happened?”


    “She ran off. I haven’t been outside since that day. This was a month ago. I wanted to find her at first, find out who she was. But I was never able to learn more about her.” She glances at her father. I understand exactly what happened.


    With the threat of death so near, she’s been locked up for protection.


    “Thank you. This information is most helpful. You are right—her name is Krea. And she believes she’s Mendina’s daughter. She is, in fact, under a spell of some kind, and it appears Mendina has been using her to kill off any living heirs, even if their thrones have been destroyed,” I say. Javiar, believing he was Mendina’s son, did things he didn’t want to. If Krea is in those same situations, it makes sense she wouldn’t want to do what she is being forced to do.


    “Who is she, though? And why would she think she’s Mendina’s daughter?”


    “Her name is Krea Elizalde, daughter to Danica and Kajetan. Mendina kidnapped her as a toddler in an act of revenge toward her sister, Danica, for stealing the man she loved. Mendina believes that the throne which will one day be mine in truth belongs to her.”


    “So where do you go from here?” Amber asks.


    “I must find and rescue Krea. She is one of the many missing royals.”


    “And if Mendina commands her to kill you?” Amber looks worried. I wish her father wasn’t here just long enough for me to speak to Amber freely.


    “I have to save her before she follows through with the task. And because our numbers are dwindling and hope is running out, I must leave. Thank you for the information.” I curtsy before turning back to the ladder. Valentino will be panicking at my sudden disappearance.


    A much larger hand lands on my shoulder.


    “You’re not going alone.” I turn back to see Nicklaus’ father. He is strong still. I would not have asked him to fight, but from the looks of it he can handle his own. I could cry with joy right now.


    “Thank you,” I whisper.


    “I will pack my belongings and meet you at sunrise tomorrow at the edge of the town,” he says with surety.


    “Thank you,” I say again before scrambling back up the ladder.
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    Valentino grumbles when I wake him. “Where were you?” He says more clearly. I want to explain but Jareth promised to meet us at the edge of the forest when the sun rose and the sun is rising. I already packed our things.


    “I found Amber. And though she isn’t coming with us, we aren’t leaving alone.” I say as I throw clean clothes at him.


    I changed into a dress, removing my filthy pants. With a few days’ ride to Umare, I should survive in a dress. And with any luck, we’ll find a river where I can rinse my pants, and the sun will shine so they dry.


    As promised, Jareth and his horse stand at the edge of the town, waiting just as the sun reaches its peak. Exhausted, I allow both men to take the lead. I stick close by but stay behind them.


    They talk as if they are long-lost friends—everything from which stance is the best in a fight to who has a better sword. I shake my head and laugh. At least we aren’t traveling in silence.


    Breaking the calming chatter, Valentino shouts my name, voice filled with panic. “Shanice.” He falls back and grabs my arm. I follow his gaze. Before us on the path, and coming our way is one princess we’ve yet to reach. In one swift swoop, all three of us dismount and lower ourselves amongst the bushes. The horses race between the trees, staying hidden. She is hunting us for the very witch that just about killed us.


    I feel for her more than any of the others. Does she know she’s royalty? She must, if she believes herself to be Mendina’s daughter.


    “We need to gain her trust, Valentino. I cannot let her slip away.” I move closer, as silently as possible. I have one shot left at not dying today. I approach her quietly, and yet she still turns toward me. Her face is covered with the hood of her cloak, but I know well it is her.


    “I will kill you. I never miss my mark,” she threatens.


    I hunker down in the bushes. “What if I told you I know the truth, and I can help you?” It’s a brave move speaking but I have to try and save her. Valentino comes up beside me.


    “It doesn’t matter what you know. No one can help me. I am her servant until she frees me. Her will is the only I can do,” she states. She doesn’t sound happy but it sounds more like Mendina has programmed her words. She has complete control over Krea. It’s evident in the way her voice struggles with every word as she fights it. She moves the same way, fighting every step but unable to overcome it.


    “Listen, Krea. I can save you but you have to trust me. Shoot the arrow at a tree and I will save you.” I close my eyes, wishing, hoping that she does not release that arrow.


    “This arrow must hit its mark or I die this night, Princess. It is no ordinary arrow.” She almost stops speaking, but for that split second, I heard Krea speaking and not Mendina.


    “This is for you. It’s poisoned.” Her voice sounds like a robot. “She wishes to kill you slowly. Please don’t let me see you.” She cries, her voice breaking. I keep moving further and further away.


    “Krea, I promise you will be freed if it’s the last thing I do.” I would have been safe had I not made that promise, but I moved back too far. At the sound of snapping twigs, without hesitation, she spins around and fires.


    The arrow sails true, aiming right for me. I feel like a deer in the headlights, my heart has stopped, I can’t breathe, can’t move. Valentino jumps from the bushes beside me and shoves me aside, allowing the arrow to plant firmly in his shoulder. He gasps and falls to the ground with a thud. I wish he had allowed the arrow to hit me.


    “Shanice!” Krea yells, not daring to come closer. “You must save him! Mendina will use every ounce of energy left in him for herself. It will kill him slowly, painfully, and in a more torturous way than one might think possible.” She rips the mask from her face. “I am so sorry.” Tears rush down her cheeks, but she can’t stay. Like a deer running from its hunter, she runs into the forest.


    I whistle, begging Star to come. Tears pour down my own cheeks. Valentino has lost consciousness, blood running down his chest and side from his shoulder, and I can’t do anything to stop it. I can’t remove the arrow without hurting him further.


    Star comes, as does Knight. Jareth jumps from the bushes and rushes to me as well. “Shanice, he will not survive with that amount of blood loss.” He grabs a blanket from the saddle and kneels beside me, pressing the cloth to Valentino’s shoulder. “We need to get him somewhere safe.”


    “We need Nastasia. She’s our closest bet.” I try to stand, but cannot bear Valentino’s weight on my own. I look to Jareth. “Please help me—I can’t carry him.”


    “Shanice, be strong. You will be faster on your own.” Jareth helps me lift Valentino into Star’s saddle. I would lay him across her back but I fear the arrow would be pushed in farther and hurt him more.


    “Go! I will take care of his horse, return to Umare, and inform the king what has happened,” Jareth says.


    “Thank you.” I don’t have time to say any more. I sit behind Valentino, leaning him against me so he does not fall over or off.


    “Star, run,” I command.


    She listens, running straight for Garverdale. The minutes tick by—I’m sure there’s a trail of blood behind us. Poor Star’s coat of white fur is covered in red. I lower my head and allow her to tear through every mile between us and Nastasia.


    As we approach, I call for her, screaming for her attention. The second we arrive at her door, she is there, waiting. “What happened?”


    She looks as mortified as I feel. “Help me get him inside! Please!” Star lowers her body again, allowing me and Nastasia to carry him off and into the house.


    “Get me water now,” Nastasia orders. We lay him on the couch. Nastasia begins working the arrow out of his shoulder. I’m grateful she sends me to fetch water—I can’t watch his body twist and turn in pain.


    I bring in a bucket of fresh water from the well. Nastasia has the arrow removed, lying on the floor. I glare at it with all the hatred I feel toward Mendina right now.


    “Hurry!” Nastasia orders, needing the water. I set the bucket beside her and place a hand on Valentino’s good shoulder.


    “I have to destroy Mendina,” I whisper. Tears spill, falling onto Valentino’s cheek.


    “I know, dear. But what happened?”


    “You don’t understand. I have to go now. She’s out there using his energy as a boost for her power. Every minute she lives, he dies that much faster.”


    She doesn’t reply to me right away. “Help me get his shirt off,” she commands. I do as she asks and then wait. Around the hole, his shoulder is purple and black as the poison spreads.


    “Do you love him?” she asks, looking at me now that she has done all she can to stop the bleeding.


    “With all my heart.”


    "Why do you refuse to marry him? You make him think you love him, and then you break his heart. And now that he is dying, you're willing to risk all of our lives to save him."


    "I never said I wouldn't marry him. I said I wouldn't marry him because I was told I had to—because it was dictated by someone else. I'm in love with him, Nastasia. I always have been. He's the one person I truly care about in this world. I'm not going to sit by and watch him die, waiting for a miracle when I know one isn't coming. I'm going to save him no matter the cost."


    I don’t wait for her to protest. I storm outside and mount. I make sure my sword is still strapped to my side before taking off. It doesn’t matter that the sun will set soon. It doesn’t matter that I am hours away from Gowell, from her and in the end, could help her kill him faster.


    I don’t care that I’m supposed to be building an army or that I don’t know enough magic. I can’t let him die. This ends tonight. The numbness begins to spread. All the pain from the past three days, all the torture, and the endless hours of climbing and running—it’s all gone. One thought takes over.


    Kill Mendina. End her. She will not kill him, she can’t. I won’t let her. I can‘t lose him.


    But Krea said it was to cause me endless torture. Only one thing could do that. Hurting Valentino.


    I push Star faster and harder, putting all my anger into getting her to ride like the wind. What Fuentes did in one flight seems to take us forever on horseback. Gowell is much closer to Garverdale that Umare, and that’s good.


    Mendina will not get away with this. She can’t get away with this. I can’t lose Valentino. I won’t. I knew I loved him, but with the thought of losing him, the pain is unbearable. I have nothing without him.


    I hate having to take Star through the black forest but I don’t stop. I don’t have time to walk through it again. Mendina knows I’m coming. She’s expecting me—I can feel it.


    Just as I approach the front gate to her lair, it opens—the door, the same way. She wanted me to come. My heart skips a beat, stuttering as I walk into a trap. I should’ve stayed away from Gowell.


    “I’m so glad you came, dear Princess. I’ve waited a long time for this.” She smiles wickedly, and I admit, she isn’t what I expected. Dark brown hair flows behind her, curling in the wind created by the magic flowing around her. Her eyes are the equivalent of sapphires. Her dark crimson dress moves with her, the color mocking my pain.


    The room we stand in is spacious, and mostly empty. A throne at the end of the room, sitting before large stained glass windows depicting a forest. The floor is a mosaic but from where I stand I can’t tell if it makes a full picture, or is just colorful.


    “This ends, Mendina. You have had your fun, exacted your revenge. And now it’s over.” I hold out my hands, building all the energy I can. Never before have I needed more, and now it feels as though I am drained. Perhaps I used too much in getting Valentino to safety. But it doesn’t mean I won’t try.


    “That’s where you’re wrong. I’ve only begun. Watching you suffer as I slowly kill the love of your life is only the cherry on top. You will suffer that of a thousand deaths before I end you and take your crown from the cold grip of your mother.” Her eyes flash red. She sneers and slowly gathers her magic just as I am doing.


    “I don’t understand why you hate me so much when I don’t even know you. But you won’t succeed—not if I kill you first.” I let every ounce of power I have left shoot at her.


    She laughs menacingly. “Did you really think you could come all this way, angry, filled with hate, and still overpower me? Oh, no, Shanice. No one is stronger than me. Not even you … ” She flicks her wrist, and in one simple movement has the air sucked from my lungs, my body dangling inches above the ground. Everything goes in and out of view. She’s killing him, torturing me, and she’s safe behind a wall of magic I wish I could have broken through already.


    Despite my lack of power, I try to muster more, forcing the little left in me to fight back, to force her magic apart. “You won’t win, you coward. You will never win.” I spit.


    “Now, now, dear, you shouldn’t have done that. I was just about to let you live.” Where my power couldn’t penetrate hers fully, now I can’t at all. Every bit of magic she has readily in her hands hits me all at once, knocking me to the ground, stealing my breath, making my vision blurry.


    All her built-up power, energy stolen from the man I came to save, hits me full force before I have a chance to move. My body falls limply the ground. “He would’ve lived longer, you know. Now he may just die before you can return to him.” She laughs before all fades to black.
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    I awake, tears filling my eyes. I’m surrounded by forest, Star at my side. Not only did I fail to hurt Mendina, but I risked Valentino’s life. I don’t know if he lives still or if all hope is lost. And as if all hope wasn’t already lost, I find myself lost in the forest.


    She bested me, laughed at my attempts to stop her, and I wonder why she didn’t just kill me. She could have ended all this right then. She could have taken my life. And she didn’t.
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    In the only open space among the trees, the rain slides from my skin. My hair sticks to my neck. My clothes are soaking. I am cold. The rain continues, never stopping. The world has grown colder. No pain is equal to what I feel now. Hope has been crushed, the fire extinguished. All belief that I could make it is gone.



    No amount of pushing, prodding, or begging gets Star to move. She is as miserable as I am. I slide off her and fall to my knees in the mud. “Go. Leave while you still can.” Tears come pouring like the rain overhead as I send her away.


    No one else will die. Not for me. Not for this. Not because of Mendina. If she truly wants to kill me, now is her chance. She’d better do it before the lonely cold does. Rain drenches every bit of me. Mud covers me from the waist down. Smudges of dirt coat my arms and face.


    I am finished. I cannot continue giving this world hope that does not exist. I cannot do what has been asked of me. I sink lower, my face inches from the ground. And I cry. I don’t hold back as I have done so many times before.


    There is no one here to see my pain anyway. I am completely alone in a world I don’t belong in. I have destroyed their home. Disrupted their lives. And above the pain of all of that, they still believe I can save them.


    But I can’t. I will only continue destroying things. Perhaps it is what I was created for. Perhaps Mendina has poisoned me. Or I am just simply useless.


    Slowly the cold on my skins slips away. Not because the rain has stopped, but because I am numb. But I don’t mind. I prefer the numb over the cold. I would be happy if my heart could go numb so I wouldn’t have to feel the pain of failure. So I wouldn’t have to feel hope dying inside me. So I wouldn’t have to feel at all.


    I would allow my heart to go numb just so I wouldn’t have to feel the pain of knowing Baccio died for me. Why did he have to save me? Why couldn’t he just let me die? Death would be better than this. I am no hero. Baccio died protecting a failure.


    I lift my face to the rain, allowing it to wash away the tears. Baccio died to protect me. It hurts, and I am broken. But I will not stop. I can’t. I must defeat her now just to show her that she isn’t stronger than me.


    Star is long gone, and I am alone. The spark is gone once more. I fall back to my knees—a splash in the water before me brings my eyes open. My necklace fell off. Being buried in the mud is Fuentes’ scale. I pick it up and wipe it off, rubbing my finger over it.


    “Fuentes, I need you.” I barely speak above a whisper, hardly making a sound. More tears begin to form. Slowly, one by one, they fall with the rain. One single, lonely tear lands on the scale. “Please, Fuentes. I can’t do this alone. I shouldn’t have even tried. I am sorry. Now please, help me make it right.” Goose bumps cover my skin. Soaking wet and cold, I want to curl in a ball and close my eyes, knowing they will never open again. But for Baccio, for Danica, for Speranza, for my mother, for my father, for Valentino, I will keep going.


    The heat begins to return to my fingers, the fingers holding the dragon scale. It’s thrumming. I look at the sky, and hope is alive once more. His dark form blocks the sun, the power from his flapping wings parting the clouds.


    He’s stands before me in the clearing.


    “Shanice, all you had to do was ask.” Fuentes picks me up gently, wraps his claws around me, and hugs me to his face, closing his wing around us. A single silver dragon tear escapes his eye. “You are never alone, my dear.” With that, he turns, and, still holding me in his claw, takes flight.
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    I don’t know how many times I blacked out. The pain I feel is almost as bad as the pain in my heart. I may have killed Valentino trying to save him.


    I don’t know how long we flew before Fuentes lays me on the ground. I see feet running toward me, but I don’t know who they belong to. My vision is blurred; everything hurts.


    My body is lifted and carried inside. I can smell food and feel warmth. I’m placed in a bed and covered with blankets. It’s the last thing I feel before I lose consciousness again.


    What feels like days later, my eyes open. The room is no longer spinning in circles or blurred beyond comprehension. It takes me a minute, focusing on the room before I realize I’m in Garverdale, back at the cottage.


    Nastasia puts her hand on my forearm, and my first instinct is to shrug it off. But I don’t have the strength in me. Not even enough to push those around me away. “Shanice, please. He is dying—you cannot stop now. His life is in your hands.” Her accent becomes prominent, and the deep tone is relaxing, it helps to calm my wracking body.


    “I can’t do it. I’m not strong enough to stop her—that’s already been proven. What would you have me do?” I cover my face with my hands, though it no longer helps in hiding my tears as they pour through my fingers.


    “Your biggest mistake was believing you could do it alone. You think we would waste time gathering the other missing royals if you could do it by yourself? No! You can stop her, it is possible, and you do have the power. But you have to let us help.” Tears begin streaking down her cheeks as well.


    I look up at her. “How can one woman cause so much destruction, and yet one woman can’t stop her?” I counter.


    Nastasia’s strong arms wrap around me, my head now resting on her shoulder. “Oh, my dear princess.” Her voice becomes calm once more—sad but calm. “Let me tell you, she is one of the strongest witches ever to be. She has more power than one could imagine. She is almost undefeatable.”


    I break away from her now, no longer comforted, but terrified. “Then what makes you think I can defeat her?” I want to scream but it comes out more as a broken sob.


    “I said she is almost undefeatable. There is only one stronger than her. That’s you, Shanice. And the sooner you realize that, the better off we will all be. Asking for help is not a weakness—it proves that you are stronger than us all. You think Mendina works alone? That is not so. She uses people to do her dirty work. Today she used you against yourself. She knew that threatening Valentino’s life would get a reaction out of you. She knew exactly how you would respond. You didn’t bravely risk your life to save Valentino’s—you walked into a trap she set, you did exactly what you she wanted you to do. And now the love of your life is dying.”


    “I can’t lose him, Nastasia.”


    “That is exactly why you need to finish. Find the others, then defeat Mendina. You don’t have much time, so you need to work fast. You must use every resource you have. Do not let that boy die.” I follow her example and rise to my feet, standing a little taller, wipe away my tears, and accept the path in front of me as the one I must choose.


    “Let me say good-bye,” I whisper. She simply nods and returns to the kitchen. I take one deep breath and step into Valentino’s room.


    Labored breathing is the one thing I hear. It is physically painful to see him lying so still, no grin on his face, no sign of life but the breath of a dying man. I sit on the stool beside his bed and take his hand in mine.


    I lay my head on his shoulder and play with his fingers. “I love you, and I won’t stop until Mendina is gone and your life is restored. I won’t return until I know you’re safe.” I lean back and look at his beautiful face, standing because I know I need to leave. “And if I don’t return, know that I would have married you in an instant.” I lay his hand back across his chest, leave a kiss on his forehead, and turn to go.


    His hand catches mine. “Shanice.” His voice is barely there, gravelly—he’s in pain. “I love you. Come back to me please. If I can’t live with you, I would rather not live at all.” It takes all my power to hold in every tear begging to be set free.


    “I promise,” I say against his lips before rushing out of the room. If I don’t, I may never leave. I must save him. I will do whatever it takes.
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    I enter Umare’s gates with a heavy heart. The tears stopped long ago but the pain is endless. When I enter the castle doors, a servant informs me that I am wanted in the throne room.



    The world feels so cold—time seems endless. The corridors are long and empty. I enter the room, hiding my emotions, my hands balled into fists, my mouth set, my resolve hard. I don’t want to feel—I must become numb. I clench my jaw, form fists—relaxing and forming them again.


    It appears that Jareth told Palamides as well as my parents what happened. Palamides tries to keep his expression emotionless. But when his eyes meet mine, an understanding passes, and he almost breaks.


    “Shanice, explain to us what happened,” the king says, trying to keep his anger controlled. I look him in the eye and never look away as I explain exactly what happened—how Baccio was killed, how Valentino was hurt, how only Jareth was willing to come with us.


    “Will Prince Valentino live?” my mother asks the second she has a chance. Her concern speaks volumes in the way she asks, the tone of her voice, the way her eyes soften when they meet mine.


    I have to continue breathing evenly to keep my voice from breaking, to keep my emotions in check. I make fists again, squeezing as hard as I can. “I cannot say. The poison used is based on magic. It isn’t just killing him—it’s stealing his energy. Every time Mendina uses magic, she kills him a little more, and if she is not stopped immediately, there is no way he will survive either.” I keep balling up my fists. It’s the only thing I have to keep from bursting into tears, breaking apart again. I have to remain strong. I have to prove that I am worthy of this battle.


    “What more can we do to stop her?” Palamides says, clenching his jaw just like Valentino does. I can’t look at him, for all I see is the boy I’m losing.


    “I don’t know how to use my magic. I have at least one more prince to find that I know of, and though it isn’t much, at least there will be a few here willing to fight by my side when the time comes.”


    “King Jareth has offered his help, as has Prince Lancilotto. What other royals are willing to fight alongside you?” the king asks me.


    I look around the room, mostly empty aside from us. A few servants lean against the wall, and the rest of the hall is vacant. “Prince Javiar has offered his help from the beginning. He has protected me, he has taken care of me, and he doesn’t even know he’s royal. So you ask what other royals will fight alongside me, Father, and I hope the answer is you. And King Palamides. And you, Mother.”


    It is a brazen thing to say but they can’t expect to sit by and allow me to fight on my own. “I cannot fight by your side, daughter. I must protect our kingdom first. I cannot fight both battles. But I can teach you to use your powers. Come.” Mother steps down from the dais and takes my hand.


    I’m glad this meeting is over. I’m glad I no longer have to look at Valentino’s father. He reminds me so much of his son, and the pain is too great.


    The queen leads me outside to the far gardens I have never seen. And they are breathtaking. “You have your father’s tongue—like a sword, cutting through the things people say to attack you. You are right to question why we do not fight, but do not place blame where there is none. Your father, Valentino’s father, myself—we cannot fight as we once could. All magic has a price, Shanice. It always does. Our power was given to you. In a battle against Mendina, we would only get in the way.”


    I realize my outburst wasn’t called for. Valentino said all royals had magic. I didn’t realize the king and queen gave theirs to their only heir.


    “Now, you wish to wield your magic, to use it against Mendina. But Shanice, you must remember what the Oracle told you. Only with love can you win. That is a power even magic cannot touch.” We sit on a long wooden bench amongst the trees and bushes, flowers surrounding us.


    “Your magic is more than energy used as a weapon. Your magic has the ability to make forests grow, caterpillars turn into butterflies, and mymees get their favorite flower.” She picks what looks like a golden rose from the bush and twirls it in the air. One of the small creatures like those I met in the cave comes humming along and snatches the flower from her fingers.


    “I can train you to control where your energy goes, where your powers are used. But only you can decide how to use them. Mendina chose poorly, and her price to pay will be the greatest of all. She doesn’t know it yet, but soon her powers will cease to exist.” My mother kisses my forehead and wraps her arm around my shoulder.


    “Now, I feel there is something far greater on your mind.” She looks me in the eye, and I realize how beautiful she is. How wise she is. And though I love the adoptive mother I had on Earth, I wish I had been able to grow up in the care of this woman.


    “I love him.” I close my eyes, hoping to stop the oncoming flood.


    “That much is obvious, dear, and you’re doing all you can to save him. What else is bothering you?”


    “I screwed up. He thought I didn’t care. He thought I was messing with him. He may die never realizing how much my heart is truly his.” I lean into her shoulder.


    “Then I suggest you save him before that can happen.” She smiles, looking far happier than anyone should under the circumstances. But I realize that perhaps it’s because she has hope, something I’ve lost.


    “What if I can’t stop her? What if I can’t save him? What if I try and only help her kill him faster?” My voice wavers.


    “I’ve already told you—the power of love is far greater than any magic she possesses. She believes she has the upper hand but you have the chance to show her what true love can do. Show her that his desire to be with you is far greater than her desire for the two of you to suffer.”


    I nod, taking every word into consideration. “I need to find the final prince. I need more help.” I sit straighter.


    “Then go.” She stands and pulls me to my feet. “Find him and bring him back. You may be few in number but your powers will surpass hers by far.” I nod and walk through the gardens, back inside the castle and walk through the corridors in search of the other prince I need.


    I realize it could take me all day to search the castle for him, so instead, I return to my own room, where I find Edda.


    “I need Javiar. Please help me find him,” I ask her in such a rush that I have no time to explain. But she smiles.


    “I would check the courtyard,” she says.


    I nod and turn back around. As I open the door leading outside, I can hear the clang of metal on metal. Javiar is teaching Lancilotto sword skills I didn’t know he had. I watch the remainder of their fight.


    Both men gladly put down their swords. I step from the shadows as they both wipe off their swords.


    “Shanice is not one you want to meet in a sword fight. On her arrival, I thought mocking her was a good idea but when she put my sword skills to shame, I wanted to weep.” Javiar laughs.


    “Your Highness.” Lancilotto bows upon seeing me.


    I smile and turn to Javiar. “I need your help. I have one prince left to find.”


    “What of Valentino? Why are you asking that I help you instead of him?” He looks around, and it shocks me that only a few people know what has happened.


    “He lies dying at the hands of Mendina. And now I am asking you for help because without it, she may very well win.” I want to tell him so desperately that he is a prince but no matter how I form the sentence in my head, it feels wrong.


    So I don’t mention it. I continue wasting time when I could prove to him he is worth more than he believes.


    “I—I didn’t know. I’m sorry.” He bows his head.


    “I know. And it’s okay. But I need your help. Please?”


    “Of course! Just tell me what you need.”


    “We need to find the last prince. The prince and heir of Ferrell.”


    “That would be Prince Romondino. And I can lead you to him.” I whip around to see who said those words, and hope fills me at the sight.


    “Inginio!” In the excitement and relief of seeing him I throw my arms around him. I believed I had lost them both.


    “Princess, I am sure you already know but my brother did not survive.” He wraps his arms around me awkwardly. I step back embarrassed.


    “I am so sorry.” I know those words mean very little but I don’t know what to say.


    “It is not your fault—I cannot blame you. Mendina is the one who took my brother, and I will help end her in whatever way I can. You say you do not have enough power to stop her, so we must find one more willing to help. Romondino will help if I go with you,” he says with surety.


    “Then please, lead the way.” I expect him to take us to the stables to get our horses. But instead, he begins walking. I do not question him, but simply follow. We walk outside the castle gates and continue on until we reach the traders’ town.


    The streets are bustling with people purchasing their wares at the market. We have to push through the crowds, and twice, I almost lose Inginio in all the people. But he continues to check and make sure I am behind him before going any farther.


    Javiar and Lancilotto follow along. I was not expecting to be led to the alehouse, but it’s where we are. I look between the three men, questioning whether I really want to go in there.


    “You.” Inginio points to Javiar. “Come with me. And you, stay with her,” he says to Lancilotto.


    The two men disappear into the building. I lean against the wall and wait. Not ten minutes go by before three men return. “Your Highness, it is a pleasure.” The one I don’t recognize draws close to me, not quite bowing.


    I’m not sure if he’s drunk or stunned by the light or both. “This is your prince. By the way he drinks, I don’t think there’s going to be much magic left in him,” Inginio jokes. Romondino almost goes down face first. All three men help carry him toward Umare. I just hope someone can get this prince back into princely shape.
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    The nurse assures me that sleep and the drink she gave the prince will cure him by morning, so I leave the infirmary. Javiar is waiting just outside for me.


    “Shanice, I am sorry about Valentino. I did not know or I wouldn’t have asked.” He looks like he wants to hug me, but doesn’t.


    “Thank you. And it’s all right—I know you didn’t mean any harm in those words. And it is I who should be apologizing to you.” I look him in the eye and debate how to finish that sentence.


    “Oh?”


    “Come with me.” When my mother took me to the gardens the day before, I felt a peace unlike any other. I felt safe despite all the pain, and I felt more understanding of what she told me. I hope the garden has the same effect on Javiar.


    “What are we doing?” He follows after me.


    I don’t reply, but simply return to the same bench where I sat before. He sits beside me, questioning with his eyes.


    “I have kept the truth from you when I should have told you sooner, and it wasn’t fair. But I thought I was protecting you until the right moment. But I’m out of time and I need your help most. I hate having to ask you—you are more deserving than this.” I inhale the smell of flowers all around me for strength.


    Javiar just waits for me to finish.


    “You are not the son of Mendina. You’re related to her, but not so closely. Javiar, you are a prince. Your mother is Mendina’s sister. And you are the heir to Gowell.”


    Once, I would’ve looked away to tell him this. But I owe him more than that. I look into his eyes as I say each word. I watch as he goes from shocked to wary to shocked again. His life has been a lie.


    His eyes fill with tears. A sigh escapes his lips. He covers his face with his hands for only a moment before looking at me. “I’m not Mendina’s son?” he asks.


    “No. But Krea truly is your sister.”


    He stops breathing. “Is she alive?”


    “You escaped Mendina’s clutches, but she did not. She is the one who shot Valentino. She knows that Mendina is controlling her, and she doesn’t want it. She can’t break free, but I know she wants to be. We have to defeat Mendina in order to truly free her. Are you willing to help me end this?”


    “I’ve never been more ready.”
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    In the midst of preparing for battle, I’ve tried to find every advantage over Mendina. So far, there are few. But six royals crowd into one room and there we watch each other, ready to make a plan.



    “Six of us are ready to fight. Our strike must be strong and swift. Every ounce of power she uses drains the life from Prince Valentino. He cannot die. I am begging you to help me save him. In order to do that, we must know every advantage we may have.


    “Why does Mendina come after me? Why is it my crown she seeks when my kingdom is not hers? We—”


    “I may be able to shed some light on those questions,” Jareth speaks up. All eyes are on him. “Sephet was the first kingdom she destroyed. Thus it was named the Ruined Castle. Has no one questioned why that is? Why not start with her own kingdom?”


    I listen, giving all my attention to the king. I did not know Sephet was the first place she attacked. That’s something Danica did not mention.


    “Sephet is the kingdom her mother was from. And in Mendina’s eyes, by allowing Danica to marry Kajetan, she betrayed Mendina. Thus, it was the first kingdom to go. Shirlyn, Queen of Elna, was best friends with Danica. And thus it too had to be destroyed in her vengeance to bring as much pain as possible upon her sister.”


    Jareth continues. “Mendina was best friends with Kathrena, Valentino’s mother. But when she would not help Mendina in her vengeance, Mendina killed her. But it was a mistake, she didn’t mean to kill Kathrena, and thus, Wentsden went untouched. She destroyed Gowell, killing her parents, kidnapping Danica’s family, and taking the kingdom for her own. And that leaves us with Umare.” He looks directly at me.


    I never once thought to question why she was destroying places, kingdoms rather than the people she believed ruined her life.


    But I wait silently for him to tell me why Umare remains untouched. “Kajetan was not a prince, but he is from Umare. And Mendina always dreamed of living here with the man she thought she would marry. And when Danica was engaged to him, Mendina was betrothed to Roan. Shanice, she does not hate you for any more reason than you are the heir to the throne that should have been hers.”


    At the mention of my father’s name I jump. All this time I’ve been wandering, trying to win a battle I know nothing about when my father could have given me answers all along. I take it all in every bit of information, grateful to understand Mendina’s reasoning.


    “Jareth, how do you know all this?”


    “Mendina isn’t the only one with spies. Most of the people who work for her are in very similar situations to Krea. They are doing it against their will. And if you know just the right questions to ask, they are not going against Mendina by answering. When Krea came to kill Amber, I caught her. I let her go. But I also got answers from her.”


    “Your hard work may be the saving grace we need to end this. We cannot draw Mendina to Umare. There are far too many people here who could get hurt. And there is no way we can storm Gowell. So let’s end this where it all began.”


    “Agreed. Let’s end this now.”


    “We must figure out how to get Mendina to Sephet. She will not come if I simply ask her. What is something she cannot resist?” I ask, looking at each royal in the room.


    “Shanice, she has always wanted to end you. This has always been about destroying you and getting your crown. She will come if she knows she has the chance to end you for good,” Javiar says. It does seem obvious. But then, why didn’t she kill me when she had the chance last time?


    “I suggest we all prepare. We will leave at first light.” I don’t wait for anyone else to move. I get up and walk away. I am terrified, fearful that Valentino won’t survive through all the pain and torture I have to put him through in order to save him.


    I fear we might not walk away. Mendina is strong and she knows it. Will our group of six be strong enough to save everyone?


    I don’t realize where my feet are taking me until I’m halfway to Wentsden in the dead of night. But nothing scares me like the thought of what may come tomorrow. I do not stop at the gate or wait for someone to greet me inside the castle.


    I tiptoe past everyone I see as to go unnoticed as I slip into the throne room and follow the path Palamides took me to get to the Pool of Tears.


    “Speranza.” I run my finger through the tears, hoping the dragon comes. Only a moment goes by before her face appears.


    “Your Highness, Mendina grows weary. She is ready to strike. Itching to kill.” Speranza looks worried. I wish I could hug her, could’ve saved her. But now is my chance.


    “Speranza, tomorrow I will be Sephet, waiting for her. As soon as she leaves, you get out of there. She won’t be returning.”


    “She won’t leave me behind. She will be riding upon my back to end your life.” The dragon frowns, not wanting to be a part of this. Not deserving it.


    “Listen to me. We will be far enough inside that you can’t enter. As soon as she is distracted, promise me you’ll leave. Promise me you will take flight and—”


    “Shanice, you are protected by dragons. It is my duty to stay and do just that—protect you.”


    “Listen to me. It is your job no longer. I may not survive tomorrow, but I can assure you Mendina will not. This ends tomorrow, no matter what. Mendina’s reign ends.” I feared my voice would waver when I said those words, but I say it with more conviction than I knew I had.


    “You are fearless, Princess. But you are forgetting that the dragon you’ve already called upon before is also royal. If I am not protecting you, call upon him to fight by your side. You do not have to sacrifice yourself to this world’s evils,” she says, her image flickering in the pool.


    “I must go.” She looks away, something distracting her.


    “Go. Remember what I said,” I say as her image fades.


    

  


  
    



    



    [image: 19]



    The ruins are a mess of broken walls, fallen pillars, debris, and brambles. The throne is broken in two pieces. Glass makes the ground sparkle. Cloth, a mixture of clothes and tapestries are strewn throughout the entire castle. Almost everything is left black, charred from the fire that has left its familiar scent in the air.



    As the dragon in the pool advised, I called upon Fuentes. But not to fight beside me, only to free Speranza while Mendina is otherwise occupied. Telling Speranza our plans did exactly what we hoped. Only minutes after we’re prepared, I can hear the roar of Speranza outside.


    And just as expected, Speranza cannot enter the ruins. Mendina saunters in, not realizing five royals surround her, ready to protect me at a moment’s notice.


    She smirks upon walking in. The room was once circular. Now with its fallen pillars and broken walls, it’s more oval, but still plenty big enough for Mendina to stride around, forcing me to the other side of the room. “How poetic, drawing me here. My first kill was in this very room. So fitting that you wish to die here.” Mendina sneers before throwing sparks of magic at me. How little she knows.


    I block the sparks easily, which surprises me. She must not be using nearly as much power as last time. “It is poetic, knowing you shall die where you first brought death,” I reply, matching her coy tone. I keep my magic to myself, knowing I will only have one shot and I can’t waste it with smaller throws. She glares at me, believing that she holds the upper hand.


    “Oh, Princess, I believe we’ve already proven who’s stronger. My powers are unmatched. There is nothing you can do to stop me. You know as well as I do that your prince won’t survive this battle. Of course, neither will you.” She smiles a wicked smile, her eyes a deep black. And to prove her point, she puts both hands up and throws balls of magic at me.


    She doesn’t realize that my scurried movements to avoid her are all for show—a shield of magic created by the other royals surround me. Just at the thought of them, they come into view, standing on the outer edges of the pillars – waiting for the perfect moment to strike. “Oh, but don’t you know? You have a price to pay for the magic you’ve used.” I say, wishing I could fight back.


    “Oh, so you know the rules of magic?” She cackles. Now looking between me and the other royals. “I rather hoped you did. It only makes it fair. But now you must realize that my price was paid long ago. My power is endless, matchless, and unstoppable.” She plays with a ball of fire in the palm of her hand for dramatic effect. We are still circling each other, like a dance.


    “You can’t pay for magic you haven’t used, so how is your magic paid for?”


    “Why should I tell you? It doesn’t matter. I know you won’t use magic—you don’t dare risk killing the love of your life. And that is all right because I have already planned his death once you are gone. He has always been the price you will pay for standing against me. Even before you came here, I knew. I knew you two would be together, and I planned every moment. Too bad you won’t be here to see it. Should I tell you in detail how I plan to destroy his life?” She tries to looks happy but as she eyes the others her eyes darken, her movements become more calculated.


    More than anything, that breaks my heart. “Mendina, it doesn’t have to be this way. You know that, right? Is all of this simply because your sister got the man you could never have? Are you truly so jealous that you are willing to destroy this entire world, all for one man?”


    “Ask yourself that question, Shanice. Are you willing to destroy the world with my wrath all for one man? You know nothing of love. I wasn’t just in love with him—I wanted to be with him more than anyone! And you know who I became betrothed to? Roan.” She spits his name out as if it burns her tongue to say it. “Yes, your father was supposed to be my husband. And when I left after destroying my sister’s life, he got the kingdom without me. Instead he married that Ivy, a peasant. I loathe you, knowing you should have been my daughter had I married that wretched man.” I don’t want her words to hurt me, but they do. This woman wants my crown because she believes I should’ve been her daughter.


    “Your time has come, Princess. You must die so I can take the throne. And once you’re gone, I will kill Valentino, followed by his father, your father, your mother, and then everyone else who stands against me.” She has more yellow balls of energy in her fingers than I can muster, ready to end this at last.


    “You say you’ve already paid the price. Perhaps you’re right. Your anger, your vengeance, and your search for power cost you the throne, the crown, a husband, and a daughter. What else will it cost you before you realize that you’ve already given up the most important power in the world? You think you have the upper hand because your magic is stronger. But that magic cost you the greatest loss.”


    With my words, her flickers of energy die on her fingers. “I paid the day I lost the love of my life. Danica cost me everything, and because of that, my power grows stronger.” She paces on her side of the room, avoiding getting too close to me or anyone else before she is ready to end my life.


    “Your price? You gave up everything because you thought you’d already lost it.” I love hearing the words come out of my mouth. Even more, I enjoy watching the shock and then laughter on her face.


    “I didn’t give you up—I never wanted you. I want power, riches—I wanted Kajetan, but that was taken from me. This is all I have to wish for.”


    “Danica didn’t take him. He chose her. He was never yours to begin with.” At that she sneers, her anger uncontrollable as she throws her rage at me in the form of magic.


    “He would have chosen me! But I never stood a chance once Danica set her eyes on him. I went my entire life being her shadow. Always getting second-rate everything. I didn’t care that she got him until I found out that she was also getting the kingdom. Why? Why couldn’t I have one bit of joy? It wasn’t going to be given to me. So I took it.” She clenches her fist, angry. Anger, the black magic that is stronger than any potion or spell. The one thing that comes with too high of a cost, no matter the situation or person.


    I duck around everything she throws at me, knowing the others are all waiting for the perfect moment before breaking my shield and using their magic towards Mendina. “Danica never meant for you to feel this way. All she wanted was to be happy too, and you never once considered that when taking her family away from her. This anger, this hate—that is the shadow you live in now. And it is a darker black than any shadow Danica could create.


    “The second she got her happy ending, you destroyed yours. This is what you have brought us all to, the world’s fate that now rests with this moment. You kill me and the world falls apart at the tip of your anger, or I destroy you and bring this world to what it can be. Now I just want to know one thing, Mendina—was it worth it? Was your revenge worth all of this?”


    Never before did I believe Mendina capable of being able to feel anything aside from anger and hate.


    Now I know she feels. She feels enough to bring tears to her eyes, a shake to her hands, a tremble in her lip, a quiver in her chin.


    “Nothing was worth losing Kajetan. But I had no choice.”


    “No, you didn’t. Just as the choice now isn’t yours. We won’t give you the chance.” Javiar steps from the shadows. Mendina turns frantically before smiling.


    “Oh, Javiar. So wonderful to see you again. It has been quite a few months since my dear son has visited. So you have chosen sides, I see. Are you happy with your choice?” She smiles in my direction.


    “You are not my mother. And after today, you won’t have the chance to be a mother.” With only a moment’s notice, Jareth, Romondino, Lancilotto, and Inginio drop my shield and pour their magic into the sword in Javiar’s hands as he runs the blade through Mendina’s middle. The look of disbelief clouds every other emotion on her face.


    “How could you? What have you done?” She looks in horror at the magic infused sword protruding from her stomach.


    “This world has suffered in the dark long enough—you will not harm another soul.” The power of the sword does more damage than any bit of lonely magic.


    “Another soul?” she speaks, her words broken. “Will it hurt your soul if I imprison you to an eternity alone?” Without another word spoken, Javiar falls to his knees, writhing in pain. I rush to his side, grasping his hand. Pain clouds his eyes and my heart falls into my stomach. I want to comfort him, to save him. But I don’t even know what she did to him.


    “Perhaps you will learn more about the rules of magic before taking on another battle, Shanice,” In one moment, the darkness leaves her face and all I see is a young princess, longing to find her prince, her kingdom. “I hope you’re happy with the price you have paid.” She manages to speak those words before her body is dust and her soul is forever trapped in the blade of Javiar’s sword.


    Javiar is cold as stone. “Please, please do not leave me.” I beg, my tears now dripping onto his cheeks, running down his skin. He raises his arm, touching my face. His fingers feel like ice.


    Tears of his own rush down his face. “Shanice, release me from her bond or I will remain imprisoned forever. Please.”


    My lip quivers, both of our breathing labored. “How?” I can barely get the question out.


    “Kill me.”
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    Javiar varied from the plan, strayed from what we discussed. Jareth and Romondino pick him up and lay him across Star’s back. I throw my leg over the saddle and ride, not waiting for the others to follow. I don’t know what’s wrong with him or if he can survive it.



    I only know that whatever he’s going through is worse than death to him. I could not bring myself to kill him. Not even with the look he gave me, the pleading in his eyes. Mendina is gone, but it came at a great cost.


    I ride as low as I can so Star can run. The sun has not yet set when we arrive in Umare. I ride straight for the stables. “Help me please.” I jump from Star’s back as soon as we’re inside and look to the stable boy to help me get Javiar in the castle.


    The boy must have seen the panic in my eyes because he picks Javiar up and carries him over his shoulder without a word. I open doors and lead him through the corridors, going straight for the infirmary.


    “Lay him here.” The nurse pulls the covers back on one of the closest beds. I put my mouth with my hand, unable to think of losing Javiar.


    “Can you save him?”


    “Your Highness.” She curtsies. “What happened?”


    “Some sort of trap—I don’t know. I just know that magic was involved. He’s breathing, right? Please tell me you can save him. Please?” The last comes out as a whisper. I’m afraid of losing him.


    “Where magic is involved, you need more than medical assistance. I will do all I can for him, but I need to call upon an expert.” She furrows her brow, looking more worried for me than she does for him.


    “Thank you.” I sit on the edge of the bed, holding his hand.


    “I will need you to leave. I am sorry.” She puts a hand on my shoulder, and I nod.


    “Allow me to say good-bye?” I have someone else to go see, despite all this.


    “Of course.” She walks away, waiting for me to finish. I kneel beside the bed, still holding his hand.


    “Javiar, without you, I never would have survived. Without you, I wouldn’t have made it past the first week here. I told you that you’re a prince, but I didn’t tell you that I know your family. And if the doctor can’t save you, I will regret that for the rest of my life. Please don’t leave me. Please don’t give up.” I kiss his cheek, a single tear falling onto his skin before I rush from the room.


    



    [image: section-break]



    



    I want to go straight to Nastasia’s cottage, but force myself, knowing I owe it to Javiar, to go to Danica’s first. The door opens on my third knock, and immediately, I am pulled into her embrace.


    I step back, unable to feel anything but pain right now. “Your Majesty, your son is in Umare. I don’t know what’s wrong with him. All I know is that he may die due to the magic Mendina used on him.” I avert my eyes.


    “Dear Shanice, her actions are not your fault. And she must be dead, for Krea found us.” Danica steps back, revealing Kajetan and Krea behind her.


    “Welcome home, Krea.” I muster a smile for that.


    “Thank you for saving me. For saving all of us. But I think you’re needed elsewhere.” She gives a pointed look in the direction of Nastasia’s cottage.


    “Thank you.” I can’t take it a moment longer. I push Star to run the rest of the way to Nastasia’s only stopping long enough to tie Star outside. I can’t waste time taking her to the barn.


    The door opens, and Nastasia has a smile plastered on her face. “You did it.” It’s all she says. I take a deep breath.


    “Did he … Is he … ” I can’t form the question, can’t say the words. But Nastasia steps aside so I can see behind her.


    Deathly white, and looking frail is Valentino, leaning against the wall. The poison took its toll on him. His skin is pale, and he can barely hold himself up. But I take one look and run past Nastasia and right into his arms. I throw my arms around his neck and kiss him. He chuckles, his lips on mine as he wraps his strong arms around me.
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    The doctor looks at me, his eyebrows furrowed, lips tight, frowning. He just shakes his head. I lean into Valentino’s shoulder, taking comfort in his arms wrapped around me. They don’t know what’s wrong with Javiar. “I’m sorry, Your Highness.” He bows and walks away, his shoes hitting the cement and echoing around us.



    Dressed in white, lying on the bed, is the man who saved us all.


    I sit beside his still form and take his hand in mine. I want to say something. I want to assure him that I won’t stop searching for a way to rescue him. But with an audience, I can’t form the words. I look up at Valentino, who so patiently waits for me.


    “Can I have a moment?” I whisper. He nods, and with one last glance, he walks away. As soon as he’s gone, I turn back to Javiar.


    “Your Highness, Prince Javiar, you asked if I thought you should be forgiven. That was the wrong question all along. I wish you could see what I saw when I looked at you. You’re more than the actions you were forced to perform. You always have been.” I have to blink back tears and sniffle before continuing.


    “The world thought they needed me to stop Mendina, but in the end, it wouldn’t have happened without you. You’re the real hero. And if there is any way to save you, I promise you it will be done. I will never give up—I will never stop searching for a cure. Just as you saved me—this world—I will give anything to save you.” My chest tightens.


    I squeeze his cold fingers for reassurance. It’s the faintest feeling, but he squeezes my hand in return. And that gesture, that movement, tells me there is hope. It gives me the flame I need to work. I won’t stop until Javiar is saved. I will never stop looking for a way to free him.


    I stand beside the bed and watch his still form. I don’t want to leave him. I can’t just yet. It could be years before I am able to find a way to save him. He said if I didn’t kill him, he would be trapped for all of eternity. But that can’t be true.


    I just hope that all the fairy tales I read on earth are correct in saying every curse can be broken. I need it to be true.


    “Excuse me, your highness,” A nurse looking very apologetic says, standing at the end of the bed. “We need to finish his preparations.” She glances at the floor, at him, her fiddling hands. Anything but me.


    “Preparations? For what?” My voice is hoarse.


    “He cannot live in the infirmary forever. The king has requested a glass casket be made for him. Something for him to be placed in until his curse ends, he is saved, or he d-” She averts her eyes again, not wanting to speak that last word. But I know what she was about to say. A place they can keep watch over him until he is freed, or dies.


    “Of course.” I walk away. Unable to be there any longer. I can’t stand the thought of losing him forever. Knowing he never got to meet his family, never even knew about them until it was too late. He never had the chance to move on from his past and live a life free from guilt.


    The pain is overbearing. We stopped Mendina but the price was far greater than I could’ve imagined. And now I must inform his family that they may never be whole again.
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    “Your highness, there is a woman here who demands to see you.” The servant bows. I nod and follow him as he leads me to the grand hall. The room is barren except for the lonely figure standing in the middle of the room, hands behind her back.


    She glances up at me. The servant leaves without another word while Krea and I stare each other down. She has dark brown hair. Her skin is tan and flawless. Her large brown eyes have a sparkle to them.


    She is lean, perfect posture. And I don’t doubt for one second that she is as deadly now as she was when Mendina controlled her. But now she is free, and she has hope for a life all her own.


    “Thank you,” I walk closer, a little unsure what to do myself.


    “For what?” She relaxes a little.


    “For helping save us all.” I almost choke on the words, as they were the same ones I said to Javiar.


    “No, Your Highness,” She falls to her knees, bowing. “Thank you.”


    “Don’t. I am not the one you should be thanking.” I take a staggering breath. “Krea, Javiar is the one who gave his life to end Mendina’s.” I close my eyes, the memory so clear in my mind.


    She gasps. “Is he – did he?” She can’t finish the question. And I don’t blame her. I wonder if she knows the truth. If she is aware they are siblings.


    “He isn’t dead. He gave more than life, he gave his future. He gave up everything.” I kneel beside Krea, who has yet to stand back up. “Mendina cursed him. It’s as if he is in a coma. And I don’t know how to save him.”


    “He was a good person. Seeing Mendina hurt him was hardest. Knowing he is the one who stopped her in the end is very heart shattering. He already gave up so much. He was my only friend before escaping Mendina’s clutches. He tried to save me but the bonds that witch had on me weren’t physical. There was nothing he could do and he hated it.” She sits down, wrapping her arms around her legs and resting her chin on her knees.


    Knowing Javiar has always been the hero, always trying to make up for his mistakes only makes this harder. “Krea, do you know-” I don’t know what to ask. Who her family is? If Javiar was her brother? I can’t finish it.


    “Do I know what?”


    “What did Mendina tell you of your family?” I start over.


    “In the beginning she always told us that she was our mother. But after Javiar left, she told me the truth. She wanted more power over me. Do I know that Javiar is my brother? Yes.” She closes her eyes, tears caught in her eyelashes.


    “I’m so sorry.” I wrap my arm around her shoulder, not knowing what else to do. But she leans on me.


    “Thank you.” And we stay that way for over an hour. Accepting each other’s comforting. Knowing there is nothing that can be done. We’ve both suffered, both lost someone in important. And though Mendina’s reign has ended, we are far from being whole again. That will take time.


    Time to heal the wounds, time to rebuild the kingdoms, time to accept that we are in a world of peace once more.


    



    ~ One year later ~


    



    Birds singing, the trees and flowers swaying in the cool breeze. Surrounded by family and all those who fought by our sides, we stand at the altar on the hill east of Umare.


    “You may kiss your bride,” the priest announced seconds before Valentino’s arms wrapped around me, his lips meeting mine. Flowers are thrown over us, and even though I don’t want to leave his arms ever again, Valentino steps back and waves to the cheering crowd.


    King Palamides takes me into his embrace as my parents do the same to Valentino. Nastasia, Danica, Krea, and Kajetan swarm about us, and even Edda hugs me. And though he cannot hug me nor dance with me, Fuentes laughs a glorious dragon laugh that shakes the ground.


    I never expected such a grand affair for our wedding, but that hardly mattered to me because in the end, I married my one true best friend throughout both worlds. At the thought of my earth, I touch the emerald necklace on my neck. The one I took as a promise to never forget where I came from, and how far I’ve come.


    Valentino eyes the necklace and smiles a knowing smile. He beams like a radiant piece of the sun itself.


    “Congratulations.” The word surrounds us as the guests break out into dance and the party begins. Food is carted out into the gardens by servants, and people feast. As soon as I can, I snatch Valentino back into my arms and let him lead me to the small clearing deemed for dancing.


    I lean my head on his chest and hold him closer, letting all the world around us disappear. “I love you,” he whispers into my hair. I look up at him.


    “I love you.” A smile is permanently written on my face, his love forever etched in my heart.


    

  


  
    



    



    



    



    ~ Javiar’s Story will continue in White As Death, (Finding Gold, Book Six). ~


    



    



    


  


  
    ~ And now, a preview of White As Death ~


    



    Two Hundred Years Later


    



    In a painful second, I am aware of my body again. I touch my face, rub my hands down my arms. I stretch. I must be sure that my soul and body are together again.


    My last memory is of begging for death. It’s all I wanted. I didn’t want to be trapped.


    Being trapped was … agony. Trapped inside my own body, unaware of my surroundings, unable to control them.


    Being in control is exhilarating. It is also painful, getting used to it again. Every bit of my body is stiff and sore, having not been used in … I don’t know how long, but I will find out.


    I must find someone. I must find out where I am, and where those I love are.


    I push my legs over the edge of the bed, forcing them to hold my weight as I stand. I must use the headboard and wall to keep from falling over.


    I feel as if I am spinning, and my head hurts. I stand perfectly still for a moment, allowing my head to clear. I take in my surroundings, but I do not recognize the room. Large round four-poster armoire, large window—castle. I am in a castle.


    Which one?


    I make my way, slowly, to the large oak door. I open it. Definitely in a castle. The wall is gray brick, the floors covered in carpets. Sconces light the long corridor. No one in sight, I leave the confines of the room and turn right, unsure whether one direction is better than the other.


    I must find someone. Anyone. Where am I? What is going on? And most importantly, how long have I been trapped?


    Shanice—is she alive? Is she a queen? Valentino? I stumble, unable to control my body fully. Having not used it for however long has taken its toll. I use the wall to steady myself and continue walking. My breath quickens. Slow down. I am practically running, but I am pushing myself too much. I am not back to full health. I must take things slowly.


    I take smaller steps and slowly make my way through the castle. At the end of the long hallway stand two large oak doors, intricately carved. And while two suits of armor stand on either side, they are empty.


    I pause, putting my hand over the cold metal handle and twisting before pulling the door toward myself.


    There before my eyes is the large grand hall. Servants of every kind scurry about as they hang decorations and move tables, arrange flowers, and dust every bit inch of the room. Not a single person notices me. But I know one thing for sure—I am not in Umare. This is not Shanice’s castle.


    “Pardon me.” A maid smiles before dropping her gaze to the floor as she rushes by.


    “Wait!” I grab her upper arm, almost losing balance. She looks at me, frightened. “Where am I? What is going on?” I ask in a calm matter as to not scare her further. I let go of her arm with the realization that I may have been hurting her.


    The maid looks at me with wide eyes, frightened. She needn’t be afraid of me. My brows draw together as I watch her, confused. I am about to comfort her when a sharp voice captures her attention.


    “Lithia, why are you not performing your duties?” the woman snaps. I look at the stranger and begin to understand the maid’s worry. This woman is wearing a long black gown, with spikes adorning the collar and sleeves. Her eyes are dark, black. Her hair is as well, but it does not look natural. She looks at me, smiling in place of the evil sneer. “And who are you?” She takes a step closer, eyeing me.


    I don’t dare let her out of my sight. “Javiar. Where am I?” I question, now walking in circle, refusing to drop my gaze.


    “Welcome. I thought you would never wake.” Her lips pull up in a smile that makes me wish I was still asleep. “This would be your kingdom if you hadn’t been taking a little nap. And with all your family gone, now it’s mine!” She says this with joy in her tone, but I hardly care at the moment. I can’t hold my weakened body up any longer.


    I fall to my knees and take in her words. “Gone? What happened?” Tears begin spilling.


    “What happened?” She laughs, bending so she is only inches away from my face. “Well, they died, silly. It’s been almost two hundred years. Once they realized you weren’t waking up anytime soon, they made a plan. Your dear sister got the kingdom, but without an heir, once she passed, it was left to my family, caretakers to watch over the kingdom until the sleeping prince decided to wake up and take it back.” The way she says this tells me she has no intent of giving it up.


    “Where will you live now that I am here?” I give the woman a chance to do what is right.


    “Why don’t we have supper? You must be hungry after such a long nap.” She laughs. I cringe, knowing only one other person who laughed like that. Mendina.


    “Thank you. What is your name?” I wipe away the remaining tears and pull myself to my feet.


    “To the world? Your Majesty. But you may have the special privilege of knowing my name.” She says this as if it is an honor. “Acacia. My name is Acacia.”
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    Avonathia - A-VON-A-THI-A


    Danica - DAN-EEK-A


    Edda - ED-DA


    Eina - Ei-N


    Ferrell - Fer-rel


    Garverdale - GAR-VER-DALE


    Gowell - Gow-ell


    Ivy - I-V


    Javiar - JAY-V-AR


    Krea - K-REA


    Nastasia - NA-STAIS-A


    Palamides - PAL-A-MY-DIS


    Roan - ROW-N


    Romondino - ROM-ON-DINO


    Sephet - Se-fit


    Shanice - SHA-NEICE


    Tivor - Tiv-OR


    Umare - Ooh-Mar


    Valentino - VAL-EN-TINO


    Wentsden - Wen(t)-c-den
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    Konstanz Silverbow has always been a dreamer … but not a writer. She was dragged into being an author. But since that day, she hasn't stopped. It has become more than a hobby—it is a passion.


    



    During the day, Konstanz works at Rockpick Legend Co. making jewelry, and during her free time she can be found playing the violin, collecting dragons, and learning all she can about medieval weapons. But at night, she creates made-up worlds and places where those dragons come to life and the weapons are used in battle.

  


  
    



    Young adult fantasy and paranormal author with a dash of romance, Konstanz Silverbow is the proud creator of magical worlds, fictional creatures, ideal super heroes, and sarcasm since 2007!


    



    To connect with Konstanz, visit her blog:


    nothoughts2small.blogspot.com
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