
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Queen of Reflections

      



    




Kingdom of Fairytales: Snow White book 1

    

    




      
        Laura Greenwood

        J A Armitage

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Enchanted Quill Press]
          [image: Enchanted Quill Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        1. 7th October

      

      
        2. 8th October

      

      
        3. 9th October

      

      
        4. 10th October

      

      
        5. 11th October

      

      
        6. 12th October

      

      
        7. 13th October

      

    

    
      
        After the Happily Ever After…

      

      
        A NEW FAIRYTALE ANTHOLOGY

      

      
        Join us

      

      
        A note from the author

      

      
        The Kingdom of Fairytales Team

      

      
        About J.A. Armitage

      

      
        About Zara Quentin

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Kingdom of Fairytales

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        You all know the fairytales, the stories that always have the happy ending.  But what happens after all those storybook characters get what they wanted?  Is it really a happily ever after?

        Kingdom of Fairytales is a new way of reading with one chapter a day and one book a week throughout the year beginning January 1st

        

        Lighting-fast reads you won’t be able to put down

        

        Read in real time as each chapter follows a day in the life of a character throughout the entire year, with each bite-sized episode representing a week in the life of our hero.

        Each character’s story wrapped up at the end of every season with a brand new character and story featured in each season.

        

        Fantasy has never been so epic!
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      The sun streaming through the window warmed my face, waking me from a dream so dark my heart was still thundering minutes later, even though the memory of it had already faded, like a déjà-vu unremembered. I shivered as though the room was cold, even though it was still cozy from the fire that had been lit the night before. The feeling that something was wrong was intense, but without anything to tether it to, I brushed it aside.

      I swung my legs around, planting them on the floor, and heaved myself out of bed. Frightening dreams had been plaguing me for a while now, but the very second I opened my eyes, they would drift away, leaving me with a sense of unease and no recollection of what I was dreaming.

      I pulled out a pair of leather leggings, tunic, and lace shirt—all in black—and dressed quickly, trying to rid myself of the lingering restlessness I felt at the forgotten dream. With only my hair left to do, I readied myself for the latest stand-off with my grandmother's mirror, an enchanted artifact that almost brought down the whole kingdom over eighteen years ago.

      "What are you wearing?" The mirror huffed a sigh as though my very existence annoyed it...which it probably did. "It might as well be a hessian bag."

      "At least, I don't look the same every day," I threw back, giving myself a wink in the mirror. It looked like an ordinary mirror, though with an ornately decorated frame, but I swear it had the soul of a demon trapped inside it.

      "There's no need to look different when one's existence makes one perfect," it snapped back, always taking everything so personally. I gave a grin and picked up my wand to spell my unruly black curls into submission. I'd never really gotten into spellcasting like everyone else in Enchantia, but I liked this spell. Then again, I liked anything which made it easier to deal with my hair. The wand vibrated in my hand, recognizing me as its owner.

      As an Enchantian, I was supposed to know magic inside and out, but the truth was, my hair spell was one of the few I’d mastered, and that was only because it was easier than working a brush through the tangles.

      "Even with your hair spelled, you're barely passable," the mirror sniffed.

      "Thanks for the barely," I muttered.

      “Anytime!”

      Ignoring it, I strapped my holster around my waist and slid my wand into it, giving my hair a flick for good measure.

      A knock sounded at the door taking my concentration away from my hair

      "Come in," I called.

      The door didn't make a sound as it opened.

      "How are you, Kelis? Sleep well?" Mother asked as she swept into the room, her dark hair and red lips a striking contrast to the white suit and cape she was wearing.

      “My dear queen, how glorious and regal you look today,” the mirror spewed, with obvious delight. “You truly are the most magnificent woman in all the kingdoms. Might I even say you are the fairest of them all,” it continued. Hopefully, this would be one of it's shorter tirades. I wasn't sure I could stomach more this morning. Once, it hadn't stopped praising her for over an hour. She'd ended up walking out of the room without telling me what she'd come for.

      "Here we go," mother muttered, rolling her eyes.

      I suppressed a smirk as she gave it the side-eye.

      “You look more and more enchanting every day,” it continued. “There is no doubt you are the most beautiful woman in all the land.”

      I snorted, unable to help myself.

      "It's not funny, Kelis," she warned me. “You know I detest that thing. It’s not natural.”

      "It kind of is funny," I responded, knowing we were going to have the same conversation as always about this but not being able to stop it.

      “I don't know why you keep that old thing,” she muttered. “It’s a terrible nuisance.”

      “It was grandmother's.” I replied as though that was the reason it still hung on my bedroom wall after all these years. The truth was the thing was hilarious. Plus, throwing away an enchanted object seemed to be asking for trouble. She should know, all of her troubles started with this same enchanted mirror too. Well, and a wicked step-mother who wanted to kill her. But that was beside the point.

      "Look at all the trouble it caused." Mother sighed and dropped herself onto one of the many chairs I had dotted around.

      "Only because someone else wanted to be the most beautiful woman in the land," I pointed out. "I know, I'm not. So it hardly matters; besides, it’s funny."

      She sighed again, and I knew what was coming next. Like with the mirror, it was always the same. "You're beautiful just the way you are, Kelis," she assured me.

      "I’m not looking for flattery," I responded. "I don't need to be the most beautiful person in the land." I shrugged.

      "I know you don't. The mirror makes me nervous, though." She looked over at it, her distaste plain on her face.

      "Don't worry, I'm not going to fall for its charms. Not that it has any."

      She opened her mouth before closing it again, clearly not wanting to get into the same argument we'd had dozens of times before.

      My mother reached out a hand and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, an act reminiscent of my childhood when she'd help me get ready for the day.

      "How is the magic coming along?"

      "You know I don't do much with it," I pointed out.

      She sighed. "I know. But it would make your life easier if you did..."

      "Didn't you once tell me that an easy life wasn't a life worth living?"

      She chuckled. "When did you become old enough to remind me of my own wisdom?" A small smile quirked at the corners of her lips, conveying the true pride I knew she felt for me.

      "I remember a lot of the things you taught me. Mostly about being a leader. I don't need people to fawn over me to rule well. I just need people to respect and like me as a ruler." She'd been teaching me since the moment I'd been old enough to understand, and I'd soaked it all up.

      "You'll make a great Queen someday." There was a sadness in her voice that I didn't understand, but I didn't want to say anything and make her more upset.

      "Not for a very long time," I murmured. I hated it when she brought this up. It reminded me of the future and what I'd one day have to lose to reach my full potential.

      "I don't plan on it." She smiled again, this time reaching her eyes. "I didn't come here to talk about some far off future, though."

      "You didn't?" Curiosity pinged through me. “What’s up?”

      She shook her head. "Adam's coming to visit."

      "He is?" My heart began to pound again, but for a very different reason. If my cousin was coming for a visit, there was every chance he’d be bringing Jake with him.

      "He is," she echoed. "He's coming for Fright Fest."

      "Oh," I said as nonchalantly as I could muster. The Fright Fest was the highlight of every Enchantian’s calendar. On the 31st of October every year, the whole kingdom came together to celebrate with a big party. It was supposed to be a festival to celebrate our ancestors, but nowadays, it was an excuse to dress up, show off, and have fun. If I was right about Jake coming, maybe I’d get to have a little fun too.

      “I believe he’s bringing some friends with him. You remember Jake, right?”

      I sucked in a breath to calm my heart from doing a circuit round my chest at the mention of his name. I nodded, trying to keep my excitement from spilling out.

      "How long are they staying for?" Fright Fest wasn't until the end of the month, which gave me plenty of time to pluck up the courage and say something to Jake about how I felt. How I’d always felt about him. The last time I’d seen him, I’d been a girl, but I was over eighteen, a woman now.

      "They're arriving tomorrow and staying until after the Fest."

      "What time?" I asked eagerly then checked myself. “I mean, shouldn’t we arrange to meet them?”

      "They'll arrive in time for the banquet tomorrow night."

      “That's perfect,” I replied, not doing a great job of keeping my enthusiasm from showing. “I wonder what I should wear?”

      My mother gave me an odd look but didn't say anything. I had no doubt she'd read enough into my words to know why I was suddenly fussing about things that didn't usually bother me.

      "If you need any help with that, let me know," Mother said.

      "Thanks," I muttered, turning back to my wardrobe and wondering where I should start.

      "I'll see myself out then." She chuckled. The door clicked back into place behind her, leaving me alone with the mirror again.

      I rifled through my clothes, trying to decide what was best to wear tomorrow.

      "Why is none of this right?" I demanded out loud, almost ready to give up on finding something to wear. There was a reason I never spent this long deciding on an outfit normally. I just didn't have the patience or the aptitude for it.

      "Because you have no measurable sense of style," the mirror mused. If he'd been a real person, he would have been studying his nails as he spoke.

      "At least, I'm unique." It was true. The style throughout Enchantia was to wear white at all times. I never wore white, preferring my predominantly black wardrobe to the chagrin of the mirror.

      The mirror scoffed. "And do you think your mother became the fairest in the land by being unique?"

      "I'd have thought it was only possible to be the fairest if you're unique," I replied passively.

      "You just can't pull it off," the mirror retorted.

      I rolled my eyes. One day, it might say something nice to me. I snorted. Yes, right. The mirror would say something nice the day magic dried up in Enchantia.

      Turning my attention back to my clothes, I pulled out a black skirt I hardly ever wore.

      I held it up to my body and looked in the full-length mirror in my dressing area. No way was I letting my grandmother's mirror have an opinion on something I wasn't even sure if I was going to wear.

      "I wouldn't even bother. That went out of style before you were born."

      Darn. It was like the thing had eyes everywhere.

      "I'm a Princess, I'll bring it back in style," I shot back.

      "You put the name Princess to shame."

      "A Princess is more than what she looks like," I parrotted words my mother had been teaching me since I was little. "She is her actions and her intentions above all else."

      "If you keep telling yourself that, it may become true."

      I hung the skirt back on the rail and turned to the next item, before dismissing that one too.

      “He’ll not like you, no matter what dreadful outfit you pick. I don’t know why you are bothering.”

      I shot the mirror a look but found myself staring at my own angry reflection. That was the downside to arguing with a mirror; you could only ever see yourself in it.

      “Who won’t like me?” I knew exactly whom he meant, but I wasn’t prepared to admit it.

      “That boy you’ve been mooning over since you were knee-high to a grasshopper. I swear, if I had a mouth, I would have vomited over all the times you used me to practice kissing him with.”

      I blushed at the memory. I was about thirteen years old. “That happened once!”

      “Once was more than enough. You’d have to make a costume to entice the poor guy. Preferably, one that covers your face.”

      A smirk played at the corner of my lips. That's exactly what I'd do. I’d make a costume. I was going to design a dress that would blow people away, and if Jake happened to be impressed, all the better.

      No one would have any doubt that I was Snow White's daughter, not even the mirror.

      “Thanks!” I said, throwing a smile at the mirror.

      “What did I do?” it huffed, clearly not used to being thanked.

      I kept my mouth shut as I headed to the balcony and looked out over the kingdom that would one day be mine to rule. White buildings stretched as far as the eye could see, and pristine white streets kept clean by magic were used by the people going about their day. A few were already walking in the sunshine, their immaculate white robes almost glinting. I pulled on a pair of glasses to stop the glare and headed back to my wardrobe, pulling out my favorite black jacket. The night of the Frightfest, I’d wow everybody, but today I was happy enough being just me. As I walked out the door to start my day, I heard the mirror sigh.

      “Black again,” it mumbled. I stifled a laugh and closed the door behind me.
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      A shudder ran through me, waking me from another restless night of dreams. My breath caught in my throat until I remembered where I was, safe in my own bed in the palace. Something had happened, something awful, but as usual. The dream had already floated away, the memory of it gone, but the fear it produced still evident in my pounding heart.

      A quick look around told me my bedroom was the same. Absolutely nothing was wrong, and yet, it took me ten minutes of measured breathing to calm down enough to get out of bed. Once I was up, the trepidation dissipated, and Jake came to mind, chasing the last of the unease away. He was coming today. Jake was coming today!

      I hummed to myself as I got dressed.

      "What is that dreadful racket?" the mirror demanded from its spot in the corner.

      I rolled my eyes. Just because he couldn't be happy in his life, it didn't mean I couldn't be in mine. And Jake was coming. That was enough reason to hum to myself. Maybe this time, he'd see me for the woman I was becoming, not the kid I'd been. That was the problem with crushing on a guy who was three years older. He'd already been in the adult world for three years, whereas I was just stepping into it.

      I ran my fingers through my hair, giving it a tousled look.

      Feeling brave, I made my way over to the mirror, readying myself for the onslaught.

      "Where did the bird go?" it asked.

      "Huh?"

      "From your hair. it looks like a bird nested in it."

      "Haha, very original."

      "My job is to comment on appearance, not come up with original jokes. If you want that, then maybe you should find the clown who did your makeup," he taunted.

      "I'm not wearing any." I ran my fingers over my cheek, feeling for the cosmetics I knew weren't there.

      "More's the pity." The mirror sighed dramatically.

      "I'm not looking for your approval," I sniffed.

      "Good. You won't get it looking like that. What's with all the black lace? You look like a hired mourner at a funeral."

      "Thanks."

      The sting his previous words had caused eased slightly, but it was getting to me more than usual. Jake’s forthcoming appearance was making me second guess myself, and the barbs the mirror was throwing at me were sticking more than usual.

      I was going to harness this feeling. The inadequacy, the bad things I thought about myself, I was going to fuel my creative side with them and enchant Jake in the process. At least, that was my plan. And it all hinged on having the best costume for the Fright Festival.
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        * * *

      

      "If you divert the water from here, how many villagers will be affected?" Mother asked.

      The man, who appeared to be some kind of general if his uniform was anything to go by, grimaced, clearly not quite as at ease with mother's question as he should be.

      "Just what I thought," mother murmured. "Kelis, how good of you to join us." She beamed at me while gesturing to a seat at her side.

      "Father said you'd be in here," I responded as I took the chair that had been mine for years.

      "Yes, I was just talking to General Charles about some improvements he wants to make to the southern barracks."

      I nodded, knowing exactly the ones she was talking about. "Is the land free to expand on?" I asked.

      "The land is empty, yes," the general replied.

      A flash of a picture came through my mind—waterlogged fields and dead crops in the fields near where he wanted to build.

      "But there's something you're not telling us, right?" I gave him a pointed look. Father had no time for people talking around things, and had taught me how to spot when people were holding back, and this man certainly was.

      He looked at mother, clearly expecting her to reprimand me for speaking out of turn.

      Instead, she just smiled. "General?"

      A smirk lifted the corners of my lips. We'd played this game with a few of the men in power over the years, and all of them reacted the same. They were fine with Mother having a say in how the realm was run, but they had issues with me. Not one of them believed my parents would actually value my opinion on matters of state.

      They were wrong. And underestimating me had led to a lot of them revealing more than they wanted to. Sometimes, I even got summoned to come join them just for that reason.

      General Charles sighed, clearly defeated by the blunt question. "We believe there's a chance that it might destroy the crops. We won't know until five harvests’ time, though, and that seems like a fair risk." He shifted uncomfortably.

      If I had to put money on it, then I'd say he knew we weren't going to agree to something that put our people in danger.

      "Are we under threat of attack?" I asked him. "Last I knew, the lands were all at peace, why do we need to expand the barracks at all?"

      I caught sight of Mother's smile from the corner of my eye. She'd no doubt had the same thoughts but didn't have the same flexibility I did when it came to asking blunt questions. My youth was an advantage there.

      "No, we're not," he admitted. The set of his mouth gave him away more than it should have. He wasn't happy at all about having to concede that.

      It was almost understandable. Almost. He was only trying to do his job, one that was a lot harder to justify when there wasn't a war going on.

      "I think that will be all, General," mother said. "We'll be in contact with our decision."

      "I'd rather hoped to have a decision today," he grumbled.

      "We take the well being of our people seriously, General. We can't just make decisions without properly investigating matters." Her tone was soothing, far more than mine would have been in her situation. I didn't know how she did it.

      The general looked like he was about to say something, but stopped himself before giving the two of us a stiff bow.

      I tried my best not to let my amusement slip through, but I wasn't convinced I managed. At least I wasn't the only one, my mother's upper lip twitched as she suppressed her own smile.

      The doors banged as the general left, no doubt he was annoyed we hadn't given him what he wanted.

      "Well played," mother told me.

      "Thank you." A smug feeling flowed through me. While my parents had been teaching me to rule for years, I still loved the feeling I got when I made a difference.

      "Were you told I needed you, or were you looking for me?" she asked me as she gestured to the guard to hold the next person coming to petition her so we could have a moment.  I appreciated that.

      "I was actually coming to find you." My clothing suddenly became a lot more interesting than normal, and I started to pick at my hem.

      "Kelis? Are you alright?" Real concern lingered in her voice. Not that it was surprising.

      "Can-I-use-the-seamstresses?" The words came out as a jumbled mess, revealing just how unsure of the whole situation I was.

      "The seamstresses? You've never been interested in them before. Don't you go to your own tailor in town?"

      "Normally, yes." They were the only person in the city who'd agree to making my outfits in black instead of the traditional white. Thankfully, they seemed to balance who I was and the unusualness of my request in the price.

      "But not this time?"

      "I want something for the Fright Festival," I admitted sheepishly.

      "Ah." There was an all-too-knowing glint in her eyes, and any doubts I'd had about her knowing how I felt about Jake vanished in a second. At least, she should understand the need for me to get something nice to wear while he was here.

      "Can I?"

      "Of course, you can. They're always there for you if you want them. They'll probably make you black clothes, as well, if you ask them." There wasn't even a hint of judgment in her voice.

      Affection for my mother washed through me. She understood me on a level that no one else did. "Thank you."

      "Do you need any help with the sketch or the idea?"

      I shook my head. "I think I have one. But you can come see it before I give it to them, if you want?"

      "I'd like that. Why don't I pick it up and take it to them?" The smile she gave me was so genuine that no one would be able to deny her what she asked.

      "I'd like that." While I did have an idea, she might be able to help me if I got stuck with the design of it.
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        * * *

      

      I chewed on my lip as I lay on my bed, the sketch pad in front of me bringing my costume to life. My hand flew over the page as my idea took shape. I was going to stand out, but this time it wouldn't be for wearing black. It would be for wearing white.

      A smile slid over my face as I thought about it. The entire court, and most likely, the city outside too, knew me as the girl in black. And I was aware of what that meant.

      I stopped sketching and looked down at my design. The cape would sweep out behind me, causing a train that would drag along the ground. Under the cape, I'd wear traditional leggings and top, but over that, I'd wear a gauzy shift with threads of silver. It might not be white like the rest of the outfit, but the silver should glitter from the multitude of colored lanterns that would decorate the street for the Fright Festival.

      I tapped the pencil against my cheek, trying to work out what was wrong with it. There was something missing.

      "Perhaps a headdress," I muttered to myself.

      "So that people are distracted from your face? I must say, that's one of your better ideas," the mirror quipped.

      I rolled my eyes. I shouldn't have spoken aloud. The mirror didn't always answer when I spoke to myself, but it did often enough for me to have learned to be careful about it.

      "That's a no to the headdress," I said with certainty.

      "If you ask me..."

      "I didn’t," I cut it off and turned back to the drawing. Oh, a staff. That would be the perfect addition. The Fright Festival was all about the costumes, and so far, mine was nothing more than a statement about myself.

      With a few smooth strokes of a pencil, it started to take shape. I added a high crown with dripping gems.

      A knock sounded at the door.

      "Come in," I called.

      The door clicked as it was shut behind the person entering, and Mother swept into the room.

      "Your Majesty, all beauty pales in comparison to yours," the mirror started.

      Mother's face fell for a moment, but her easy smile was back within moments.

      "Are you ready for me to take the sketch?" she asked, ignoring the mirror. She sat down on my bed and ran her fingers through my hair.

      "Not quite." I sat up and handed her my sketchbook. As our fingers touched, another picture flashed through my mind, not unlike the one earlier when I’d been speaking to the general. This time My mother was deathly pale, her eyes closed and her hands together as she lay on her bed. My father’s glassy eye expression showed he’d been crying. Then as soon as it came, it was gone. I gave myself a little shake and let go of the sketchbook so my mother could look at it.

      The moment she stared down at it, she gave a sharp intake of breath. "This is beautiful, darling."

      "Not as beautiful as you are, Your Majesty. Even the moon dare not claim it is more radiant than you," the mirror gushed.

      Mother shot it a disgusted glance. "You've said your piece, now be silent."

      The mirror didn't respond; it wouldn't dare. Nothing was more terrifying than Mother using her Queen voice. I wouldn't be making a sound in the mirror's position, either.

      "You really think it looks good?" I asked. "I think there's something not quite right about it."

      "Hmm." She rubbed her chin with her fingers, studying the smooth lines of my drawing and the tiny notes I'd made about materials and how I wanted things to fall and look. "Can I make a couple of changes?"

      "Of course." I handed her my pencil.

      I watched as she made a few extra notes, and added some more details. A gem to the top of the staff, that her notes instructed should be a deep green. She thought for a moment and noted that the dress should be green too.

      "Not white?" I asked, frowning.

      She shook her head. "You want to stand out, don’t you? Wear black, and you’ll look like you always do. Wear white, and you’ll be dressed like everyone else. Your eyes are a beautiful shade of green. Maybe it’s time to spice things up with your wardrobe? You can still wear the silver over the top and you should wear a red lip paint to contrast. With your dark hair and green clothing, it'll be very striking." She swiftly drew a face onto the diagram and added what she'd just said to the notes in the margin.

      The thought of adding color filled me both with dread and excitement. No one wore colors of any kind in Enchantia.

      "What about in the crown too?" I asked. "If there's going to be a little bit of color in the staff, maybe there should be some there too."

      She nodded and added a couple of larger jewels to the drawing of the crown. "I think you're right about that."

      We spent a little bit longer going over the design, dissecting every part of it until we were completely satisfied with how it looked.

      "Thank you," I said once we were done.

      A wide smile spread over her face, and she reached out to cup my cheek. I felt like I was five years old again, with her looking down at me like I was the apple of her eye.

      "You're going to look beautiful in this," she assured me.

      I snorted. "I wouldn't go that far."

      I waited for the mirror to cut in with one of its attempts at a soul-crushing retort, but it didn't happen. Perhaps it was respecting Mother's wishes and staying quiet.

      "Don't listen to that thing when it tells you you're not." She shot the mirror a displeased look. "Beauty isn't something that is skin deep. It's something that's etched in the soul and is shown in so many other ways. I've watched you grow into a strong, caring, and wonderful person, Kelis. That's what makes you beautiful. I'm proud to call you my daughter."

      A tear threatened to fall, but I blinked it away before it could. There wasn't a reason to cry, not when she was being so lovely to me, but I couldn’t shake the image I’d seen earlier. Her eyes had been closed in the vision.

      "I know," I whispered. "I promise I listened every time you told me that growing up." And I had. I'd also realized that not everyone had the support I got from my parents.

      "I know, darling. You're going to be a wonderful Queen."

      "But only of the Fright Festival, right?" I deflected, not wanting to think about her not being the Queen any longer.

      She chuckled, no doubt realizing exactly what I was doing. I could have sworn it was some kind of Mother-sense she had. "You'll be the best Frost Queen they've ever seen."

      I glanced at the drawing, still clutched in her free hand. Frost Queen was the right description for it. But was it going to be enough to impress Jake?

      "He won't be able to take his eyes off you," Mother said, reading my thoughts, a slight hint of amusement in her voice.

      "How did you..." I trailed off, not sure how to phrase my question.

      "I'm your Mother. I know these things." A wry smile slipped over her lips. "But we don't have to talk about it if you don't want."

      I nodded. "That would be good, thanks."

      "A word of advice, though, if you want it."

      I laughed, unable to help myself. "You'd give it regardless, just maybe not so bluntly."

      "That's true. It's a mother's prerogative." She took a deep breath. "Just make sure he returns your affections for the right reasons. You're a princess and the heir to the throne. People will try and take advantage of that if they think they can get power just by marrying you."

      I winced. "But they don't get any power," I pointed out.

      "I know it isn't how it works, but some people won't take that into account. Just be careful, Kelis. You're too good to be trapped into a loveless marriage by someone who doesn't care about you." She rose to her feet and smoothed out the cape she was wearing, though there wasn't a single wrinkle in it. "I'll drop this off at the seamstresses on my way to bed."

      "Thank you."

      She leaned in and kissed my forehead. "Sleep well," she said.

      "You too."

      "Your Majesty, are you leaving us so soon? The room will be dimmer without your beauty to illuminate it," the mirror piped up.

      Mother cast a side-eye at it. "You should get rid of that," she reminded me.

      "Maybe we should have a ceremony where we destroy it. We could call it a mirror sacrifice and have tea and cupcakes to go with it." I quipped.

      She flashed me a disapproving look, clearly knowing that I wasn't serious. Though, the mirror didn't. I'd probably get some peace and quiet from it until tomorrow now.

      "I'll think about it," I promised. I'd do just that, but as always, I'd come to the conclusion that I didn't want to get rid of it. There was something about it that connected me to my past and made me reluctant to just destroy it. Maybe that need would go away in time.

      Or perhaps I just needed it to give me one compliment before I could let it go. I wasn't sure I wanted to explore that option very much.

      Mother waved goodbye and shut the door behind her. As I expected, the mirror stayed silent as I got ready for bed.

      Another knock sounded on the door, swiftly followed by one of the servants bringing me a steaming cup of peppermint tea.

      "Thank you." I smiled at her, appreciative that they respected my night-time ritual. There was nothing like a soothing drink before bed.

      "You're welcome, Your Highness." She dipped into a curtsy.

      I turned away from her as she left the room and grabbed the book I'd started reading earlier in the week. A little light reading of the history of our people never hurt. I might not be all that interested in performing magic, but the past of it fascinated me, particularly how the people from the other Kingdoms saw us. They'd used just about every word they could—witch, sorcerer, enchanter, caster—they'd all been used. The irony was that we didn't really have a name for ourselves. Magic was far too much of a part of who we were to be defined.

      I waved my wand slowly in a swirling motion watching the peppermint tea go round in the cup. Unlike pretty much everyone else in Enchantia, I barely ever used my wand. Most people couldn’t function without it, but when using it, I feared dependency on it. Something about it took away my independence, the part of me that was just me. Plus, I wasn’t particularly good at it. I lacked the aptitude for magic other Enchantians relied on. I guess I was just different in all respects. I finished my tea and put the book on my nightstand.

      Closing my eyes, I felt a frisson of nerves wondering what terrors the night would bring and if I’d wake up tomorrow with the same sense of dread I’d been waking up with for months.
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      The haziness of dreaming was easy to recognize but difficult to escape from. I found myself in a forest with dark trees and imposing shadows. My bare feet barely made a sound as I walked down the path, but the stones beneath them didn't hurt. This was a dream, after all.

      I looked around, trying to work out what I was doing here. My mind must have a reason for showing me this. Somehow, I knew this dream was going to be different. Echoes of it would linger long after I'd woken up. Real memories rather than the echoes of feelings. I knew I was in a dreamscape, so I held on to it, trying to keep every detail so it wouldn’t float away as soon as I woke up.

      Voices sounded from deeper in the woods, so I picked up my pace. I should run in the other direction, but the dream had a different idea and urged me further into the woods. My heart pounded in my chest, and my palms began to sweat. I wiped them on the ragged dress I was wearing. It didn't look like anything I'd normally wear, but that made sense. The woods didn't look like anywhere I'd ever seen in Enchantia. And yet, there was something about the place I recognized. I’d dreamed about this place before—many times. I’d just forgotten. There was something in the woods in front of me, something terrifying. I wanted to hold back, not to go any further, but my feet kept me moving forward toward whatever it was.

      I came into a clearing to find a single coffin lying in the middle of it. There wasn't anyone around, which made very little sense. I'd heard voices; there must be someone here.

      A dream. This is a dream. I had to remind myself of that. It didn't have to follow the rules of the world.

      Dread pooled in the pit of my stomach as I made my way up to the polished wooden coffin with no lid. Something bad was waiting there. Worse than just a dead body at any rate.

      I swallowed down my nerves as I reached it. I peered over the edge.

      My eyes widened, and I stumbled backwards, tripping over a twig and landing flat on my back. I opened my mouth and began to scream.

      The world around me shifted, the dream-like edge to what was happening disappearing and becoming less tangible.

      I thrashed against an unknown threat, finding my arms and legs were getting impossibly tangled.

      My screams continued to fill the space, and my eyes snapped open to find the dim light of dawn streaming through my windows.

      A dream. Just a dream.

      My heart pounded, and my breathing came rapidly as I tried to process what I’d just seen. What I’d been seeing every night for a long time, but now I remembered it. I remembered it clearly, looking down into the coffin. My breathing hitched as I remembered her face, serene like she was asleep except she wasn’t.

      Mother.

      I wrestled the sheets off me and swung my legs around. My robe lay over one of the chairs next to the bed, and I grabbed it, throwing it on.

      "If you're leaving the room like that, then it's almost an improvement," the mirror quipped as I passed it.

      Instead of retorting, I ignored it and headed out into the corridor.

      I banged on the door to my parents' room but didn't wait for either of them to answer. This was too important. Parts of that dream had felt far too real for me to be completely at ease until I'd seen Mother's face and heard her voice.

      She had to be alright. Had to be. If she wasn't, then I didn't know what I'd do.

      "Kelis?" Father asked, sleep clouding his voice.

      "Is Mother alright?" I asked, moving around to her side of the bed.

      Her chest rose and fell in the rhythm of sleep. Could this be enough? It would be cruel to wake her up when she was sleeping so peacefully. And yet, the echo of my dream was so strong it almost demanded that I did.

      Father sighed and shifted in the bed so he was sat upright.

      "Kelis, what's the problem?"

      I glanced at the floor. It would sound stupid to say it out loud.

      "I had a dream. Mother...she was in a coffin in the middle of the woods."

      One look at his face and I knew it was the right thing to tell him. He understood the panic.

      "I wouldn't have come here," I continued. "But it felt so real, and I just had to reassure myself that she was alright."

      Father smiled and nodded, but it didn't do anything to hide the concern in his eyes. "I used to cast a spell that would wake me up every few hours so I could check she was still alive," he told me. "It took years for me to realize she was safe, and that nothing like that would ever happen again. It was a long time ago that she was cursed. Your dream was probably your subconscious remembering the story of it. Have you been reading our history books again?"

      I nodded. “I was reading one last night.” But it hadn’t had the story of my mother’s curse in it. Could that really have been all it was?

      I wasn't completely reassured, even if Father understood how I was feeling. But she was sleeping soundly and plainly alive and well. “I'm sorry, Father,” I whispered. “I didn't mean to wake you.”

      He chuckled softly. "I'm glad you did." He paused and studied me. "How about a distraction? I have to go to the train station to pick up your cousin and his friends in a couple of hours, Why don't you come with me?"

      I perked up. That would mean a chance to see Jake earlier than planned. That was something I was on board with.

      "That sounds good, thank you, Father."

      "You're welcome. Why don't you go get ready, and I'll meet you by the front doors when it's time to go."

      I nodded, relieved to have a plan that would keep my mind busy.
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        * * *

      

      The racket of the train entering the station was almost too much to bear, but I stood next to Father with my best regal smile.

      The train screeched to a halt. Nerves began to flutter in my stomach. Jake was onboard, and soon, he'd be a guest in our palace. As excited as I'd been up until now, a sliver of self-consciousness started to take hold.

      What if he still saw me like an annoying kid?

      I smoothed down my leggings, a habit I'd no doubt picked up from Mother at some point in my life. I looked good, or at least as good as I could. I would make more effort for tonight's banquet.

      The door hissed as it opened, and my cousin stepped out, his thick dark hair slicked back with magic. One of the many advantages people had in Enchantia was that they could use magic to make themselves look good. Hair, makeup, keeping clothes hanging right, and most people used it to their advantage.

      "Uncle." Adam reached out his hand to shake Father's.

      "Did you have a good trip?" Father asked.

      "We did, yes." He gestured to the four people who'd gotten off the train with him. "You remember, Jake, Your Majesty?" he asked.

      "I do, good to see you again," Father said politely.

      My heart skipped a beat. Jake. Tall, handsome, completely put together in a way no girl would be able to ignore, and with a face that looked like it was chiseled by the gods.

      He didn’t even notice me as he stepped toward my father. I bated my breath, ready to say hello when he lazily draped his arm around the shoulder of a petite blonde girl.

      "It's a pleasure to be here, Sir," Jake said to Father. "This is my girlfriend, Lyss."

      The bottom dropped out of my stomach at the dreaded word. Girlfriend. What was I going to do with that?

      "These are two of my other friends, Rhi and Topher," Adam said, gesturing to the other two people with them.

      The other girl, Rhi, was just as petite as Lyss, but with dark hair and she was more pretty than beautiful. But it was Topher who took me by surprise. He was scruffy, a word that wasn't often used in Enchantia. His dark hair fell over his ears and into his eyes. He swept it away in one smooth motion, only highlighting the stubble on his cheeks.

      He glanced up at me with bright green eyes, taking me off guard. I quickly looked away and set my eyes back on Jake.

      "We'll get some more rooms set up next to yours in the palace," Father promised. "This is my daughter, Princess Kelis."

      I didn't miss his use of my title and had to wonder what had made him use it.

      The two girls dropped into pretty curtsies, while Adam just smiled, and Jake did nothing. Topher swept into a deep bow.

      "It's a pleasure to meet you, Princess." His voice rumbled pleasantly, a little at odds with his appearance.

      "The pleasure is mine," I answered diplomatically.

      Adam saved me from saying anything else by swooping forward and taking my arm. "How are you, cousin?"

      I laughed lightly. I wouldn't say Adam and I could ever have been considered close, but we'd always gotten on.

      "As busy as ever," I responded to him. "What about you?"

      "The usual. I'm taking the university by storm, fighting off the women throwing themselves at me because they forget I'm not royalty, and just living life to the fullest."

      I snorted. Mostly because I knew he wouldn’t give most of those women the time of day. He was far too interested in his studies for anything else.

      "Are you keeping up with your magic studies?" he asked me.

      I shook my head. "You know it's not my thing."

      "You could be great if you just tried," he countered.

      "My  future lies in running a kingdom," I countered. "Magic is the least of my worries when there's politics and the right way to address the third son of an Earl to pay attention to."

      "You're really something special, Kelis. You know that, right?" Amusement tinged his voice.

      "Of course. I am a princess, not many people can say that about themselves," I quipped.

      "And then there's your personality."

      A smirk tugged at the corners of my lips. "Some of us don't have dashing looks to make ourselves memorable like you and Jake do," I pointed out.

      "You think Jake is good looking?" he asked.

      "Objectively, yes," I answered too quickly.

      The knowing look on Adam's face was enough to let me know he'd caught me.

      Oops. That wasn't what I wanted to happen.
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        * * *

      

      I'd almost picked a white dress. My hand had been ready to pull it out of my closet, but I knew I was choosing it to impress Jake. He had a girlfriend, I reminded myself The coolly impressive Lyss, with her perfect body and perfect face and perfect red lips.

      “Your face will stay looking like a duck’s if you continue to pout like that.”

      I flashed the mirror some shade and pulled out a black dress.

      I had no reason to impress Jake. None, whatsoever.

      I pulled out my wand and waved it over my hair. Sparks flew out of it, lifting the dark strands and making them into bouncy curls sweeping over and pinned so they fell over my left shoulder. Remembering what Mother had said about my costume for the Fright Festival, I picked up a pot of red lip paint and smoothed it over my lips. The full-length mirror in front of me revealed the effect of my paying more attention to my appearance.

      I didn't look half bad. My black, shimmering dress fell to the floor in one smooth line. The sleeves stopped at my elbows with a square cut neckline. I needed' to choose an appropriate necklace from the ones in my jewelry box, preferably one that had a matching wand belt and sheath.

      Rummaging through the box, I found exactly what I wanted, deep rubies set in black metal. The only thing that would pull attention was the gems. The wand belt looked the same. It'd cinch around my waist, and the black leather sheath would hang against my left thigh. A matching bracelet caught my eye, so I slipped it on. There'd be no sense in leaving it behind.

      I sighed and studied myself in the full-length mirror.

      "Not too bad, Kelis," I said to myself.

      "I have to admit, you're not wrong," the other mirror said.

      My mouth dropped open. I spun around to face it. "What did you just say?"

      "You look passable. Definitely better than normal, but that doesn't mean much."

      I blinked a couple of times. Had it just given me a compliment? A back-handed one, sure, but it was still far more than it had ever given me before. I wasn't sure how to process what had just happened.

      "Erm, thank you?" Was that the best way to respond to a mirror that normally insulted me telling me something nice? I wasn't too sure about that one.

      I swept out of the room in a rush, almost tripping over the dress as I went.

      The corridors were full of people dressed in their best clothes, all white, naturally, and heading towards the banquet. I stuck out like a sore thumb in my black dress.

      The smells of roasting meat and baking bread filled the air as I neared the hall. My stomach rumbled as I thought about eating. I'd been too nervous to eat much of my lunch, and I was starting to regret that.

      I slipped through the banquet hall door and stepped into the room full of chattering people. No one paid me any attention, which was something I was used to. I made my way to the opposite side of the room where two thrones sat waiting for my parents. A smaller ornate chair to my Father's right was waiting for me if I chose to use it, but my parents had always made it clear that I could choose to sit with my friends instead of with them during events like this. Normally, I didn't take them up on that, but tonight it would be different.

      Adam and his friends stood in a semi-circle a few paces in front of me. I reached out a hand to tap Jake on the shoulder so they would know I was there.

      "Where are we sitting?" Jake asked.

      My hand dropped.

      "Why don't you sit next to Kelis?" Adam suggested, though I didn't think he'd seen me.

      "Why?" Jake sounded shocked his friend had even suggested it.

      "She likes you. It might be nice for the two of you to spend some time together."

      I was mortified. Why would Adam say such a thing?

      Jake laughed, the booming sound filling the room and making more than a few people stop talking. "Why would I want to sit next to that kid?" he asked.

      Pain lanced through my heart.

      "She's my cousin," Adam warned him.

      "That doesn't mean I'm going to fake interest in her," Jake snarled. "Besides, I’m with Lyss."

      I stepped back, hitting someone and stumbling slightly. My clumsiness drew attention to me, and I was greeted by a horrified look from Adam and a scowl from Lyss.

      "So sorry," I muttered to the person behind me, turning away so that none of the others saw the tears welling up in my eyes.

      "It's alright," Topher's rumbling voice distracted me for a moment. "Why don't we go take a seat?" he suggested.

      I wanted to tell him no, that I already had a plan, but Jake's words still rang in my ears.

      Instead of running back to my room like I wanted to, I nodded once. "That would be nice. My chair's at the top of the hall. You can take the one next to me if you'd like." It was an offer most of the court would fight over.

      "That'd be great." His smile reached his eyes. I looked him up and down, paying more attention to him than before. Which was how I noticed that he had a dark material lining the inside of his suit jacket, and his wand holster was similarly black. Maybe he could be the friend I so desperately needed.

      "Unless you want to sit with your friends, I understand if you don't want to..."

      "No need, I'd be honored to sit next to you, Princess." He shot a glance at Jake that was almost impossible to decipher. Was he just doing this because he'd heard what Jake had said about me and wanted to be nice?

      Did I care?

      I shook my head. I was being given a gracious way to exit the situation, and I was going to take it.

      "I'll show you to our seats. But no one calls me Princess in the palace. Just Kelis is fine."

      "I'll take that into account Just Kelis." He smirked.

      I didn't wait for the others to say anything. I just led Topher up to the top of the banquet hall, gesturing to the chair next to mine.

      "There's an unspoken advantage of sitting here too," I said to him.

      "That you can always see when someone spills on themselves?" The amusement was impossible to miss in his voice, and I found myself relaxing and starting to forget the nastiness in Jake's voice as he'd spoken.

      I chuckled. "Oh, better than that. We get the first choice of all the dishes they send up from the kitchen. After my parents, of course."

      "That does sound good," he admitted. "Which ones are your favorites?"

      I thought about it for a moment. "It depends on the day, but I'll tell you what's good and what isn't," I promised.

      Before Topher could answer, trumpets sounded. Chatter throughout the room died off as Mother and Father walked in, their heads held high despite the heavy crowns placed on top of them. Their white cloaks trailed along the floor, glittering with tiny crystals that caught the light of the candles as they walked.

      They were a vision. No one would ever doubt that they were the ruling royals.

      People bowed and curtsied to them as they made their way up to the two thrones next to me.

      "You look beautiful, Kelis," Mother said once they reached me.

      "Thank you. So do you." She always did. The mirror wasn't lying when it sang her praises. She had the kind of beauty that was impossible to ignore. And no one ever did.

      Once they were seated, servants began to stream in with various dishes piled high. They'd bring them straight to my parents, who would gesture to tell them which of the dishes they wanted. After them, they'd turn to me and Topher.

      "Not that one," I warned him as he asked for a soup made out of fish heads. I'd always found that dish to be wholly unappetizing even if Father loved it.

      "Is it not good?"

      "Not unless you particularly like fish eyeballs," I told him. "But you do want some of that bread." I gestured for the server with a basket of baked perfection.

      "What's in it?" Topher asked as a roll was placed on his side plate.

      "Some nuts and some kind of spice. It's delicious, especially when it's freshly baked." I picked up my own roll and broke it in half. The inside still steamed from the warmth of the oven.

      No one paid us any attention as the banquet progressed. My gaze slipped to where Jake and the others sat. Just like the rest of the people in the room, they weren't paying any attention to me and Topher. Jake had his arm slung around the blonde girl. Lyss laughed and popped a strawberry in his mouth.

      Jealousy bubbled up inside me at the sight. She was perfectly perfect with her long blonde hair and white gown giving her the appearance of an angel, albeit with a face that was a touch too angular.

      "You really like him, don't you?" Topher asked.

      "Sorry, what?" I turned to face him.

      He frowned. "Never mind. Are you looking forward to the Fright Festival?" he said instead.

      I studied him. His intelligence was a little intimidating in some ways. He'd already been able to see through my emotions.

      "Yes. It's going to be a good year. Are you?" I put on the politest voice I could.

      "It's not really my thing."

      I frowned, unable to work out Topher. Why was he here if he wasn't interested in the Fright Festival and didn't seem to want to spend time with his friends? It made no sense.

      "Can I ask you something?" he interrupted my thoughts.

      "Of course."

      "Why isn't there more magic in the room?"

      "What do you mean?" There was magic everywhere. I could see it in the way people had styled their hair, and the way their jewels shone and the fact no one's white clothing was stained despite the soup starter.

      "Everyone's wearing a wand, but no one is doing any spells. I kind of expected the whole room to be full of them," he admitted.

      "Oh. No, that won't happen. Magic is banned at feasts. There have been too many accidents involving sparks, fire, and spilled wine." And a couple of assassinations a hundred or so years ago, but I keep quiet about that one. “Besides, if a job’s worth doing, it’s worth doing by hand.”

      "That makes sense." He glanced away, but not before I caught the disappointment on his face.

      "There'll be plenty of magic on other days," I promised, even though I didn't know that for sure. I never paid much attention to what people were doing with magic. Like I'd told Adam, there were more important things for me to focus on.

      "I hope so. I heard talk of there being spell competitions here in the capital." The excitement was back, though maybe it was just a front. It was hard to tell.

      "I can find out and send you the information in the morning, if you'd like," I offered.

      "I'd like that if you don't mind."

      I smiled as I picked up another piece of bread. I needed something to do with my hands right now. "Of course, it's not a problem."

      Even as I said it, I realized I had no idea how to find any of that information on my own. But I wasn't the kind of princess who went back on her promises. He'd have his information, no matter what it took for me to get hold of it.

      The banquet ended much too quickly. I’d spent all day readying myself for the dance that would follow, but I’d not pictured standing at the sidelines watching Jake and Lyss dancing like they were made for each other.

      “His left foot is not quite in step,” Topher whispered in my ear as I watched a traditional Enchantian dance being performed.

      The way Jake spun Lyss around was almost magical, but now as I lowered my gaze to their feet, I saw that Topher was right. He wasn’t quite in step like the other couples were.

      The music changed, and Topher took my hand.

      “What are you doing?” I asked as he whisked me into a line.

      “In this dance, we all change partners. Here is your chance.” He winked at me and I swallowed back the trepidation I felt. I knew the moves. I’d had plenty of dance lessons over the years, but this was the first time I’d actually had to put them into practice.

      Topher pulled me toward him as all the other men did with their partners. We circled each other, and then I moved back into line facing him. After a minute of dancing, I found I was enjoying myself. Topher was not the best dancer, but he made up for it in enthusiasm, sashaying me across the hall, intertwining through the other couples. I was almost sad when the men took a step to the side, and I found myself in the arms of one of my father’s oldest friends. He was at least six inches shorter than me and spent most of the next minute face deep in my chest. The men took a step to the side again, and I came face to face with Jake. He stepped forward and took me in his arms. Further down the line, I caught Topher giving me a wink and a sly thumbs up as he danced with one of the ladies. I closed my eyes and rested my head on Jake’s shoulder, inhaling his aftershave.

      “You’re not a bad dancer,” he remarked as he spun me around. I opened my eyes and looked into his.

      “For a kid, huh?” I couldn’t help myself. When would I learn to keep my mouth shut and just enjoy the moment? I’d been daydreaming about it long enough.

      “You heard that, huh?”

      I nodded, not trusting myself to say anything else.

      “You are a good dancer, period. You fit into my arms like you were born to be there.”

      My heart looped the loop, and I almost tripped over my own feet in shock.

      “What about Lyss? You were dancing pretty well with her.”

      To my surprise, he shrugged as though I wasn’t just talking about his girlfriend. “She’s ok, I guess. She knows all the moves.”

      “Do I know all the moves?” I asked

      He laughed and then spun me back into the line. My turn dancing with him had ended. I didn’t get a repeat performance for the rest of the night.
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      The forest was back. The trees moved without any wind to cause it. I hugged my arms tightly around myself, trying to ward off a chill that didn't stem from the dream world itself.

      "Why am I here?" I whispered to the woods, trying not to let the stress and oppression get to me any more than it already had. This wasn't the kind of place I wanted to spend my sleeping hours in.

      My feet were still bare, and this time, the stones on the path tickled the underside of them. I carried on down the path, drawn to the same place I had been last night. At least, I assumed it was the same place.

      A whistling sound filled my ears. It still wasn't the wind. I hugged myself tighter. I tried to turn back, but whatever was causing these dreams wouldn't let me go.

      I sighed and sped up. If I had to go through this, then I was going to get through it as quickly as possible. There was no point in drawing things out.

      The clearing came up before me, with the varnished wooden coffin in the middle of it. I gulped down my nerves and approached. This time, I'd keep my cool. I knew what I was going to find when I looked in the coffin. I was ready for Mother's pale face and weakened state.

      It was just a dream.

      Nothing could hurt us here. It was nothing more than stress causing me to dream of things I shouldn't. Mother was safe in her bedchamber with Father, not poisoned, and certainly not in a coffin.

      I closed my eyes as I reached the edge of the coffin. I knew it was pointless, and that the dream wouldn't end until I saw what was waiting for me, but that didn't stop me from wanting to put it off.

      "Come on, Kelis," I muttered to myself. "You can do this. One peek is all it's going to take."

      My eyes snapped open. And that was when I started to scream, even if I'd promised myself I wasn't going to. It was Mother's body lying in the coffin, but her face had changed. Her face was wizened with deep wrinkles and grey hair that was falling out in clumps. She looked sick. Sicker than I'd ever imagined possible.

      The dream started to throw me out, the images blurring in front of me and becoming far less tangible.

      "Mother!" I screamed. "No, Mother, please, let me help!" I thrashed against the dream, but it didn't let me go. Of course, it wouldn't. This was exactly what had happened yesterday.

      My eyes darted open, and I found myself tangled in my sheets. The dim light of dawn streamed through the window. Huh. Exactly the same time as yesterday. That had to mean something, right?

      I took a few deep breaths, trying to steady the worry building inside me. It was just a dream. Nothing more than my subconscious worrying about things it didn't need to. If I stayed calm, it would disappear, and I wouldn't have to worry about it any longer.

      I drifted back to sleep, though not very deeply, I was still full of the worry and distrust the dream had left me with. How had this happened?

      The next time I opened my eyes, more light streamed through the windows. It was time to start the day, even if the echo of the dream still haunted me.
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        * * *

      

      I crept along the corridor, not wanting to be spotted. I didn't want to go into my parents' room again. They might start thinking that I was going crazy. Not when they were so patient with me after yesterday morning. But I did want to check that Mother was alright. The dream was etched in my mind, and I knew it wouldn't go away until I reassured myself that she was alive.

      I flattened myself against the wall as one of the servants walked past. This wasn't my best plan, and I'd certainly have a hard time explaining it if I was caught.

      Mother's laugh filled the hallway as the servant slipped into my parents' room. I breathed a sigh of relief. She didn't sound hurt. Or sick. She was fine. I could get on with my day and stop worrying about her.

      Before heading to bed the night before I’d asked one of the servants to find some pamplets on the various spell casting competitions currently being held around Azure, Enchantia’s capital city and to place them under his door with a note to meet me in the front hall after breakfast.

      I walked down the corridors, nodding to the servants as I passed. It never hurt to be on good terms with them.

      The moment I stepped into the entrance hall, I stopped in my tracks. In the middle of the marble floor, stood Adam's entire group of friends, including Jake. I swallowed my nerves. There was only one way I could save face in this situation, and that was to walk up to them as if nothing was wrong.

      I held my head up high and put on my best princess face.

      "Good morning," I said brightly. "Was there anywhere you had in mind that you wanted to go?" I directed my question at Topher as he was the one I'd arranged to meet.

      "We were just deciding whether or not we wanted to go to one of the competitions that are on today," Topher said.

      "Which one is it?"

      "One on Queen's Row," Adam answered, eyeing me up and down.

      "That one is supposed to be good," I said, though it was more to impress them all than anything, I'd never been to any of the spell competitions, so I didn't really have an opinion on them. I knew that was bad of me, but I couldn't help it.

      Lyss glared at me, her eyes narrowed with displeasure. Clearly, she wasn't going to become my friend overnight then. "I think it's stupid." She crossed her arms under her chest, revealing a little too much for my tastes with her low cut top. "I don't want to go."

      "You don't have to come," Topher cut in. "But I'd like to go, if Kelis is willing to show us where it is." He looked at me for confirmation.

      I nodded at him. “Of course.”

      Indecision warred over Lyss' face. Clearly, she didn't like the idea that I was going, but she couldn't backtrack and say she was interested now, or she'd look like an idiot.

      "I'd like to go," Adam said. "We don't get much spell practice at the university. It'll be good to do some while we're here."

      Jake nodded. "That's a good point. I'd like to go too."

      Lyss' scowl deepened, but I chose to ignore her. It wasn't my fault that her boyfriend had decided to come with us instead of staying with her.

      "What about you, Rhi?" Adam asked.

      She jumped, clearly not having expected to be asked anything. "Yes, I'd like to come," she said after a moment, shooting a longing look at Adam.

      "Alright, then." I clapped my hands together to get everyone's attention. "I'll go order one of the carriages to take us to Queen's Row."

      "How long until it'll be ready?" Adam asked me.

      I shrugged. "Five minutes at the most. But it'll wait if you want to grab anything from your rooms."

      The boys nodded and disappeared back into the palace. Topher lingered a moment longer than the other two, but didn't say anything and finally disappeared into the palace too.

      "Do you need to go get anything?" I asked Rhi.

      She shook her head. "I can just come with you."

      I nodded and gave a half-wave to Lyss. She shot me a look of contempt and stormed back into the palace. I clearly wasn’t making any friends with her. I wondered what had got a bee in her bonnet. Probably me dancing a little too closely with her boyfriend last night. Ooops.

      "Do you often take part in spell competitions?" I asked Rhi to take my mind away from Lyss.

      "No. I just don't want to be stuck in the palace with only Lyss for company." She screwed up her face.

      "You don't like her?"

      "Do you?" she threw back.

      I didn't answer; instead, I just led her out of the front door and towards the stables where we'd order a carriage.

      "Can I tell you something?" she blurted.

      "Of course."

      "You have to promise you won't tell anyone."

      I glanced over to find her staring intently at the floor, avoiding any kind of inquisitive look. "I won't."

      "I-I kind of have a crush on your cousin," she whispered.

      I blinked a couple of times. On Adam? That wasn't what I'd expected when she said she wanted to tell me something.

      "Have you tried to do anything about it?" I asked.

      She laughed. "Have you done anything about the crush you have on Jake?"

      I was saved from answering by our arrival at the stables. "One carriage to Queen's Row, please," I told one of the stablehands.

      "Of course, Your Highness." He dipped his head before disappearing back into the stables to get it ready.

      I turned back to Rhi. "How did you know about that?" I asked quietly.

      "It was written all over your face yesterday when Jake said what he said. He can be a total jerk sometimes."

      Oh. I hadn't even realized she'd been in the banquet hall when the whole thing had happened. I stayed silent, not knowing how to respond to her.
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        * * *

      

      The competition was this afternoon, which meant we had until then to practice our spells and learn some new ones. Or in my case, learn anything at all. I wasn't about to admit to any of them quite how out of practice I was at spellwork, but they were probably about to find out.

      Adam and Jake instantly got into position, setting up to spar with one another. I hoped they were just as good at defensive spells as they were attacking spells, or someone was going to get hurt.

      They've been doing this much longer than I have. I needed to remember that. These weren't amateurs.

      "Want to pair up?" Rhi asked.

      "I haven't had much sparring practice," I admitted. "Perhaps, Topher would be a better bet?"

      He stepped forward, dipping his head to the two of us. He might be a bit scruffy on the outside, but his manners were impeccable. If he ever wanted to stay at court, then I suspected he'd fit right in regardless of his appearance.

      "I'd be happy to," he said to Rhi.

      She smiled and withdrew her wand.

      The four of them were soon firing spells back and forth, bright lights flashing as they attacked and defended one another. I didn't know enough about any of this to work out what they were doing.

      For the first time in ages, I slipped my wand from its holster, feeling the firm wooden grip in my hand. It was both alien and completely natural, a testament to the craftsmanship of the tool. It was a shame that I didn't use it enough, with the way wands worked, no one else could use it either, meaning this beautiful creation didn't get the love it deserved.

      It was time to change that. I lifted my arm, trying to ignore the tremor running through it. None of them were watching me; they were too busy with their own mock battles. No one else in the arena was watching either, and even if they were, they wouldn't necessarily know who I was.

      I counted to three and let out a simple fire spell. The stream of fire that headed towards the target opposite me was stronger than I expected. "Not bad," I whispered to myself.

      Before I could fire off another spell, my vision blurred, and I placed a hand to my head, hoping it would steady me. What was all that about? I glanced around at the others, all doing their spells, only to find everything had taken on a fuzzy quality that was almost impossible to see through. Had I been hit by a spell? Was this some side effect? My eyes locked onto a spell shooting in our direction from one of the other groups. For some reason, it was the only thing that didn't have the blurry quality to it. I wished I'd paid more attention to magic, then I might have known what was happening better.

      The spell pulsed a dark red. I reached out as if to try and catch it the moment I noticed it speeding straight for where Jake was standing. I tried to cry out, but something held my voice back. This almost felt like the dreams I'd been having, where something else controlled what I was doing, and I just had to go along with it, helpless.

      It flashed brighter as it connected with Jake's chest. His eyes widened, but it all happened too fast for him to be able to scream. His skin paled, and his eyes changed from vibrant to dull as he collapsed to the floor in a heap.

      Adam was the first to react, at his best friend's side within moments, checking for a pulse.

      "He's dead," he said to no one.

      Topher and Rhi stood behind him, neither of them saying a word, and no one paying me any attention at all. It was like I wasn't even there to them.

      I stood motionless, the pain ripping through my heart almost too much to bear. Jake. Even if he'd hurt me at the banquet, I didn't want him to be gone.

      A wave of dizziness overcame me, and I swayed back and forth even as the fuzziness of my vision faded, and the world came back into focus. The sound of shouting voices and whooshing spells assaulted my ears. I hadn't even realized they'd been missing before. What was wrong with me?

      My gaze locked on Jake, who was still very much alive and blasting off spells with Adam and Topher, just like he had been when my vision had gone funny.

      In fact, he was acting exactly like he had when my vision had started to change.

      Did that mean that the other parts of what I'd seen were going to happen too? Had it been a vision of the future?

      I dithered on whether or not I should do something, or even just give a warning. Seeing the future just wasn't a thing people did. For that matter, it wasn't something I'd ever done before either.

      "Jake, watch out," I blurted before I could overthink it all.

      He turned at the sound of my voice, a scowl marring his perfect face. But he didn't move.

      I stepped forward. "You need to get out of the way," I said, feeling slightly crazy.

      "Why?" He didn't seem particularly bothered about my warning, other than annoyance for me even giving it.

      I grunted in frustration. If he wasn't going to listen to me voluntarily, then I was going to have to make him. I leapt forward and pushed him to the ground, only processing how close I was to him after our bodies began to touch. He struggled against me, but the surprise of my attack was enough to knock him to the ground.

      "Will you get off me?" he demanded.

      He pushed hard with his arms, and I fell to the side, grunting in pain as I landed. That was going to leave a bruise. Jake got to his feet, dusting himself off.

      "What are you doing?" he half-shouted at me. "You think that you can just jump on people, you weirdo?"

      I bit my lip, trying to keep back the tears that were threatening to fall. I didn't like the way he was speaking to me, but on some level, I knew I kind of deserved it. I'd done exactly what he was accusing me of, and there was no getting away from it.

      "I..."

      A flash of red light streaked past us, saving me from having to come up with an explanation that didn't make me sound crazy. The last thing I wanted was for it to go around that the heir to the Enchantian throne had a few screws loose, there was already enough talk of that, thanks to my dark clothing.

      "Was that what I thought it was?" Rhi asked, her mouth gaping open.

      Adam nodded. "It looked like a stun shot."

      I looked between them from my position on the floor, hoping one of them would explain what that meant. Once we got back to the palace, I was going to spend some time learning about casting spells. I hadn't paid as much attention to it as I should  have, and it was starting to catch up with me.

      "I was standing right there," Jake whispered, his face as pale as it had been in my vision.

      "It would probably have killed you," Topher said without any hint of sadness that his friend nearly died. "It was lucky the princess was there to save you."

      Jake glared at him. Maybe he didn't like the fact he'd been saved by a girl? A small voice in the back of my head whispered that his problem wasn't because I was a girl, it was because I was me. I shook it off.

      "Those kinds of shots should be banned," Jake grumbled.

      "It would only have gained so much power because of the distance," Topher pointed out.

      I listened raptly. This was all new information to me, though that just highlighted how badly I was doing in that part of learning about my kingdom. I’d thought the basics would do me. I was wrong.

      "Still." Jake shuffled about, twisting his wand in his hand nervously. He was more shaken than he was letting on.

      He needed someone to reassure him. I opened my mouth, wanting to make that person me, but Jake stepped away before I could.

      Topher moved as well, planting himself in front of Jake and crossing his arms. "Aren't you forgetting something?" he growled at Jake.

      "What could I be missing?" There was thinly veiled contempt behind Jake's words.

      I glanced over at Rhi and Adam, who both looked about as confused as I felt. I was reassured to know I wasn't the only person out of the loop in this conversation. I did have to wonder what was going on between the two boys.

      "A thank you for the princess," Topher said. "She did save your life."

      An apology for speaking so harshly to me before wouldn't have gone amiss either. I pushed that thought away. There was no reason to expect an apology. He'd reacted in the only way he could, given how random me pushing him over had been.

      Jake's jaw ticked in anger, but he turned to face me, nonetheless. "Thank you, Kelis," he said, stressing my name. It was probably just a response to Topher always using princess to talk about me, but it made my heart soar nonetheless. He was talking right to me. He said my name.

      "It was nothing," I mumbled. Great. Where had my confidence gone? I'd held my own against a general just a couple of days ago, but faced with a twenty-one-year-old guy, I was stumbling through my words and acting like I didn't know what to say.

      Jake flashed me a twisted smile and turned back to Adam, pushing Rhi to the side. Hurt crossed the other girl's face. She'd probably hoped she could spend time with Adam, much like I hoped I could with Jake. I didn't think it was particularly working out for either of us. Jake was behaving like a jerk, and Adam wasn’t much better.

      Topher sidled over to me. "How did you know that spell was coming?" he asked, genuine interest in his voice.

      "I don't know," I answered honestly.

      "Has it happened before?" He brushed his scruffy dark hair out of his eyes. The stubble on his cheeks only accentuated his jawline. While I wasn't used to seeing men without clean-shaven faces, I found it suited him.

      "No. This is the first time." Other than my dreams, that was, but I wasn't about to talk about them with anyone after my father's reaction. Besides, I needed to hold onto the idea that what I was seeing in my dreams wasn't going to come true. The last thing I wanted was to have to see my Mother like that.

      "Seeing the future is a rare gift indeed. Very rare. Hmm. If it happens again, will you let me know?" Topher asked.

      I nodded. "Sure." I wanted to ask why, but that wasn't polite.

      "I'm going to practice more," he said uselessly.

      "Have fun." I waved him off, leaving Rhi and me alone.

      "You alright?" she asked. "Jake really is a horses ass sometimes."

      I gave her a grin. Horses ass suited Jake right down to the ground. Now, if only I could get my heart to stop doing the conga every time he glanced my way. I'd never had a proper female friend, but maybe Rhi could shape out to be one.

      Her eyes strayed back to Adam. She had it bad for my cousin. I started to wonder if there was anything I could do to help her get what she wanted. If I could figure it out, then I'd certainly do it. She'd been nothing but nice to me since we'd met.

      "It'll work itself out," she said softly.

      "I hope so,” I said. But did I? Jake had treated me like crap from the start, so why was it that I wanted him so badly?
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      The trees around me groaned, and the wind whistled. I closed my eyes, wishing myself away from the dream world where I knew I'd find my mother's almost dead body lying in a coffin again.

      I opened them slowly only to discover myself still on the path through the woods. This time, the stones on the path dug into my feet. If this was real life, I'd have cuts all over the soles of my feet by the time I'd made my way to the clearing.

      The memory of yesterday's stray spell and how I'd known it was coming flashed through my mind. This wasn't the same. I needed to remember that. There was no fuzzy edge like the premonition, This was only a dream.

      The stones crunched, and I tried not to wince as I walked over them. The trees continued to wave, and the wind carried on howling, each of them clearer than they had been the night before. If this was going to keep happening, then I was going to become exhausted. Maybe there was something I could take to ease me into a sleep with no nightmares.

      When the clearing was in sight, I sped up. Or I tried to. The dream didn't seem to want me to control it, though, and I approached it just as slowly as the last couple of times.

      Dread swirled in my stomach. What was I going to see this time? Mother had already been motionless and had already aged. What could be worse than that? Did it bear thinking about?

      The clearing arrived just as it was supposed to. As much as I was relieved that the dream was nearly over and I could get back to a more peaceful sleep, I didn't want to see what was lying in the coffin in front of me.

      I took a steadying breath, though it changed nothing in this dreamland. It was never going to. As far as I could tell, nothing I did would change anything in the dream.

      I peered over the side of the coffin and felt some kind of relief pop up beside the constant fear. Mother was no worse than she had been the night before. The only difference I could see was a rosy red apple in her left hand. It wasn't that the whole dream sequence didn't worry me. It did. But I felt that if it didn't get worse, then there was less to worry about. My theory was flawed, that was for certain.

      "I'm sorry this happened to you," I whispered to Mother. Feeling brave, I reached out a hand and stroked it down her cheek. Her skin was warmer than I expected, almost as if she wasn't dead. Hope bloomed within me, even though this was a horrible situation. "I'm going to figure out how to stop this," I promised her.

      A woman’s voice called out to me. Not my mother’s, but someone else’s. Her words were too distant for me to hear her, but it sounded like she was calling for help.

      The dream faded, not as suddenly as it had the other times, maybe my acceptance of it was starting to help.

      My eyes snapped open moments later, and I stared up at the ceiling through the darkness in my room. My heart raced, and my feet ached as if they really had been sliced open by the stones.

      "It's just a dream," I reminded myself in a whisper. "A dream."

      Sleep returned, and this time, the blackness was a welcome respite from the horror of my dream.
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        * * *

      

      I sighed and pushed away the stack of papers I was working on. I rubbed a hand over my face. I might have managed to fall back asleep for a few hours, but I still felt the exhaustion from the night before.

      Shouts came from the courtyard below, pulling my attention further away from the work on my desk. Father always insisted that I didn't need to do work for the kingdom like this, but I felt like it was the right thing to do. One day, I was going to be the ruler of Enchantia. I needed to prove that I was worthy of the title, especially because of the real circumstances of my birth. No one but my parents and I knew the truth, but they'd adopted me after trying to have a baby of their own. They'd told me when I was old enough to understand they'd still love me no matter what, and I appreciated that. I'd also never doubted it.

      A loud crash sounded from outside. Startled, I scraped my chair back and rushed over to the window of my office. It looked down on one of the north courtyards, one that was barely used by anyone.

      One glance down told me everything I needed to know. Adam and Jake were shooting spells at targets they'd set up at the opposite end of the courtyard. Topher watched them intently, while Rhi and Lyss sat in awkward silence. Perhaps Lyss was aware of how little Rhi liked her, and by the way they were acting, it appeared as if the feeling was entirely mutual.

      "First one to fifty wins," Adam shouted.

      "You're on," Jake responded.

      I wasn't sure what they were doing, but they rearranged the targets and took their places once more. I watched in fascination as they started taking shots. This magic was different from the spells they'd been using before. It shot out from their wands, hitting the targets. After they'd hit, they went to write their scores on a chalkboard they must have brought with them. I couldn't tell who was winning from this distance, but I found it fascinating to watch, even so. They flung spells as if they'd been born to do it.

      My hand began to itch with need. I wanted to take out my wand and do magic myself. It was a new feeling, and one I hadn't experienced before. I hadn't even done any magic while we'd been at the arena yesterday. I hadn't felt like it after my strange vision, so I had just watched.

      Eventually, Adam cheered after what seemed like a particularly good shot. He must have won, then. Jake kicked one of the wooden planters we used to decorate the courtyards. It tipped over, spilling soil and flowers all over the ground.

      A heated discussion followed, but they spoke so quietly that I couldn't make out any of it. And then they disappeared off back into the palace to do whatever it was they entertained themselves with during the day.

      The girls followed them, but Topher stayed back and used his wand to reverse the damage that Jake had done to the planter. I wasn't sure if it would be enough to save the flowers he'd knocked out, but it was a nice gesture, all the same. Once he was done, he followed the others back inside.

      I sighed and made my way back to my desk where the stack of papers still waited for me. I pulled the top one closer and began reading it until realizing none of it was going in.

      A knock sounded on my door, pulling me from my fifth re-read of the policy I was supposed to be reviewing.

      "Come in," I called.

      The door creaked open and Father walked in. "Are you alright, Kelis?" he asked, taking a seat opposite my desk.

      I smiled at him, hoping it would reassure him. "Yes."

      "You look tired." He looked me up and down, no doubt trying to work out what was causing it. He wasn't nearly as good at reading me as Mother was, though.

      "I've been having bad dreams." I waved it away.

      “The one about your mother?”

      I nodded, feeling almost ashamed to admit it.

      "Have you tried a sleep syrup?" he asked.

      “No.”

      "I'll have some sent up to your room."

      "Thank you." If I'd thought about it, I would have arranged for it myself, but I'd been distracted by thoughts of Jake.

      "Kelis, you really should take some time for yourself," Father said, a stern look on his face. "There's plenty of time for you to have to run the country. You're young, you should act like it."

      I chewed on my lip. Maybe he was right. I was overdoing it.

      "You know what? I think that's an excellent idea." I got to my feet and smoothed out my clothing.

      Father looked on, surprised by my sudden acceptance of what he was saying.

      "I'm glad. You should have more fun," he said, still a little dazed. "Maybe you can start making some friends. That girl who came with Adam seems nice."

      "Rhi?" I checked.

      Father nodded.

      “She is. I like her.”

      "You'll need some ladies-in-waiting soon. If you two get on, it might be worth asking her."

      I winced. It was something I was aware of, but had been putting off for a while.

      "I will, Father. Promise."

      "Good. Now go have fun." He flashed me a doting smile.

      On a whim, I leaned in and kissed him on the forehead. He closed his eyes, enjoying the affection I was giving him. I loved my parents and needed to make sure I showed both of them more love while I still could. And if my dreams were to be believed, then Mother didn't have much time left.
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        * * *

      

      I glanced around the courtyard, anxious to check that I was alone. I wasn't sure why I didn't want anyone watching me, other than it had been a long time since I'd practiced magic, and I was worried that someone would see me doing badly and find it a source of amusement.

      And by someone, I meant Jake.

      The targets the boys had been using stood as bright red and white reminders of what I was going to try to do. This might be a bad idea, but if I didn't at least try and foster an interest in magic, then I doubted Jake would ever look at me with anything other than contempt.

      I shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other and withdrew my wand. It didn't feel as alien as it had yesterday, which was something. When I'd gotten back to my room, I'd spent some time holding it to try and get used to the feel. It had paid off. It was a lot more natural than before.

      My arm shook as I raised my wand to point at the target. I was far too out of practice. A little well of guilt threaded through me at that. There was no real reason why I'd avoided magic for as long as I had. It was a part of our society and the very way Enchantia ran, it was something I should understand and use in my daily life.

      "Stop stalling," I muttered to myself. At this rate, I was never going to get a spell out. I decided on a light spell, just something to improve my aim.

      I flicked my wrist and a streak of yellowish light flew from my wand towards the target.

      And missed.

      My arm dropped to my side. Why had I thought it would be as straight forward as just doing a spell? I needed to try harder,

      I sent off a second shot. It missed. As did my next three.

      I let out a grunt of frustration. "Why can't I do this?" I half-yelled at myself.

      "You're just out of practice, that's all," a voice said from behind me.

      I spun around, pointing my wand at the intruder.

      "I'd rather you didn't point that at me if you're not sure how to use it," Topher joked.

      "Sorry." I dropped my arm to my side. I didn't want to hurt him; I'd just been taken by surprise at his presence.

      "Can I ask you something?" He sat down on the same bench Lyss and Rhi had been using earlier. Seeing nothing else for it, I went over to sit by him.

      "Sure. But there are some things I can't answer."

      A wry smile slipped over his face. "You're not an average princess, are you?" he asked.

      I let out a short laugh. "Is that your question?"

      "Just an observation."

      "Hmm." I waited for him to say what he was really thinking.

      "Why is Enchantia's princess so out of the loop about magic?"

      "Oh, that." I shrugged. "I guess I was too busy with all the other things I needed to learn to ever practice much. There was always something more important to do."

      "But, you want to learn now?"

      I nodded. "When I saw you all using magic yesterday, I realized how much I wanted to do it myself. How much I was missing out on by not having learned. Then earlier..." I trailed off. Should I admit that I was watching Jake and Adam through the window? "That's my office," I added, pointing up at the window I'd been watching through earlier.

      He nodded, clearly realizing what I was getting at.

      "Do you want me to teach you?" he asked after a moment.

      "Would you do that?"

      "I don't have anywhere to be. You want to learn, and I know a thing or two about spells and magic. Don't tell anyone, but I'm the president of the society of magic at our university."

      "Why can't I tell anyone?" I cocked my head to the side. "Surely, they're aware of it?"

      "They are." He shrugged again. "But if people are reminded, then their egos get bruised, and I don't want to have to deal with that."

      The memory of Jake kicking the planter came to mind. I glanced over at it. No one would have guessed it had been almost ruined a few hours earlier.

      Topher chuckled. "Exactly my point. I like my things not broken. Now, magic. Stand up, please."

      I did as he instructed, which included the proper way to hold my wand. Thankfully, it wasn't far off what had felt right to me anyway.

      "Have you ever done archery, princess?" he asked.

      "I thought I asked you to call me Kelis?" I responded.

      "You did, but that isn't polite."

      "Isn't it less polite to continue talking to me in a formal manner when I've asked you not to?"

      He thought about that for a moment before brushing his hair out of his eyes and flashing me a winning smile. Behind the scruff, there was no doubt, he was handsome. The long hair and stubble potentially enhanced that. I pushed that thought aside. I already had one crush to deal with. My brain didn’t have space for any more.

      "Point taken, Kelis."

      I smiled, enjoying the way he said my name. There was no judgment or expectation in it. Despite the fact he used my title to refer to me, I wasn't just a princess to him. I could appreciate that. No, more than that, I needed that from someone.

      "You didn't answer the question," he pointed out. "Have you ever done archery?"

      I nodded. "A traveling fair came once, and they had a range." Most people didn't bother with weapons training in Enchantia. There was no need to when we could all use magic. I wasn't sure if it came from the water or something we ate, But I had yet to meet an Echantian who didn't have magic, even if some people were like me and chose not to use it much.

      "Do you remember what the proper stance was when shooting?" Topher asked.

      I nodded.

      "That's what you need when you're shooting at a target with magic. If you're dueling, you need to be more relaxed and able to move, but we'll get onto that another time."

      "You're going to teach me more?" I didn't hide the excitement in my voice. Maybe if I'd had a teacher like Topher before, I'd already know some of this.

      "If you want to. Yes."

      "Thanks." I shuffled myself around, standing the way he'd described. Instantly, I noticed the difference. I could focus on the center of the target in a way I hadn't been able to before.

      "Now, lift up your arm so you can look down it," he instructed.

      I did that. "This is so much better," I whispered, excitement coursing through me.

      "It's still not quite right," he said. "Do you mind if I move you into a better position?" he asked.

      I shook my head. If it would make me better and give me the skills I needed to impress Jake, then I'd do anything.

      Topher moved into my personal space, bringing his scent with him. I'd expected him to smell a little earthy, perhaps because of his looks, but that was wrong. The only way I could think of describing the way he smelled was like apple pie, cinnamon, and hot, flaky pastry. Delicious and comforting at the same time. Just like his scruffy dark hair, it suited him.

      His arms wrapped around me as he gently moved my head into a better position and lifted my arm slightly. "Your left foot needs to go back a little still," he said, his breath tickling my ear, though I knew he wasn't doing that on purpose.

      I shifted, bringing us even closer together.

      "Alright, now fire your spell. Use a marking spell. That way, we’ll see where you hit." He stepped back, giving me the space I needed to cast my spell without hurting him.

      I took a deep breath and focused on the center of the target, letting the magic fly out of my wand. Unlike before, the spell hit exactly where it was supposed to, leaving a shower of sparks in its wake.

      "I did it?" Even to myself, I sounded surprised. I turned to Topher, who was grinning broadly.

      "You did. But the question is, can you do it again? Without me positioning you."

      "I can try," I said eagerly. I wanted to impress him. He was a wonderful teacher, and I needed to make sure he knew that.

      I got myself back into position, feeling confident as I shot off a spell. It didn't quite hit the center of the target, but it came close enough that I was going to call it a win.

      "Excellent, now we just need to practice more," he said, pulling out his own wand.

      The more we practiced, the more confident I felt, no doubt, because Topher didn't once make me feel like I was the weird princess the world saw.
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        * * *

      

      Exhausted but exhilarated from training with Topher, I trudged back into the palace. The stairs almost seemed too much for me, but there was no other way of getting around. With one foot in front of the other, I made my way back to my room.

      I was about to turn into the corridor where the royal chambers were situated when I heard voices. Intrigued, I changed my direction and crept towards the source.

      It was coming from one of the hallways the servants used to get around without being seen.

      The voices were louder in here, and the cobwebs were thicker. This part must not be used anymore.

      "Please, Michael, don't do that," one of the voices said.

      I froze in my spot. I recognized the voice. Lyss. And someone called Michael? I didn’t know any Michaels.

      I peeked around the corner, my eyes widening as I took in what was in front of me.

      Lyss pushed her jacket sleeve so it covered her shoulder once more, then leaned up and kissed Michael deeply. I vaguely recognized him, but couldn't place from where. Perhaps he was the son of one of the minor lords or knights. Most of their children spent time at court. When I was younger, I suspect they hoped I'd build a special friendship with some of them that could then be used to gain the monarchy's favor. I wasn't so easily swayed, and they'd stopped after a while.

      "We could get caught," she whispered after ending their kiss.

      "Isn't that part of the fun?" Michael responded. "Life here was so dull before you came along. That princess they have..."

      I stumbled backwards. I'd seen enough, and had no desire to find out what a nobody thought of me. I exited the passage as swiftly as possible and half-ran back to my room, slamming the door shut behind me as I did.

      "You shouldn't run; a red face makes you blotchy," the mirror said as soon as it noticed me.

      I scowled but ignored it. I wasn't in the mood to enter into a verbal sparring match with it right now.

      What should I do about Lyss? I couldn't just ignore what I'd seen. Jake had introduced her as his girlfriend. Surely, she wouldn't want to pass up someone as amazing as Jake for some random lordling?

      Jake.

      Should I tell him? Let him make his own mind up about what to do with Lyss? But no. There was a chance he wouldn't believe me, or worse, that he'd think I was trying to break them up and being extra weird in the process.

      I took a deep breath. This wasn't something I should rush. I'd keep Lyss' secret for now, and only tell anyone if it became relevant.

      With that decided, I headed over to my dressing room to get into something different to wear for dinner. Not for Jake’s benefit, I reminded myself, but he might be single soon...

      A small bottle caught my eye, and I walked over to find a note from Father next to it. He'd sent the sleeping draught up for me, just like he said he would. I closed my hand around the tiny bottle. Around the only chance I had at getting a decent night's sleep. I hoped it worked because otherwise, I was going to end up dropping dead from exhaustion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12th October

          

        

      

    

    
      I rubbed my hand over my face, chasing away the veil of sleep. There'd been no dream. I'd slept through the night without anything disturbing it. Relief flooded through me, Father's sleep syrup had worked.

      I had planned morning tea with Rhi, and then I had some work to do before I spent more time with Adam and his friends. I found Rhi in the sitting room already waiting for me.

      One of the maids brought a pot of freshly brewed tea and poured a cup for each of us.

      "Thank you, Delilah."

      "You're welcome, Your Highness." She dipped into a curtsy.

      "You can leave now," I said. "We can see to ourselves."

      "Yes, Your Highness." She curtsied again and left the room.

      Rhi slumped back in her seat and sighed loudly. "I don't know how you do it."

      "Do what?" I racked my brains for what she could be referring to and came up blank.

      "Have the servants around all the time. I've only been here a few days, and it's driving me crazy already," she admitted.

      "Oh, that." I let out a good-natured laugh. "You get used to them. But if you don't want them to do certain things, you just have to tell them."

      "It's that easy?" Her eyes widened.

      I picked up my teacup and blew across the top of it. "The staff is here to make everyone's lives easier, that means doing what you want them to, even if it's leaving you alone."

      "Thanks." She picked up her own cup and took a drink before setting it back down. "And for inviting me here this morning. It's nice to just sit."

      "The boys don't give you much time for that?" It tracked with everything I knew about them. Adam had been bringing Jake with him to the palace for years, and they were always all go, all the time. It was one of the reasons I hadn't spent that much time with them until this visit. I just didn't have the time to join them when I had all of my work to focus on. The crush I had on Jake hadn't been enough to tear me away from my duties.

      "They never stop. I know Lyss is with them this time and while we were at university, but..."

      "But?" I prompted. My heart pounded faster at the mention of the other girl. Should I tell Rhi about what I saw last night? From what she'd said, I didn't get the impression the two of them were close, but that didn't mean it wouldn't be dangerous to tell Rhi secrets like that.

      "I don't know. She's changed. We used to be best friends before we went to university, but she's become someone different in that time."

      "Different how?" I picked up a finger cake and took a bite to stop myself from asking more. I was intrigued to learn more about Lyss.

      "I can't explain it. She stopped caring about her academic work and our friendship. All her attention switched to boys and how she looked. Just watch, within a week, she'll be the most fashionable girl in the palace." She grimaced, even thinking about it. "None of it will be anything like what you wear. You always look so good."

      "Oh, erm, thanks." I glanced down at my plate, suddenly interested in the crumbs there. I wasn't used to people complimenting my clothing choices if they mentioned it at all.

      "I wish I had the confidence to wear something black, It stands out so much. And I'm sure it looks more slimming than this." She gestured down at the lacy white dress she was wearing. Admittedly, it wasn't the most fashionable piece as far as I could tell,

      "Why don't you?" If I could do it, then there was no reason she couldn't. I could lend her something of mine. Maybe a costume for the Fright Festival.

      "I don't know. I think maybe I'm just too worried about what Lyss will say..." she trailed off. "Wait, why am I caring?"

      "I'm not sure," I admitted. "I know you said she used to be your best friend, but I don't see it."

      She grimaced. "I know."

      "You can't tell anyone this, but I'm certain she's only dating Jake because of how close he is to the throne. A lot of girls at university are like that. They forget that you're the heir to the throne, and yet, they cozy up to Jake because he's best friends with Adam." Rhi's eyes widened. "But that's not why I'm interested in Adam, I swear, I couldn't care less that he's technically royalty. I promise."

      "Don't worry; I know you're not." I wasn't sure why I was certain she was telling the truth, but I was confident about that. "Are you saying she doesn't really love Jake?"

      "Love?" She raised an eyebrow. "I don't think she's capable."

      "I may have seen some proof of that," I said quietly.

      "You did?" She leaned forward, looking at me expectantly.

      "I saw her kissing someone last night," I admitted, whispering the words.

      "That doesn't surprise me." Rhi leaned back in her seat, an oddly satisfied look on her face. "They're as bad as one another," she added, crossing her arms over her chest.

      "What do you mean?" She couldn't be suggesting that Jake was also going around kissing other people.

      "Just that they're a good match. Both of them care more about what things look like than how they feel about one another. Lyss might be dating Jake to get close to royalty, but he's dating her because she's the hottest girl in our class. I'm not sure why Adam hangs out with them," Rhi continued. "Topher either. Though, I  they wanted Topher to be their friend rather than the other way around. He just went along with it."

      I perked up. Was this a chance to find out more about Topher. Despite all the time I'd spent with him yesterday, I still knew next to nothing about him. "What makes you say that?"

      "He's the best at magic at the university. Jake wants to rule the school, so to speak, and Adam always goes along with him. I never understood why Jake was the ringleader...”

      I could. There was something about Jake that attracted attention more than Adam did. It was one of the things I liked about him.

      "Topher was one of those people who didn't seem to care about friends, but then Jake decided he wanted someone with power by his side. That's where Topher came in."

      I nodded. A standard power play. If you made sure the people who were well known for something were seen around you, then other people who respected that thing would also respect you.

      "That makes sense," I said aloud.

      "But I think he's fed up with them." The expression on her face said she was almost as fed up with them herself.

      Perhaps, Father was right, and I would be able to form a bond with Rhi that could make her one of my ladies-in-waiting.

      She took another sip of tea. "We're heading down to the Cider Festival in town this afternoon. Do you want to come with us?" she asked.

      I nodded. "I'd like that, thank you. I wasn't aware there was a Cider Festival, though."

      "Oh, I don't think it's very big, but Adam found out about it and wanted to go."

      "It sounds fun." I smiled at her. I wanted to spend more time with her, as well as talking to Topher about doing more magic lessons. I should have done that yesterday before we were done, but I hadn't thought about it.

      "We're meeting at two in the entrance hall."

      We chatted about all kinds of things, but the conversation didn't come around to Jake again, much to my disappointment. I knew there was a lot more for me to learn about him, and Rhi seemed like a good source of that information. But I couldn't force it, especially not if I wanted to make her a true friend of mine.
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      The atmosphere was electric. I'd never heard of this Cider Festival, and from the size of it, I wasn't surprised. Festival was probably a generous term for it. There were several different stalls in a courtyard at the center of the city, but nothing more than that. Everyone had a drink in their hand, and all of it was cider.

      I blew across the top of my spiced cider. The warmth coming from the mug seeped into me and was welcome in the slight fall chill.

      "Have you tried the honeycomb yet?" Topher asked.

      I shook my head. "I haven't tried much of anything yet."

      "Want to come get some?"

      I glanced at Jake and Adam, trying to work out what they were going to do. I didn't want to say yes and lose a chance to hang out with them, but I also didn't want to say no when Topher had knowledge that I needed. Plus, he was fun to hang out with too.

      "Sure," I said. "Should we ask the others if they want to?"

      Topher shrugged, though his expression soured a little. Perhaps Rhi was right when she'd talked about how he felt.

      I turned to the others. "We're going to go get some honeycomb, want to come?"

      "I love honeycomb, count me in," Rhi answered, bouncing over to the two of us.

      Lyss pulled a face. "You don't want to eat too much sugar; it'll cause breakouts."

      I rolled my eyes. "I find sugar is worth it. You coming, Jake?" I asked, my heart pounding in my chest.

      A smirk crossed his face. "Why don't you bring me some back?" he responded.

      "Of course." I gave him a smile then turned to Topher and Rhi "Shall we?"

      They nodded, and the three of us set off towards the stand Topher had pointed out.

      The scent of sticky sweet honey filled the air as we got closer. I held my mug tighter, not wanting to spill any of it. The cider smelled delicious, and I was looking forward to tasting it once it cooled to the right temperature.

      The selection of honeycomb was bigger than I'd imagined, though I failed to see what it had to do with cider. Then again, I supposed if a farm grew apples, then the chances were that they had honey bees.

      "This one looks nice," Rhi said, pointing towards the one at the far end.

      "They all do," I responded, wondering which of them Jake would like. I didn't want to take him the wrong thing.

      "Why don't we get a bit of all of them, and then, we can try them all?" Topher suggested.

      Rhi let out a small laugh. "Perhaps that works for you and Kelis, but I don't have the money for that kind of purchase."

      "Sorry," Topher muttered, glancing away with reddening cheeks.

      I looked on with confusion. Rhi didn't have a lot of money? I supposed that made sense. If she was studying at the university, then that was where most of it was probably going. But why did Topher have a lot of money? I didn't recognize him as the son of any of the noble families around

      "I can get them." I dug into my pocket and pulled out some gold coins. "For everyone." I flashed a smile at Rhi, who visibly relaxed after my announcement.

      That made me even more sure that I should offer her a position as one of my ladies-in-waiting. The position came with a hefty allowance and a lot of prestige. Once she was finished with university, she could come back to the palace and be my confidante. After this morning, I was certain I could trust her.

      I handed the coins to the merchant, instructing him on what I wanted. He quickly bagged up the honeycomb and handed the bag to me.

      "Keep the change." I flashed him a smile. It was almost certain that he didn't know who I was. Without an entourage, there was no way of telling I was a princess. But on the off chance, it was important that I be generous. Plus, it meant less time fumbling with coins and more time chatting with Jake about the different kinds of honeycomb we'd purchased.

      We made our way back over to the others, though I didn't miss the sour look on Rhi's face at the idea. I was starting to see just how far her friendship with Lyss had deteriorated.

      "We got one of each so we could all try them," I announced as we rejoined them.

      Adam grinned easily. Jake did the same and slipped an arm around Lyss' shoulders. It didn't escape my notice that neither of them looked as if they felt anything towards the other except mild friendship.

      I had a chance. I held out the bag, and everyone grabbed some of the honeycomb. I took a bite of my own piece, letting it bubble on my tongue.
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      I deflated the moment I realized the courtyard was empty. I'd hoped that Topher would be here and that we could do some more practice. Never mind. I could do things on my own. The better I got, the more likely it would be that Jake would take notice. We needed to have more in common, It was no wonder that I hadn't managed to make it work with him so far, we had nothing in common at all.

      I shuffled my feet into position, lifting my arm so that my wand was held out in line with the target, just like Topher had shown me. I shot off a couple of spells, each of them hitting the target, but not quite the center.

      I scowled at it, trying to figure out what I was doing wrong and how I could fix it without instruction.

      "Kelis, you're early," Topher said.

      I jumped and turned around to face him. He was leaning against one of the columns watching me.

      "How long have you been there?" I asked.

      "About a minute," he answered honestly. "I was held up talking with Jake." Distaste dripped from his words even as my heart jumped at the sound of Jake's name.

      "Sorry, I should have waited."

      "Why? This is your home, you're a princess, we're your guests. You're entitled to do whatever you want."

      I scrunched up my nose. "I don't like that word. I'm not entitled to anything. That's not how being royal works. If anything, we have a duty sacrifice for the good of our country not an entitlement to get our way."

      His eyes bored into me, as if trying to work out how much of what I was saying was the truth.

      "You really believe that?" he asked.

      "Yes, of course. It's something I've been working towards my whole life. My parents have done everything they can in order to prepare me for the life of a queen and its not anything to do with fancy dresses or looking good. We do far more than any of our people ever know. And more importantly, they don't need to know."

      "You're going to make an excellent queen," he said. ,

      "Thank you. But I think that's still up for debate. And if I want to do the title justice, then I need to learn more about magic." I glanced at the ground, feeling a little guilty that I'd been thinking about Jake as much as my role as queen when I was considering learning more about magic.

      But I should put that first. The Jake thing was just a helpful by-product, and I would do well to remember that.

      "Is there more you can teach me?" I asked him.

      He chuckled, taking my change of subject in stride. He'd make good royalty too.

      No. Wait, that wasn't the kind of thought I should be having.

      "There are plenty of things I can teach you. That wasn't looking too bad, though." He gestured towards the target.

      "Thank you. But I don't feel like I'm good enough."

      "How long have you been practicing for?"

      "Today and yesterday," I muttered. "I had some lessons when I was younger, obviously, but they were a long time ago, and I don't remember all that much of them."

      "So, a few hours, and you're already this good?" He whistled appreciatively and pushed away from the pillar he was leaning on.

      "Erm, I suppose." I wasn't sure how to take any of this.

      "You have real talent, Kelis. With a few weeks of practice, you can probably take the title at the competition the day after the Fright Festival."

      "You think so?" I asked, my eyes widening and excitement blooming in my chest. This wasn't what I expected when I started practicing magic, but for some reason, that was what caught my attention now.

      "Definitely. If it's something you want."

      "I do." The words were out before I even thought them through.

      "Good. Then we need to get to practicing. Your stance still needs a little work. Do you have any chalk?"

      I shook my head. "But, I can get some for next time we practice?" I hoped he'd agree, that would mean we got to do this again. And if I was honest with myself, it was only partly to do with the magic that I wanted to meet. I also found myself enjoying Topher’s company. He was easy to get along with.

      "Yes, that's a good idea. But for now..." He pulled out his wand and gave it a wave. Two markers appeared on the floor, presumably, for where he wanted me to put my feet.

      "Why do you need chalk if you can just do that?" I asked.

      "Relying on magic to do everything is as an easy way of becoming complacent. Magic is a useful tool, but it isn't something we should use for everything."

      "I thought you were supposed to be the president of the magic society at the university," I quipped.

      "I am. But I got there from understanding things like that. From what I've seen, you're the kind of person who'll see the same things."

      I nodded. There was no denying that what he was saying was true. It was one of the reasons I'd never used a lot of magic myself. Other things needed my time, and that made them more important. My parents were the same. In fact, while I'd seen them use magic on a lot of occasions, it had never been to solve a major issue.

      "Right, get into position. Right foot on the front line, left foot on the back one. We'll work on your wand holding angle," Topher said.

      "What was I doing wrong?" I frowned but got into the position he'd instructed anyway. He knew what he was talking about, and I was going to make the most of it.

      "Nothing, there's just a better way for you to do it."

      "Alright." I lifted my arm. "Up? Down? To the side?" I needed to be careful, or I was going to start babbling.

      "Up slightly, and to the left. You're thinking too directly. While the wind won't affect the direction of your spell like it would an arrow, you still have to adjust for your own bias."

      I nodded.

      I did as he said. "How is this?"

      "Better. But try firing a spell, and then, we'll see."

      I shot off some magic. The golden streak headed for the target. It seemed like it was going to hit the center until it came into contact, just to the right of where I wanted it to be.

      I groaned. "Why can't I do this?"

      "You've been practicing for two days, and you're frustrated because you can almost hit the target perfectly?" Topher joked.

      "Well, when you put it like that, maybe I'm being a little ridiculous. But I just want to make sure I do it right."

      "I know that feeling. My parents pushed me to be perfect too."

      "It's not my parents," I defended. "They've never been anything but supportive. I just don't want to let them down." And some of that came from my insecurity about the fact I was adopted. The last thing I wanted was for my parents to regret taking me on.

      "Ah, well, mine aren't like that. They wanted me to be the poster boy for the Enchantian middle class. Good at spells, win the most competitions, you know the deal."

      Ah. That made some kind of sense with what I'd seen of him. "And you don't like that?"

      "It's been helpful." He shrugged. "Now I'm at university. I get to keep a lot of my winnings for myself. And I can start being myself a little bit more."

      "Hence the hair?" I asked before I could stop myself.

      He chuckled. "Exactly. But you understand that, right?" He gestured to my black dress.

      I smiled and nodded. "Being me is more important than conforming," I said. "It's nice to find someone else who feels the same."
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      After a morning of paperwork, I found myself having lunch with Adam and his friends. Both Rhi and Topher had invited me, and it had seemed rude to refuse. I reached over and grabbed one of the small finger sandwiches from the tray in the middle of the table.

      "Are you all sorted out for what you're going to wear to the Fright Festival?" Adam asked the group.

      "I found this dress; it's got panels cut out of it here and here." Lyss gestured to her body with a smile on her face.

      Jake scowled at her, clearly unhappy with what she was suggesting.

      "It sounds lovely," Rhi said with a little too much enthusiasm for her to be telling the truth. She glanced back and forth between the couple, clearly trying to defuse the situation. I didn't blame her. I could already feel tension radiating from the two of them.

      I picked up the teapot and poured myself a cup rather than enter the conversation. Lyss already didn't like me. There was no need to make it worse.

      "Not drinking, Kelis?" Adam joked, trying to help Rhi out.

      "I have work to do this afternoon," I reminded him. There was no point in explaining that I didn't drink much anyway. It wasn't my thing. I had the odd glass of wine at official dinners, but I didn't like the way it made my head hazy. Not unlike the situation at the arena the other day. I repressed a shiver, just thinking about it.

      "Work?" Jake scrunched up his face. "Why are you doing work?"

      "I'm a princess; it comes with the job description," I joked, only a little offended that he didn't think I did anything useful with my time.

      "But why? You have all these servants to do things for you."

      "That's not how it works. Some things only the royal family can deal with. We have the whole of Enchantia to look after."

      Everyone's eyes were on me, causing my nerves to spring to life. I wasn't sure what was putting me so on edge.

      I met Topher's gaze across the table, and he gave me a reassuring nod. I sucked in a breath, steadying myself.

      "It's not something anyone but me needs to worry about," I said, putting on the best imitation of Mother's queen-voice that I could. If this wasn't going to convince them, then I wasn't sure what would.

      Luckily for me, they seemed to find it uninteresting and moved back to talking about the Fright Festival. I didn't want to admit that I felt relief to be out of the spotlight, but I couldn't help it.

      "I was thinking about putting some of that glitter here," Lyss said, running her fingers along her neck and collarbone. She was the center of attention again, just where she liked to be.

      "You can't do that," Jake fumed.

      I frowned. Why couldn't she? I might not like Lyss, but the part of her body she was indicating wasn't exactly provocative. I actually thought it would look pretty good under the lights filling the street during the Fright Festival. Not that I said any of that, I didn't want to get between them, especially not when they were fighting.

      "I can." Lyss narrowed her eyebrows at Jake and picked up a cupcake.

      Rhi pushed a crumb around her plate, and Adam turned to Topher to strike up a conversation. None of them wanted to be part of the argument that was no doubt brewing. I didn't want to be either.

      Lyss and Jake exchanged heated whispers. I tuned them out, not listening to whatever it was they were arguing about. Even if I'd seen her with Michael, it wasn't really any of my business.

      I gestured to one of the servants, knowing that if I wanted to get out of here before they started screaming, this was my chance.

      One of the footmen shuffled forward, eyeing the couple cautiously.

      "Your Highness." He dipped his head and waited for my orders.

      "Could you clear the food plates and bring a pot of coffee to my office, please.  I’ll be heading up there shortly."

      "Of course, Your Highness." He gestured to the other servants, and they swarmed the table, clearing up the food and plates.

      Rhi flashed me a grateful look, clearly pleased to be getting the excuse to leave.

      I rose to my feet and opened my mouth to say that I was excusing myself for work.

      "You don't know what you're talking about," Lyss half-screamed, tears in her eyes.

      "I do! You've been acting ridiculously since we got here," Jake growled.

      "What do you know? You don't pay me any attention at all."

      I shot a look at Rhi, who seemed about as confused as I was. Perhaps Lyss wasn't just using Jake after all.

      "Lyss..." Jake's face softened a bit. A harsh voice in my head whispered that he was only acting that way because he knew the rest of us were watching now.

      "Don't Lyss me!" she hissed, jumping to her feet even as she eyed up the glass of wine by Jake's hand as if debating whether or not she should throw it on him. A small part of me wanted her to do it, if only because it would be one more thing that might help Jake see that she was all wrong for him.

      "Lyss..."

      Adam sucked in a breath from beside me, no doubt, realizing that his best friend had said completely the wrong thing.

      "Argh." Lyss didn't pick up the wine glass, but stormed out instead, her long blonde hair flicking behind her as she did and adding to the drama. At least, she'd appreciate that. She seemed like the kind of girl who cared about making a scene.

      "What did I do?" Jake asked, looking straight at Adam.

      My cousin shrugged, as clueless as the rest of us.

      Darkness shrouded Jake's eyes as he scraped his chair back. The sound went right through me, setting my teeth on edge. I held my tongue. He was angry, and like a beast, he didn’t need prodding.

      He grabbed his wine glass and downed it in one, before leaning into the center of the table and snatching up a full bottle of the stuff.

      "No one wants this, right?" He looked between us as if daring one of us to contradict him and tell him he couldn't have it.

      I shook my head. "The servants can bring us more if we want it," I said evenly. Though from the expressions on the others' faces, they wouldn't be partaking themselves.

      "Good." Jake strode away, the bottle in hand. At least, he'd left the glass behind so the servants could clear it up.

      I slumped back into my seat, relieved that was over with.

      "Do you want to head out to do some magic practice?" Topher asked, looking straight at me, though I was certain he meant the room in general.

      "I think that's an excellent idea, it'll take all of our minds off things," Adam blustered, getting to his feet.

      "I'd rather go read a book," Rhi said softly.

      “We have an excellent library,” I assured her.

      "Alright then, Rhi will go read a book. Topher and I will go cast spells. You coming, Kelis?" Adam asked.

      I shook my head. "I really should get some work done, but I'll come down in an hour or so." I wasn't sure I was ready for him to see how unpracticed I was at magic. Topher might be a risk in that too, but he'd never made me feel bad about my lack of magical training.

      Topher's face fell, but he covered it up the moment he noticed me watching.

      "I'll be down later," I promised with a smile. I wanted to practice as much magic as possible, especially with Lyss and Jake's relationship falling apart in front of me.
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      Much later, I shrugged off my jacket, freeing my arms from the stiff confines. I didn't mind this time of year, but the chill in the air was too much to go out without one.

      "Your hair is a disaster," the mirror said moments later.

      "Thanks," I muttered. What did I care what it thought? I'd been outside practicing magic, and a fall wind had swept through the yard.

      "That wasn't a compliment," it retorted.

      "I didn't think it was."

      I slipped off my holster, and put my wand back on the stand. I wasn't planning on leaving my room again tonight, so there was no need for me to keep my wand strapped to me.

      A knock sounded on my door, and I startled.

      "Coming," I called.

      The door opened before I reached for the handle.

      "Jake?" I said surprised. He was the last person I'd expected to see staggering into my room as if he owned the place.

      "One of the servants told me where your room was." His words slurred together, but I could still work out what he was saying.

      "They did?" That was surprising. But, Jake was charming, so perhaps that was it.

      "Yes." He pushed past me and into my rooms, letting out a loud whistle. "Wow, they give you nice digs here, don't they?"

      I wasn't sure what was the best way to respond to that. This wasn't the way I expected Jake to end up in my room, and I wasn't sure how I felt about that.

      "Can I help you?" I asked, trying to keep my cool, but it wasn't easy.

      "You can explain how you have so much room when all I have is a one-bedroom with a tiny window that barely lets in any light."

      "I live here," I pointed out. "This is my only room."

      "Other than your office," he slurred, stumbling towards my dressing room. I hoped he didn't go in there.

      "Yes, this and my office. But I only use that for work," I insisted.

      "That's no fun." He stumbled towards the mirror.

      "So, you said." I couldn't relax enough while he was that close to it. What if it said something? Magic was normal around here, so he shouldn't find it too strange if the mirror started talking to him unless he'd heard the stories about Mother. Then he might have some questions.

      "You still haven't told me what you're doing here," I reminded him.

      "You're nice. Did you know that?" He swiveled around and faced me, his eyes roving up and down me.

      "I try to be," I responded.

      "How have I overlooked you?" he murmured.

      I stood in the middle of my rooms staring at him. How did I respond to that?

      "I shouldn't have said that."

      "It's fine," I whispered, looking down at the floor. It felt like it was less likely to put me in a weird situation.

      Every thought in my mind faded away as Jake closed the distance between us, his footsteps all I could focus on. I'd thought about this moment so many times. Dreamed of it and hoped that it would become real.

      And now it was.

      I opened and closed my hands, resisting the urge to wipe them on my skirt to dry away some of the nervous sweat that seemed to have formed on them.

      Jake reached out and placed a hand under my chin, lifting my face so he could look into my eyes.

      I blinked a few times, trying to determine if this was real or if my imagination was running wild with some fantasy.

      His breath smelled like the wine he'd taken from the table, but there was no way he was still under the effects of that. He must have gotten some more from one of the servants. I didn't like the sour scent of it, but I wasn't about to let that ruin my moment with Jake.

      He closed the gap between us by circling an arm around my waist and pulling me closer. The smell intensified with him being closer, so I started breathing through my mouth to help against that.

      "I want to kiss you, Kelis."

      It sent a shiver down my spine, and not in a good way.

      “What about Lyss?” I whispered.

      “She’s sleeping with one of your staff, I believe,” Jake snorted.

      He knew about that?

      There was no more time to think about it, as his mouth crashed down on mine. My eyes widened before I realized what was happening and closed them. I was finally getting the moment I'd always craved with Jake, I was going to enjoy this, no matter what.

      So why did I have the urge to push him away? This wasn't right. I wanted to enjoy this. More than that, I needed to enjoy it.

      But his hold was too tight, the kiss was too wet, and the stench of alcohol was too strong. More importantly, I was able to think. That shouldn't be the case.

      What did I do now?

      I needed to stop this. It was wrong. He was drunk, and this wasn't how I wanted our first kiss to go.

      With as much strength as I could, I pushed Jake away from me, breaking our kiss. This definitely wasn't what I expected to happen.

      "Kelis?" He frowned, a fleeting look of anger crossing through his eyes.

      "I'm sorry, I can't." I shook my head. "It isn't right."

      "What do you mean, it isn't right? I thought you had a crush on me?" he demanded.

      My mouth dropped open. I knew he was aware of my feelings, Adam had told him while I'd listened. But that didn't mean he got to take advantage of the fact while he was drunk..

      "I want you to leave," I said softly. "If you want to pick this up tomorrow once the wine has worn off, then you know where to find me. But right now, you need to leave." There was more strength in my voice than I expected, but that was good right now.

      "I'm sorry, what?" Confusion was written all over his face.

      "Leave," I instructed again.

      He seemed to start to say something but thought better of it. He didn't say anything else to me as he left my rooms, slamming the door behind him.

      A small part of me wondered if I'd just ruined my only chance with Jake. But no, if he was the person I knew he was, then there was no way it would be.

      I crossed the room to my bed and sat down, covering my face in my hands. What had just happened? What was going on? This wasn't how I expected my evening to go, and I didn't know what to make of it.

      I ran my tongue over my teeth, tasting the stale wine leftover from the kiss. I should brush my teeth, whatever it took ito get it out of my mouth.
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        * * *

      

      I must have dozed off, as another knock startled me awake.

      "Go away, Jake," I murmured, not loud enough for the person on the other side of the door to actually hear.

      The knock sounded again.

      "Coming," I half-shouted, rolling off the bed and trying to smooth down my hair to at least look semi-presentable. I wished I hadn't fallen asleep in my clothing, as it was all wrinkled from sleep.

      I padded over to the door, relieved that this time, the other person was still on the other side and not just barging into my room. Potentially, not Jake then. It was bad that I was thinking this way when just yesterday I'd have relished the opportunity to spend alone time in my room with Jake.

      "Mother?" She was looking tired.

      "Are you free? I know it's late...are you still dressed?" She looked me up and down, shocked to find me completely clothed.

      "I fell asleep before I could change," I admitted sheepishly. At least I'd managed to brush my teeth first. That was something.

      "Can I come in?" she asked.

      "Yes, of course. Do you want some tea, I can ring for one of the maids." I gestured to the ring pull by the door.

      She shook her head as she moved past me. "Let's not bother them. No doubt, they'll be shutting down for the evening. I was just coming to ask you about your outfit for the Fright Festival." She swept into my room and past my bed.

      The mirror stayed silent. I frowned. She'd walked right past it, why wasn't it smothering her in compliments that she didn't want? She should be rolling her eyes and telling me I should get rid of the thing right now. Instead, she hadn't even noticed that it was quiet.

      "Is there a problem with it?" I asked, a little nervous about what she was going to say. I wanted my Fright Festival outfit to be the best it could possibly be. Especially now that Jake had expressed interest.

      "No, of course not. The seamstresses had some questions and suggestions, though." She pulled out the original sketch and handed it to me.

      I sat next to her on the bed and studied the new annotations, nodding along with what I was reading. "Did you really need me to approve this?" I asked, handing the sketch back to her.

      Mother chuckled. "No, of course not. But I've barely seen you since your cousin arrived, and I wanted to check if you were alright."

      "Thanks, it's all fine. I'm just tired. One of Adam's friends is teaching me about magic," I said.

      "I know. I saw you the other day."

      "Oh." It hadn't crossed my mind that my parents might have been watching me while I practiced with Topher.

      "He seems like a good teacher," she said off-handedly.

      "He is."

      "And perhaps more than that?" She raised an eyebrow.

      "Topher? No. We're just becoming friends," I assured her.

      "Mmhmm." She didn't seem convinced, but I knew she wouldn't press me on the matter until I was ready to talk about it.

      "Are you feeling okay?" The question slipped out before I meant it to, but she was looking more tired than normal, and it was starting to concern me.

      She reached out and stroked a strand of dark hair behind my ear. Even if I was adopted, we had that in common. It was probably why none of the Enchantian people had questioned the circumstances of my birth.

      "Your father said you were worrying about my health."

      The fact that wasn't an answer didn't escape me.

      "I'm fine, Kelis. I promise. I just don't think your father and I understood how much you'd been doing for us. It isn't fair for us to have relied on you so much."

      "I'm sorry, I hadn't realized I was letting my duties slip. I'll put some time aside tomorrow," I promised. It had only been a couple of days, and I'd spent time in my office on both of them.

      "Oh, Kelis, that's not what we're getting at. We're both glad you're getting to spend some time with your cousin and his friends. You need to be with people your own age sometimes."

      I opened my mouth to protest, but she held her hand out to stop me.

      "I don't want to hear about you being in your office for at least a week," she instructed.

      "But..."

      "Kelis," she warned.

      I chuckled. "You know me too well."

      "I do." She rose to her feet and leaned in to kiss me on the forehead. "We love you. We want what's best for you."

      "And for Enchantia," I prompted.

      "Yes, and for Enchantia," she acknowledged. "I'm heading to bed now. Sleep well."

      "You too."

      I watched as she left to return to her own bedchambers.

      The moment the door had closed behind her, I made my way over to the mirror. There was something off about what had just happened. Why hadn't it fawned over Mother? That wasn't normal, and I wasn't sure what to do about it. First things, first, I needed to check on whether the mirror was working. And the easiest way to do that was to get it to insult me.

      I sighed loudly. "Mirror, mirror on the wall," I muttered, remembering the words Mother had told me was part of her story.

      "He had to have been drunk to have wanted to kiss you," the mirror taunted.

      "They do say that your true feelings come out when you've had a bit too much to drink," I mused.

      If it were capable of it, then the mirror would probably have chuckled. "Keep telling yourself that."

      The mirror was working just fine. It insulted me as if it were any other day, potentially, even worse. So why didn't it say anything to Mother?

      I half-wanted to ask the mirror what was wrong with it, but I didn't think it would give me an honest answer, so there was no real point. But that only left one explanation.

      If the mirror no longer plied Mother with compliments, then that meant that she was no longer the most beautiful woman in all the lands.

      Continue the story of Kelis in Heiress of Mirrors

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            After the Happily Ever After…

          

        

      

    

    
      There is more to these stories. You want to know what happens next right? Fast forward eighteen years…

      Pick up book one now

      

      PREQUEL

      

      SLEEPING BEAUTY

      1. Queen of Dragons

      2. Heiress of Embers

      3. Throne of Fury

      4. Goddess of Flames

      

      LITTLE MERMAID

      5. Queen of Mermaids

      6. Heiress of the Sea

      7. Throne of Change

      8. Goddess of Water

      

      RED RIDING HOOD

      9. King of Wolves

      10. Heir of the Curse

      11. Throne of Night

      12. God of Shifters

      

      RAPUNZEL

      13. King of Devotion

      14. Heir of Thorns

      15. Throne of Enchantment

      16. God of Loyalty

      

      RUMPELSTILTSKIN

      17. Queen of Unicorns

      18. Heiress of Gold

      19. Throne of Sacrifice

      20. Goddess of Loss

      

      BEAUTY AND THE BEAST

      21. King of Beasts

      22. Heir of Beauty

      23. Throne of Betrayal

      24. God of Illusion

      

      ALADDIN

      25. Queen of the Sun

      26. Heiress of Shadows

      27. Throne of the Phoenix

      28. Goddess of Fire

      

      CINDERELLA

      29. Queen of Song

      30. Heiress of Melody

      31. Throne of Symphony

      32. Goddess of Harmony

      

      ALICE IN WONDERLAND

      33. Queen of Clockwork

      34. Heiress of Delusion

      35. Throne of Cards

      36. Goddess of Hearts

      

      WIZARD OF OZ

      37. King of Traitors

      38. Heir of Fugitives

      39. Throne of Emeralds

      40. God of Storms

      

      SNOW WHITE

      41. Queen of Reflections

      42. Heiress of Mirrors

      43. Throne of Wands

      44. Goddess of Magic

      

      PETER PAN

      45. Queen of Skies

      46. Heiress of Stars

      47. Throne of Feathers

      48. Goddess of Air

      

      URBIS - Coming soon

      49. Kingdom of Royalty

      50. Kingdom of Power

      51. Kingdom of Fairytales

      52. Kingdom of Ever After

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A NEW FAIRYTALE ANTHOLOGY

          

        

      

    

    
      If you love fairytales, you’ll want to add this new set to your collection.

      Enchanted Kingdoms is the biggest set of fairytale retellings by USAT and Amazon bestselling authors, with each story depicting a different take on a classic.

      Buy it now for only 99c
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      Old tales: New twist

      

      The stories you loved as a child have been twisted into wildly addictive tales that will bewitch you as an adult: enchanted castles, spellbinding magic, handsome princes, beautiful princesses, and as many happily-ever-afters as your heart desires.

      

      Cherish this mesmerizing set of 20 classic tales retold by a collection of best-selling and award-winning authors. Each novel-length story features a different take on your favorite fairytale.

      

      Your every fantasy will come to life in ways you could never have imagined, packed full of heart-wrenching romance, gripping adventure, and magic that will weave you in its spell.

      

      Scroll up and one-click now to grab this limited edition set before the clock strikes midnight!

      

      All proceeds benefit Puzzle Peace United, a children's autism charity.

      

      Fairytales include:

      Alice in Wonderland by J. A. Armitage and J.A. Culican

      Cinderella by Kimbra Swain

      Snow White and Rose Red by Eileen Mueller and A.J. Ponder

      Beauty and the Beast by Beth Hale

      Aladdin by Zara Quentin

      Rumpelstiltskin by Craig Halloran

      Sleeping Beauty by Stacey O'Neale

      Wizard of Oz by Amanda Marin

      Snow White and the Seven Dwarves by Lacy Sheridan

      Red Riding Hood by May Dawson

      Rapunzel by Anne Stryker

      Sinbad the Sailor by Cassidy Taylor

      Robin Hood by Jacque Stevens

      Little Match Girl by Lee Ann Ward

      Twelve Dancing Princesses by Kit Winters

      Mulan by Charlotte Daniels and Charlie Daniels

      The Nightingale by IreAnne Chambers and Rachel McManamay

      The Girl without Hands by Daphne Moore

      Nix of the Mill Pond by Astrid V.J

      

      Buy it now
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      Would you like to get a sketch of Kelis’s Fright Festival dress? Click the link below to pick your free gift up.

      Kingdom of Fairytales FREE gift

      

      Check the Kingdom of Fairytales website for competitions, news and info on all the books and authors

      Kingdom of Fairytales Website

      

      Or Join us on our Kingdom of Fairytales Facebook page for fun, games and author takeovers

      

      Still want more? Completely immerse yourself in the Kingdom of Fairytales experience and pick up exclusive offers and gifts

      Become a Patron

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A note from the author

          

        

      

    

    
      The Kingdom of Fairytales authors hope you enjoyed this new way of reading. We don’t think that a series has ever been set with one chapter a day thought a whole year before and we hope we did it justice.

      With this in mind, please leave a review, but when you do, remember that these books were always meant to be short breaks in your day and the blurb reflects that.

      We would LOVE it if you can drop us a few words on Amazon

      Review here

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Kingdom of Fairytales Team

          

        

      

    

    
      These books would not be written without a great many people. Here is our team:

      Many thanks to those who have made this possible.

      Thank you to Rhi Parkes without whom, this series would never have come about.

      Thanks to all the authors.

      J.A. Armitage, Audrey Rich, B. Kristen Mcmichael, Emma Savant, Jennifer Ellision, Scarlett Kol, R. Castro, Margo Ryerkerk, Zara Quentin, Laura Greenwood and Anne Stryker

      Also thank you to our amazing Beta team

      Nadine Peterse-Vrijhof, Diane Major, Kalli Bunch and Stephanie Pittser.

      

      Thank you to our Patrons

      Gigi Nickerson, Amanda Hurst & Coralee Butterfield

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About J.A. Armitage

          

        

      

    

    
      J.A lives in a total fantasy world (because reality is boring right?) When she's not writing all the crazy fun in her head, she can be found eating cake, designing pretty pictures and hanging upside down from the tallest climbing frame in the local playground while her children look on in embarrassment. She's travelled the world working as everything from a banana picker in Australia to a Pantomime clown, has climbed to the top of Mount Kilimanjaro and the bottom of the Grand Canyon and once gave birth to a surrogate baby for a friend of hers.

      She spends way too much time gossiping on facebook and if you want to be part of her Reading Army, where you'll get lots of freebies, exclusive sneak peeks and super secret sales, join up here

      https://www.subscribepage.com/v7o8k4

      

      Somehow she finds time to write.
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            About Zara Quentin

          

        

      

    

    
      Zara Quentin is a fantasy author, book lover and traveller. Raised in Adelaide, Australia, Zara grew up with a strong sense of adventure, which she inherited from her parents, who took her and her sister on trips to the United States, Europe, and Asia.

      

      She also inherited a love of reading from her mother. Throughout her childhood she explored fictional places through books, and in particular, through fantasy novels. She'd turn the black and white text on the page into the colourful worlds of her imagination. Later, she put pen to paper and started creating her own.

      

      After graduating from high school, Zara studied at the University of Adelaide and has lived in France, London, and Auckland, New Zealand. She is always determined to stimulate her imagination with as much travel as possible, spending time in Europe, the United States, southern Africa, Morocco, Peru, the Pacific and south-east Asia.

      

      Zara now resides in Melbourne, Australia with her husband and three children. She is the author of the Airwoman series, and is currently working on a brand new project.

    

  

cover.jpeg
”)‘N

FLECTIO

LAURA GREENWOOD  J.A.ARMITAGE
/ \







images/00004.jpeg
y Limggiy.
A #’** * > /*A* ; TADAIAH
FTHE VALE

THE FORGE

ﬁ KN( DOM
K AR TALE S8





images/00003.jpeg
<)





images/00006.jpeg
Rio4)





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





