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    Chapter 1 
 
    Curse Modification  
 
      
 
    The magic users present for the christening of Princess Rosalinda Talia d’Avalas of Sole were a diverse bunch. The Veneno Conclave had sent an abnormally large number of them to the event. Usually only one or two magic users were sent as envoys, but today there were six—seven if Angelique counted herself.  
 
    It was not a show of favoritism but an attempt to boost a struggling country. Princess Rosalinda’s birth had been difficult, and it was unlikely her mother, Princess Alessia—the only child of King Giuseppe of Sole—would have another child. 
 
    Angelique watched the cooing princess, who happily gurgled in a cradle gilded with gold and popped her fat little hand in her mouth. Princess Alessia and Prince Consort Filippo stood behind the cradle, beaming with joy. 
 
    Sybilla, a fairy godmother, approached the cradle. The plump woman smiled down at the adorable baby and patted her head. “She shall be liked by animals,” Sybilla said. White magic fell from her fingertips, blanketing the baby like stardust. 
 
    Another magic user frowned—a young woman named Melody whose magic lay in music. She had been giving Angelique dark looks since she and Lord Enchanter Evariste arrived that morning. “Liked by animals? That’s a useless gift.”  
 
    Angelique glanced at the princess and prince consort to see if they had heard, but the magic users, lined up beneath royal banners and standards at the side of the room and a distance away from the royal babe, were out of earshot as long as they spoke in lowered tones. 
 
    A short, pixie-thin weather mage snorted. “It’s certainly better than your choice. It is beyond me how you think blessing the princess with the ‘voice of a nightingale’ will aid her in the future.” 
 
    Melody sputtered. “It is a perfectly reasonable gift—one that has often been granted to royal babes!” 
 
    “Indeed,” Melody’s friend, a shapeshifter, said. “It is much more customary, unlike your gift of courage!” 
 
    “Hear, hear,” Melody sniffed. “Courage is not a proper characteristic for a princess to have!” 
 
    “Ladies,” Lord Enchanter Evariste said. He hadn’t pushed back the hood of his black cape, so even Angelique couldn’t see the expression in his eyes, but the gentle downturned slope of his lips and the disappointed air to his silken voice expressed his opinion easily enough. “We have been gathered to celebrate the arrival of a future monarch, and each of us are to give her whatever gift we feel will help her the most. It is not our business to question one another’s blessings.” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Enchanter,” the other magic users murmured. 
 
    Angelique, proud of her master’s wisdom, removed her eyes from the gurgling princess long enough to sneak a peek of him. 
 
    Lord Enchanter Evariste was always a grand dresser, and today was no different. His black cloak—edged with blue—fastened at the shoulder with an elaborate wing-shaped pin. Underneath that, he wore black linen pants, a leather jerkin that buckled at the sides—dyed black and edged in blue to match his cloak—and white boots and gloves. He had provided a similar outfit for Angelique, though her colors were white and plum.  
 
    He glanced down at her and caught her staring. Embarrassed, Angelique stared at the ground and willed herself not to blush. 
 
    “Are you enjoying the christening, Angel?” Evariste asked. 
 
    She nodded. “It’s very beautiful.” She felt dwarfed by the immense hall in which they stood—a room encased with marble, fabulous tapestries, a red velvet carpet, and a vaulted ceiling painted with a sun motif.  
 
    Evariste nodded. “The royal family of Sole loves any excuse for a celebration.” 
 
    Sybilla, the fairy godmother, took her place on Evariste’s other side. “It’s your turn, Lord Enchanter. If I had your power, I would see if I could do something about her personality, or she’ll be an absolute bore.” 
 
    Evariste smiled—flashing his white teeth. “I’ve thought of something already.” 
 
    “Have at it, then. I’m anxious to end this ceremony and get going. There is work to be done, and this celebration will drag on if we don’t do something to end it.” Sybilla winked at Angelique. 
 
    Angelique hesitated, then smiled at the fairy godmother. It was rare for another high-ranked magic user besides Evariste to treat her with familiarity. Most still scorned her, even though she was now a proper enchantress-in-training. 
 
    “Don’t you agree with me, Finnr?” Sybilla asked. 
 
    Finnr—the only other male magic user besides Evariste who had come to the christening—grunted. 
 
    “I’ll be only a moment, Angel.” With another smile, Evariste swept off, his cape unfurling behind him like a pair of wings.  
 
    Evariste placed a hand on the princess’s cradle and exchanged a few muted words with the proud parents. He removed his gloves and lowered his right hand into the cradle. 
 
    Princess Rosalinda wrapped her fat baby hands around his pointer finger and giggled. 
 
    “She will be clever,” Evariste said. His blue magic flickered around him like ripples in a pond, brushing Princess Rosalinda’s skin. 
 
    Princess Alessia and Prince Consort Filippo bowed in thanks, but beyond them King Giuseppe raised a thick eyebrow. 
 
    “Well done, Evariste. That was craftily worded,” Sybilla praised when he rejoined them. 
 
    Angelique furrowed her eyebrows. Craftily worded? What did the fairy godmother mean? 
 
    “Traditionally, Angel, beauty or intelligence is the last gift given to a princess—it depends on the country and family into which she has been born,” Evariste explained. 
 
    “But Enchanter Evariste out-foxed some of the more dopey gifts our comrades granted the princess by giving not intelligence, but cleverness,” Sybilla said. 
 
    “How?” Angelique asked. 
 
    “Intelligence is, at its bones, the ability to learn well,” Evariste said. “But cleverness is the ability to apply intelligence. Understanding alone is no help if one does not apply it.” 
 
    Angelique nodded. “I see. Cleverness will be a great boon to the princess in the future, then.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Sybilla said. 
 
    The princess and prince consort turned to King Giuseppe. The stately king inclined his head to the magic users—thanking them—then opened his mouth to address the crowd. 
 
    The sunlight that streamed in through stained-glass windows dulled as sudden thunderclouds covered the sky. The glittering candles of the chandeliers were blown out by an icy, damp wind, and a set of giant doors were thrown open with such force they were almost torn off their hinges. 
 
    A man stepped into the darkened room with a hint of a smirk on his lips. His skin was alabaster white, his hair a shiny black, and he wore costly robes embroidered in black and gray. While he was handsome, it was a skin-deep shallow mask, for his eyes were dark as an abyss, and a red mark—the brand of those exiled from the Veneno Conclave—was carved into the skin of his forehead. 
 
    “Carabosso,” the weather mage gasped. 
 
    The utterance sent a shiver down Angelique’s spine, and she found it was suddenly hard to breathe. Carabosso had once been a promising magic user on the fast track to becoming a fairy godfather—perhaps even an enchanter. But after his schooling…he cracked. 
 
    He forsook all the vows he had made, all the promises to abide by the laws and rules of the Veneno Conclave, and had lashed out with his magic and killed an innocent. 
 
    The Veneno Conclave had excommunicated him, throwing him from their ranks and turning him into an outcast. They had also sealed his magic, but—if that were the case—how had he made his entrance? 
 
    Carabosso chuckled. “I’m hurt. How did it come to be that I was not informed of this wonderful celebration?” 
 
    Evariste hadn’t yet put his gloves back on, so Angelique could see his blue magic wrap around his fingers. “What are you doing here, Carabosso?” The usual gentleness and warmth that colored his voice was gone; instead it was as sharp as the blade of a sword. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious? I’ve come here so that I, too, might welcome little Princess Rosalinda to the world,” Carabosso drawled. He sauntered across the hall, approaching the golden cradle. 
 
    Sybilla strode in his direction. “Don’t you touch her—you fiend!” 
 
    “Sybilla, don’t!” the weather mage grabbed her by the arms and yanked her backwards. “Conclave law forbids the use of magic against him!” 
 
    Sybilla—despite her plump, motherly appearance—shook the weather mage off with ease. “Only if his powers are sealed.” 
 
    Angelique’s magic crept up her arms, and she found herself agreeing with Sybilla. As her cold, sharp magic tried to flare around the death grip she held on it, she highly doubted Carabosso was entirely sealed. 
 
    “Leave, Carabosso,” Evariste said. A blue ring of light flared to life beneath his feet. 
 
    Carabosso rolled his eyes. “You’re such a spoil-sport, Evariste. Fine, I will leave. But first, since all of you have, I ought to give the princess a gift.” 
 
    “No!” Prince Consort Filippo leaped in front of the cradle and unsheathed his sword. 
 
    Carabosso backhanded him, sending him flying. He hit a marble wall with an ominous crack. 
 
    Princess Alessia screamed. “Filippo!” She scrambled to pick up Princess Rosalinda, but Carabosso flicked his fingers at her and blew her backwards towards her husband.  
 
    “Magic Knights, assemble!” King Giuseppe shouted. 
 
    Carabosso titled his head back, laughed, and folded his arms across his chest. “Oh, yes. Please do assemble your little protectors.” 
 
    The Magic Knights grouped up and stalked towards Carabosso while Evariste threw his hands out in front of him and started murmuring, calling his magic to him so it pooled around his feet. 
 
    The act seemed to rob Carabosso of some of his nonchalance, for he leaned over the cradle and spoke very quickly. “All the gifts given to the princess shall indeed come true—she will be blessed with grace, a beautiful voice, great skill in dancing, and more. But! By her eighteenth birthday, she shall prick her finger on the spindle of a spinning wheel, and she shall die!” 
 
    During the pronouncement of the curse, Evariste shouted a word in the tongue of magic that crackled. Bolts of blue magic sizzled around Carabosso, but he was too late. A flicker of red magic had already dusted the tiny princess’s cheek, sealing her fate. 
 
    Carabosso grimaced under Evariste’s attack, but he still managed to laugh. He ran from the room—his robes streaming behind him and several Magic Knights of Sole chasing after him, shouting. 
 
    “Surround him!” 
 
    “Activate your shields!” 
 
    “Close off that gateway!” 
 
    The weather mage and the shifter mage gave chase as well, brandishing their magic. 
 
    Sybilla scowled at the golden cradle, where Princess Rosalinda now cried. “So much for his magic being sealed.” 
 
    “It, that, that’s impossible,” Melody stammered. Her blossom pink dress was wrinkled, and her eyes were pinched with fear. “He was publically banned and sealed. No one is strong enough to undo such a binding!” 
 
    “It seems that someone is,” Evariste said grimly. 
 
    “What do we do?” Melody asked. 
 
    Sybilla rolled up the sleeves of her powder-blue dress like a mother preparing to clean her cottage. “We undo the curse, that’s what.” 
 
    “But we can’t!” Melody clenched her hands over her heart. “We’re allowed to give only one gift each.” 
 
    Princess Alessia stood shakily, her eyes wet with tears as she retrieved her beloved baby—her only child—from the cradle. “Please, you must do something!” 
 
    Prince Consort Filippo was at her side in an instant. “We’ll give you whatever you want—but please, save her!” 
 
    King Giuseppe strode towards his daughter and son-in-law. “I want that creature captured and dragged back here!” His voice was quiet and low, but it sent more guards scrambling. He turned to address the magic users with the same quiet intensity. “Money, jewels, wealth—no expense will be spared for the one who removes the curse.” 
 
    “But we can’t help—six magic users is already far more than usually allowed. We’ll upset the balance if we use such powerful magic to help. We’ll have to call for another magic user from the Conclave,” Melody said. 
 
    “Pish-posh.” Sybilla rubbed her hands together. “We have taken vows to help those in need.” 
 
    “But the other countries will say it is favoritism,” Melody warned. 
 
    King Giuseppe frowned, making his angular face sharp and stormy. “My granddaughter was just cursed in front of me by a rogue mage, and you claim you can do nothing to help?” 
 
    “We will send for help from the Conclave—Evariste can use his magic and open a gate for us!” Melody said. 
 
    “It will take him time to secure a safe enough space as long as Carabosso is roaming around, and we haven’t hours to spare,” Sybilla snapped. “We have to modify the curse now, while it is still fresh.” 
 
    “But we have already given her gifts!” 
 
    “Both of you are correct,” Evariste said. 
 
    Melody blinked. “We are?” 
 
    “Stop with your puzzling words, Evariste, and spit it out,” Sybilla said. 
 
    “The curse must be modified as quickly as possible, but if we who have already given her a gift grant her another, it will have political repercussions. Unfortunately, it will also endanger the princess.” Evariste turned to face Princess Alessia and Prince Consort Filippo, who cradled their crying daughter between them. “Did you hear the wording Carabosso used? He tied it to the blessings we gave her. If we try to give her another, it is likely that the curse, layered into our magic as it is, will kill her.” 
 
    Princess Alessia turned white. “No!” she cried, caught halfway between hysterics and a swoon. “Rosalinda!” 
 
    The prince consort handed the baby off to the King of Sole—who rocked her with surprising expertise—then guided his wife away from the magic users. The king followed them. 
 
    “But,” Evariste continued, his voice gentle once again as he spoke to the mages. “It doesn’t matter, because there is one more magic user who can grant a gift.” 
 
    Sybilla and Melody stared at Evariste.  
 
    Finnr moved, reminding everyone he was still there. “Who?” he asked. 
 
    Angelique scanned the crowd of nobles and gentry, looking for the mage Evariste had alluded to. She was shocked when he placed a hand on her shoulder and said, “Angel.” 
 
    “Me?” she squeaked. 
 
    “You cannot be serious, Lord Enchanter!” Melody said. “She is green and untrained—not to mention dangerous. You cannot possibly think of letting her alter the curse.” 
 
    “It is true that enchanters and enchantresses-in-training generally do not learn curse modification until they near the end of their apprenticeship, but Angel is a clever girl. She can handle it.” Evariste smiled down at Angelique with gentle affection, but at that moment Angelique did not feel pleased. She was instead filled with the desire to grab him by his fancy cloak and shake him. 
 
    “Um, Master, you may be, uh, over-estimating my abilities,” she said. 
 
    “Nonsense. He’s right—you’re more than powerful enough, my dear,” Sybilla said. 
 
    “Maybe so,” Melody spat. “But she’s an abomin—” 
 
    “Finish that word, and you’ll regret it,” Evariste said. The gentleness was gone again, and his voice was as icy and steely as it had been when he warned Carabosso. 
 
    Melody gulped. 
 
    Sybilla nodded in satisfaction. 
 
    Evariste smiled once more. “Come, Angelique.” He glided towards the king, princess, and her consort. 
 
    Angelique scrambled to keep pace with him. “Master Evariste?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I don’t think I can do this.” 
 
    Evariste stopped walking and tilted his head. “You don’t believe you can do it, or you don’t think you should do it?” 
 
    Angelique nervously swallowed. “What if I hurt her?” she whispered. 
 
    “Oh, Angel.” He sighed with warm affection. “You would never hurt someone.” 
 
    “But my magic—” 
 
    “Is strong. Which is exactly what is needed at this moment.” Evariste placed a hand on her shoulder again. “You needlessly fear yourself because of your years at the academy. I wish I could take back all the hurt they inflicted upon you, but even I cannot undo the past. So you must be brave and look to the future. You will be an Enchantress one day, and, as magic users, it is our duty to aid the weak. Princess Rosalinda desperately needs your help, Angelique, or she will die.” 
 
    It was difficult for Angelique to breathe. She was terrified she would make a mistake, but she didn’t want to disappoint Master Evariste. She glanced at Princess Alessia—whose shoulders heaved with sobs. 
 
    Angelique curled her hands into fists and nodded. She would do it—for the princess, and for the baby. She would harness her magic and work with it. “I’ll do it.” Her voice shook a little, though her words were firm. 
 
    Evariste removed his warm hand from her shoulder and instead offered it out to her. “And I will help you.”  
 
    Angelique hesitated, then placed her hand in his. Reassurance surged through her as he intertwined his fingers with hers, and they approached the royal family of Sole together. 
 
    A knight approached King Giuseppe, his face ashen. “We failed to capture Carabosso, Your Majesty. We thought we had him cornered in an outer courtyard, but he slipped through our shields.” 
 
    King Giuseppe stared coldly at Evariste as they approached him. “You should have stopped him. You are an enchanter—you have the power.” He spared a glance down at his granddaughter when she gurgled. 
 
    Evariste responded calmly. “It is not quite as easy as that, I’m afraid. Fortunately, we have a chance to modify the curse. My apprentice, Angelique, is quite capable. She will give the princess a gift as well, and she will modify Carabosso’s magic.” 
 
    King Giuseppe swung his gaze from Evariste to Angelique. “An apprentice?” 
 
    Angelique barely noticed the king’s sour question and instead stared at Princess Rosalinda. Could she really modify her curse? Angelique felt her magic curl around her—eager to be used—and she ruthlessly kicked it away again. 
 
    Evariste stepped around King Giuseppe and tugged Angelique towards Princess Alessia. “Princess Alessia, Prince Consort Filippo, rest assured we will save your daughter. If you give my apprentice and me a few minutes to prepare, we will modify Princess Rosalinda’s curse shortly.” 
 
    It took all of Angelique’s will to keep from shrieking. Shortly? Curse-modification was a complex and advanced art! She wouldn’t trust a genius mage to begin wielding difficult spells immediately after learning them, much less trust herself with something that put a life at risk! 
 
    Angelique eyed Evariste and wondered if she dared risking his disappointment. She hated to fail him after all he had done for her, but this was too perilous! 
 
    Princess Alessia’s lower lip trembled. “You can break the curse?” 
 
    “The curse will unfortunately remain, but Angelique can save her,” Evariste said. 
 
    Princess Alessia turned her lovely blue eyes onto Angelique. “Thank you!” She started crying anew as her husband curled an arm around her back and kissed her on the forehead. “Please, save our little girl.” 
 
    Perfectly aware Evariste had used his own cleverness and Princess Alessia to manipulate her, Angelique smiled. “I will do my best,” she said between clenched teeth. 
 
    “If you would spare us for a few moments, we will be ready to begin shortly,” Evariste said. 
 
    “Of course.” Princess Alessia nodded and dabbed at her eyes with a handkerchief. 
 
    Evariste—still holding Angelique’s hand—tugged her away from the couple. 
 
    Feeling a little betrayed by the man she nearly idolized, she uttered a strangled, “Master?” 
 
    Evariste ignored her concern. “Listen to me, Angel. When dealing with curses, it is important to understand that they can’t be broken by personal will or power,” he said. “Curses find their power in black magic and black emotions—bitterness, hatred, and the like. To break them you have to use something even more powerful: love and light. There are many different ways to break a curse with the power of love. There is sisterly love, parental love, the love found between friends, and so on. All of these kinds of love are powerful in different ways. The kind of modifier I am going to teach you today, however, will be based on romantic love,” Evariste said. 
 
    “Good choice.” Sybilla popped up behind Evariste and Angelique. Melody and Finnr trailed her. 
 
    Evariste continued, “Romantic love is the easiest to deal with because it is one of the few kinds of love that will have a defined beginning. Using romantic love to break a curse often means harnessing romantic love at its starting point, and using it to shatter the bonds the curse created.” 
 
    Melody clapped her hands. “Like the kiss of a handsome prince!” 
 
    “First of all, citing that he must be handsome is small-minded and stupid,” Sybilla said. “Secondly, Evariste said the modifier will be romantic love. Not puppy-like infatuation.” 
 
    Melody squawked her outrage, but Finnr snorted under his breath. 
 
    Angelique stared at Princess Rosalinda and wondered how on earth a baby was going to find romantic love. Should I ask Master Evariste? 
 
    “What are you thinking, Angel?” Evariste asked. 
 
    “Princess Rosalinda isn’t even a year old yet. How can we arrange for romantic love to break the curse?” Angelique asked. 
 
    “We modify the curse with your gift,” Evariste said. “Anything else?” 
 
    Angelique tilted her head. “Is romantic love really that strong?” she asked. “Wouldn’t it be easier to use the love Princess Alessia or the prince consort has for her?” 
 
    Evariste squeezed her hand. “You would be surprised how powerful romantic love can be. And I’m afraid using parental love or even familial love is beyond my abilities to teach you right now, and we are on a deadline. Now, when you give your gift to Rosalinda, you must modify the curse—remove the side-effect of death and replace it with something else—and add a way to break it. The two ways I suggest to you are true love’s first kiss, or that she would fall in love with a man, and that he would love her. You’ll want to make your choice based on the side-effect you use to replace death.” 
 
    “So it is only words?” Angelique asked hopefully. 
 
    “No. You must wield your magic to make your words stick to the curse and change it,” Evariste said. 
 
    “Rats,” Angelique muttered. 
 
    “You must channel your magic in this method.” Evariste talked Angelique through the process—showing her with his own magic, and occasionally helping her with her own. In only a few short minutes, he declared her ready. 
 
    Feeling weighted down with the hopeful stares of the royal family, the few Magic Knights who were assembled, and all gentry—as well as the narrowed gazes of the other magic users—Angelique slowly approached the crib where the king had placed Princess Rosalinda. 
 
    She licked her lips and steeled her spine so she wouldn’t shiver, even though a cold sweat swept across her. “By her eighteenth birthday, Princess Rosalinda will indeed prick her finger on the spindle of a spinning wheel, but she will not die.” Angelique paused, her heart squeezing painfully when she felt her magic—agile and sharp—channel across her fingertips in a silvery haze that was deceivingly pretty. “Instead, she will fall into a deep sleep, and she will wake up only when her true love kisses her.” 
 
    Angelique sucked air between her clenched teeth when her magic drifted down and brushed the sleeping princess like tufts of dandelion fluff. A droplet of sweat dripped down her temple as she forced her destructive magic to work with gentleness. She kept a tight grip on it as her powers settled delicately across the princess, flickering brighter when it brushed a red tendril of Carabosso’s magic.  
 
    She grimaced as she used her magic to worm between the pieces of his oily powers. His magic resisted, and Angelique’s silvery magic flared, cutting straight through it in spite of its resistance. Her heart stopped as she yanked on her magic, reeling it back under her control, but the princess blissfully slept on. Angelique could feel the change in the tiny princess’s curse deep in her bones. 
 
    She exhaled and took a shaky step. It was over. She had successfully modified the curse without harming Rosalinda. She leaned against the cradle and wondered if hanging her head would reflect shamefully on Evariste. 
 
    “That’s your solution—a deep sleep?” King Giuseppe rumbled. 
 
    “It was well done.” Evariste knit his hands together as he joined Angelique at the crib. “It will do the least harm to the princess, and it limits the risk that the curse could still kill her.” 
 
    King Giuseppe frowned, but Princess Alessia was pink with relief. “Thank you! She can survive this; I know it.” 
 
    Prince Consort Filippo took one of his wife’s hands. “And we will do everything we can to see that the curse does not come true.” 
 
    “I would not count too heavily on your own efforts, but it would be wise to make certain the princess does not have direct access to any spinning wheels,” Evariste said. 
 
    Angelique rubbed her souring stomach and leaned more heavily on the crib to keep from tottering. When Evariste held her elbow to support her, she smiled up at him in thankfulness. 
 
    “Please keep us informed,” Evariste said. “Princess Rosalinda is now tied to Angelique—and by extension, myself. She will be our responsibility.” 
 
    Princess Alessia retrieved the baby from her crib. “Thank you, Lord Enchanter—and Lady Enchantress.” 
 
    “Enchantress-in-training,” Angelique said—though she almost swayed on her feet. The curse modification hadn’t used much of her power, but it required a huge amount of control—something she had a terribly short supply of. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse our early departure, I believe my apprentice and I should return home. We’ll be in touch.” Evariste nodded to the royal family of Sole, then swept an arm—and his cloak—around Angelique, supporting her as they retreated from the hall. 
 
    Sybilla waved to them, but the four other magic users watched without emotion as they left. 
 
    “The modification was quite smooth.” Evariste said as they followed the red velvet carpet to the castle entrance. “It would have been beyond any other apprentice so early in their schooling. All of them would have fumbled it, and most would have reached the end of their magic. But you proved yourself worthy today.” 
 
    As they left the castle and stepped out into the frigid winter air, Angelique wanted to snort. The only thing she had proved was that it was going to take a lot of concentration for her to do any kind of magic not related to her core powers without risking killing someone. I feel sick. I want to sleep. Though she felt awful, she held her tongue. Evariste was a kind and gentle man—barely older than her—but she wanted him to like her, she wanted to make sure he never regretted choosing her as his apprentice. She would suffer being sick in silence if it made her rise in his esteem. 
 
    “I can’t open a gate—even if Carabosso left, it is still too risky. But I’ll do the next best thing and whistle Pegasus down from the sky. He’ll get us home in a flash,” Evariste continued. He nudged her against his side with the arm that supported her as a few snowflakes twirled through the air. “You did well, Angel.” 
 
    And that is all I ever want. Satisfied, Angelique closed her eyes and waited for Evariste to summon Pegasus. At the back of her mind, though, worry stirred for Princess Rosalinda and her cloudy future. Though Angelique had managed to take the sting out of the curse, she highly doubted the princess was out of danger yet. If Carabosso had felt spiteful enough to curse her, it was unlikely he was going to let her off so easily. 
 
    I hope she’s strong enough to survive whatever difficulties he brings down upon her… 
 
    [image: B&B-Divider.gif] 
 
    Months passed, and Angelique’s worries proved to be grounded. Inexplicably, Princess Alessia, Prince Consort Filippo, and the servants assigned to Princess Rosalinda would find spindles hidden amongst her toys and folded inside the blankets of her cradle. 
 
    Under King Giuseppe’s orders, the Magic Knights of Sole closely questioned all the servants, but they were unable to find the culprits. 
 
    When the princess turned two, her parents and grandfather decided it would be safest for her if she were sent away from the palace, raised in secret as a normal peasant girl. 
 
    Princess Rosalinda—now called Briar Rose—grew up happy and healthy under the watch of an old palace guard and his wife. But there was an unfortunate side-effect of her protective pastoral life. Briar Rose, never guessing her noble birth, grew vastly different from her royal family… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Briar Rose 
 
      
 
    “In the middle of my travels, I was forced to kill a band of goblins—single-handedly!”  
 
    Briar tilted her head invitingly, and slightly widened her eyes—trying to appear interested. “Incredible—what overwhelming odds!” 
 
    Her companion was a handsome young man who had dark hair and dark eyes and—more importantly—wore a white linen shirt with a fitted vest of red brocade, black trousers, and shiny black boots. 
 
    With clothes like that, his income had to be on par with a baron—possibly a count. He was from Erlauf—citizens of Erlauf had a slightly harsher accent that emphasized sharp consonants—but she wasn’t opposed to a change of countries if things panned out. 
 
    The young man rolled his shoulders back. “It was a difficult fight, but I have been trained by the best.” 
 
    Suspecting her companion was one who liked to be admired, Briar said, “But to defeat such numbers, you must have natural talent as well!” 
 
    She was rewarded with a bright smile. “It was nothing, really. I come from a family of military strategists.” 
 
    Yes! Erlauf was known for its military. If this young man’s family was involved in the military, he was at least moderately wealthy. Briar tucked a lock of her chestnut hair behind her ear and smiled. “How fascinating! Are you on a mission for your family, then?” 
 
    “Yes,” he dragged the word out, and Briar could tell by the light in his eyes he was slanting the truth to make him look better. “I’m here with the Erlauf military force, scouting the border for goblins.” 
 
    Genuinely confused, Briar quirked one eyebrow. “But the border Sole shares with Erlauf is quite far from here.” 
 
    “Yes,” he admitted. “But I have come to deliver a message to King Giuseppe.” 
 
    Briar almost clapped her hands in glee. He had to be important if he was being sent to speak to the King of Sole. Now if she could just persuade him to fall in love with and marry her… 
 
    He leaned in and whispered in a conspirator’s tone, “You see, I am actually Prince Johann, the second son of Queen Freja and Commander Lehn.” 
 
    Briar’s interest evaporated faster than a puddle on a hot day. “Is that so?” she said, holding in a groan. 
 
    Prince Johann frowned slightly. “Yes—if you do not believe me I can prove it. I have my family crest with me.” 
 
    Briar scratched her stomach and eyed the woods, choosing her escape route. “No, no. I absolutely believe you. Good luck with your mission, Your Highness. I wish you well in King Giuseppe’s court. If you’ll excuse me, I think I hear my cow mooing.” 
 
    “But, wait! I—” 
 
    Briar waved to the young prince and hurried through the forest, skirting bushes, shrubbery, and large rocks. “A blasted prince!” she grumbled when she was certain she was far enough away that he wouldn’t hear her. “Pah! That’s the last sort of man I want to marry. Why does it seem my plan for an Easy-and-Carefree-Life is eternally on hold due to my inability to meet anyone rich enough to afford me, and foolish enough to wish to marry me?” 
 
    For most of her young life, Briar Rose had been foggy about what she wanted to do with her future. It was strange, for neither Nonna nor Nonno—God rest his soul—seemed to have any particular expectations for her. She was seventeen. She had thought by now Nonna, since Nonno had peacefully passed on, would have mentioned something about seeing Briar married or settled into a trade, or anything, really. 
 
    But since her foster parents had not given her direction, Briar had mulled over the problem herself. She came up with a solution when she heard the story of how the new Loire princess, Elle, had saved Prince Severin from a horrible curse and got to marry him for her troubles. 
 
    Dealing with a curse sounded overly troublesome—as did becoming a princess. Due to her unusually thorough education, Briar was keenly aware that becoming a member of the royal family was the absolute worst thing that could happen to her. She didn’t think it was much of a risk, though, as princes were a scarcity in Sole, so she developed her plan for an Easy-and-Carefree-Life.  
 
    Nonna was not particularly supportive of her newly minted life goal. But whenever Briar challenged her to come up with a better future, she hemmed and hawed, then bid her to run along and check on the chickens. 
 
    Briar jumped a fallen log, expertly making her way through the forest she had grown up in. A brisk walk, and she found her cow—Mouse, an unfortunate victim of Briar’s poor imagination as a child. 
 
    She adjusted the leather collar and bell that hung from Mouse’s neck. “Come along, girl. There’s better grazing outside the forest.” She patted the cow’s glossy brown flank and led the way—whistling when Mouse was slow to follow. 
 
    Briar guided Mouse to an open meadow just past the forest and kept on walking alone until she reached home—a cozy stone cottage. 
 
    Two horses were tied up at a hitch post in the barn, munching on hay. Briar glanced at them, recognized them in an instant, and turned to the cottage with a spring in her step. 
 
    “Firra, Donaigh!” she sang as she threw the door open. 
 
    The two mages were seated around a wooden table, sipping herbal tea with Nonna.  
 
    Donaigh’s unruly blond hair was flat at the top—crimped by the straw hat he parted with only when faced with Nonna’s notions of propriety and manners. “Little Rose! You’ve gotten so big—upsie daisy!” He stood and scooped her up like a child, holding her above his head. Though he was tall and stick-like, he had a surprising amount of strength. 
 
    Briar—used to the unusual greeting—tilted her head to the side to avoid a wooden ceiling beam. “Donaigh!” 
 
    Nonna pressed her lips together in disapproval. “She hasn’t gotten any bigger than when you saw her last week. Now place Briar Rose down this instant. Briar—do not encourage him!” 
 
    Donaigh put Briar down, though he still cuddled her like a cat. “Now, now, Briar. The more you grow, the more expensive your gowns will be! How taxing that will be on your Nonna’s purse strings. Moreover, what of the Donaigh family motto?” 
 
    Briar quoted the phrase she had grown up with. “You can spend money when you die!” 
 
    “Exactly! Uck—” Donaigh swayed when Firra chopped him in the neck. 
 
    Firra was a beauty with sleek black hair, full lips, and dark eyes that glittered with affection. Her hair and eyes held hidden flickers of dark blue, much like her magic. “Welcome home, Briar.” She briefly hugged Briar and kissed the side of her head. “Have you found any targets for your Easy-and-Carefree-Life plan?” 
 
    Briar wrinkled her nose. “No.” 
 
    Firra clicked her tongue. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    Nonna also stood and put her hands on her hips. “Mage Firra—you of all people should know not to promote such foolish behavior!” 
 
    Briar jutted her lower lip for show. “It’s a worthy goal.” 
 
    Donaigh laughed uneasily—as he always did whenever Briar mentioned her plans for the future. “Quite so.” 
 
    “Are you spending the night?” Briar asked when the mages stepped back. 
 
    Firra groaned and stretched her arms above her head. “I’m afraid not. We have to do another sweep of the woods.” 
 
    The corners of Briar’s mouth tugged down. Spying a stack of freshly laundered blankets, she got to work folding them. “You seem to be doing a lot more patrols these days.” 
 
    Firra and Donaigh had been frequent visitors to the household as far back as Briar could remember. They had been friends of Nonno’s—even though they were perhaps now in their mid-thirties and Nonno was a retired guard—and they were the local representatives of the Veneno Conclave. 
 
    Usually representatives had creative or functional types of magic—like water purification or storytelling. Oddly, both Firra and Donaigh possessed combat magic—though with all the patrols they were holding perhaps that was why the Conclave had assigned them to the area in the first place. 
 
    Donaigh plopped down in a chair and ate an apple. “The deep woods is an uneasy place these days.” 
 
    Firra fussed with the badges on her shoulder that marked her as a fire mage. “It’s nothing to worry about, but we don’t want to take any chances. Arcainia was lax, so a witch was able to catch the royal family off guard last year.”  
 
    Briar folded a blanket, then put it away in the chest by the ladder that led to her loft. “I remember—she turned the princes into swans. But Arcainia is across the continent. Surely you are not concerned about Sole. Unless…you think something will come for the princess?” 
 
    Everyone knew about the cursed princess of Sole. An evil magic user had cursed her to prick her finger and die—though with the help of an enchantress, the curse was modified so she would only fall into a deep sleep. She had been spirited off as a result, and supposedly none knew where she was. Briar pitied the poor thing, wherever she was, mostly because she was another example of why no sane person would want to be a royal. 
 
    Donaigh shrugged. “It is in our best interests to root out any crooked or evil magic users—for the sake of both Sole and the Veneno Conclave. We want no mistakes.” 
 
    Nonna rubbed her hands together—something she did whenever she was upset. “But you needn’t worry about such things, Briar.” 
 
    Briar stood on her tiptoes and stretched her arms high so she could fold a blanket in half. “But as a citizen of Sole, it should concern me. If someone offs the princess, it will be disastrous for the country.” 
 
    Nonna made a strangled noise. 
 
    “Who told you that?” Firra asked. 
 
    “Isaia’s tutor. And Isaia—though in far fewer words.” Briar draped the half-folded blanket over the back of a chair so she could properly line up the corners. “Isaia is forever telling me to take note of current events and to stay informed so I can be a productive member of society, but that will only be good if I can achieve my Easy-and-Carefree-Life in Sole—which is looking less likely. I was thinking perhaps I should start targeting merchant heirs.” 
 
    “The best merchants are from Ringsted,” Donaigh said with great loyalty. Though he had been taken in by the Veneno Conclave at a young age, even the great magic academy hadn’t been able to entirely mute the sing-song brogue of his birth country. 
 
    Nonna shot him a murderous look. “I would thank you if you would keep your advice to yourself, Mage Donaigh.” 
 
    Donaigh smiled broadly. “And selfishly hoard up my great knowledge? Your image of me, Nonna, must be quite low.” 
 
    Firra chuckled—a low and husky sound—though when there was a knock on the door, tiny blue flames flickered at her finger tips. 
 
    “Come in,” Nonna called. 
 
    The door creaked open, and Briar’s childhood friend, Isaia, stooped slightly to look through the doorway. “Is Briar ready for our lessons?” 
 
    “Almost!” Briar grabbed a stack of three books and abandoned her apron. “I’ll search the coop for eggs when I get back, Nonna.” 
 
    “I can handle that,” Nonna said. 
 
    “No.” Briar said firmly. “That step up into the coop is too difficult for you. I’ll collect the eggs.” She kissed the old woman’s weathered cheek, then stopped to hug Firra and Donaigh. “If you come in the evening next time, I’ll make dinner for you. Take care!” 
 
    “Of course, I shall be ever watchful of my dear sister,” fair-haired Donaigh declared. 
 
    “And I of my dear brother,” dark-haired Firra said. 
 
    Nonna gave the pair another withering glare. “Why do you insist on your tomfoolery? The whole county knows the two of you aren’t related.” 
 
    “What? How could they doubt it?” Donaigh gasped. 
 
    “Don’t listen to them, Donaigh. You cannot be adopted—not when we look so similar,” Firra—his opposite in every way—said. 
 
    Briar rolled her eyes at the familiar banter and ducked out of the cottage, closing the door behind her as Donaigh began reciting their imaginary family tree. She discreetly glanced down at her plain gown to make certain it looked presentable, then smiled up at Isaia. “Sorry for the wait.” 
 
    “Not at all,” Isaia said gravely. He was the tallest man she knew and quite possibly the quietest, as well. The stillness of his temperament made it easy to overlook him, as he was prone to lurking in the background whenever possible. His raven-black hair and clean cut features gave him a noble bearing, but it was his sea-green eyes that Briar delighted in. His eyes gave away his thoughts…when he let them. 
 
    The young ladies of Sir Roberto’s manor giggled over his lean build and subtly handsome looks, but Briar privately thought they entirely missed Isaia in their observations. Being with him felt almost like walking with a legend. His belief in chivalry and justice carried over into every part of himself, from the way he walked to his carefully monitored actions. 
 
    Isaia was a country knight and served under Sir Roberto—the knight who presided over the lands where Briar and Nonna lived. He had been friends with Briar since he became Sir Roberto’s charge at age fourteen, when Briar was only ten. Even at that young age, he was levelheaded with an enthusiasm for honor. 
 
    The young knight held out his hand, taking Briar’s books when she passed them over. He bowed slightly, then started off in the direction of Sir Roberto’s manor. 
 
    Briar walked at his side, unbothered by his taciturnity. Instead, she found it soothing. Thinking of Prince Johann, Briar asked, “Is there supposed to be an envoy from Erlauf to Sole?” 
 
    Isaia held back a branch so it wouldn’t smack her in the face. “None that should pass by your cottage. Why?” 
 
    “I met a young man this morning when I was in the woods. He claimed he was the second prince of Erlauf,” Briar said. 
 
    Isaia furrowed his brow. “How deep in the forest were you?” 
 
    “Fairly deep,” Briar admitted. “I was searching for strawberries. Even though it’s past their season, you can sometimes find them in the heart of the forest at this time of the year.” 
 
    He stopped walking. “You were there with this man, alone?” 
 
    Briar tucked a lock of her chestnut hair behind her ear. Though she knew better, hope shivered in her chest. Was he jealous? “Yes.” 
 
    Isaia frowned, a rare gesture that made his face look stony. “You should know better than to approach strange men in such an isolated area. It’s dangerous.” 
 
    Ahh, yes. Safety-minded as always. Not jealous. Briar raised her eyes to the heavens. “He wasn’t going to do anything to me, Isaia. He was clearly from Erlauf—they tear men to shreds if they touch a woman wrongly.”  
 
    “You were safe this time, but it will not be that way every time.” He started walking again, though based on the way he eyed the forest, he seemed to be considering breaking off from Briar so he could make a personal sweep of the area. 
 
    “I would only approach a man if he looked normal, and I was certain I could escape him. I had your knife with me, and I know the trees better than the king’s foresters. Besides, you’ve made me practice self-defense maneuvers so many times I could do some of the moves in my sleep.” 
 
    “You only know a few drills. You could be easily overpowered,” Isaia said. 
 
    “Why are you so worried?” Briar hopped a log. “Nothing happens in our sleepy bit of Sole.” 
 
    “You take unnecessary risks, and Sole is not as safe as you would think.” 
 
    Briar held in a tired sigh. Though his words sounded protective, she had heard him repeat them enough in the last few years to know they were only that of a concerned friend. As much as she dreamed and hoped, Isaia had firmly categorized himself in that role. (It was his upfront refusal to see her as anything else that had forced her to launch her plan for an Easy-and-Carefree-Life. She would much rather marry Isaia, but he wouldn’t have her.) 
 
    Still, having him as a friend was preferable to not having him at all. When he achieved the rank of knight, she had worried he would leave Sir Roberto’s service. But he had been knighted years ago and still showed no signs of wishing to leave. 
 
    “I’ll be more careful,” Briar promised. 
 
    Isaia smiled with his sea-green eyes, then surged ahead on the trail. “I will hold you to your word.” 
 
    Briar grimaced at his back, peeved he had outsmarted her, as usual. Isaia valued honor. If Briar broke his trust, it would be like smashing his heart. So now she would have to be more careful in the woods. 
 
    It wasn’t long before they reached Sir Roberto’s hold.  
 
    Sir Roberto himself stood in front of his manor, frowning fiercely while he read a letter and a dog sniffed his boots. The wiry man sported a ruddy complexion and a soft spot for those in need.  
 
    He was “new” to the land—at least by the standards of his subjects. He had been declared the new lord of the area when Briar was just a toddler after the previous knight had died without an heir. Still, the people liked him, and he was a fair man. 
 
    He stuffed the letter inside his doublet as Briar and Isaia joined him and replaced his frown with a smile. “Isaia, Briar Rose, is it time for your lessons already?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Isaia said. 
 
    Briar swiped her books from Isaia’s lax grip. “Greetings, Sir Roberto!” 
 
    “You be sure to give the tutor what for,” Sir Roberto said. “I want him so questioned and flummoxed he thinks he’s been reviewed by a university panel!” 
 
    Since Sir Roberto had hired a tutor for Isaia, he had invited Briar to join his charge. He said he was paying the tutor a prince’s ransom, so he wanted to get his money’s worth. Briar enjoyed it. It was a chance to spend more time with Isaia, which was one of the reasons she was such a diligent student. (It helped that Briar listened avidly in hopes of using her thorough education to snag herself a rich husband, and that the tutor was an absolute zealot for knowledge.) 
 
    “I believe today we are studying mathematics and tax laws,” Briar said. “I didn’t see why I should have to learn such a thing, as it didn’t seem useful. However, the tutor pointed out that when I am a rich, married woman, I’ll need to know how to calculate my taxes to the very coin and cite every possible deduction so I can make the amount as small as possible.” 
 
    Sir Roberto coughed and busied himself with patting the hunting dog that leaned into him. “Is that so? Knowledge is power, I suppose. So go forth and…” 
 
    “Limit my taxable income,” Briar said. 
 
    He must have really loved the dog, for he crouched down next to it. “Yes. That.” 
 
    “Briar, we should go,” Isaia said. 
 
    “Right. Good bye, Sir Roberto!” Briar followed Isaia into the manor and almost ran into the steward’s daughter. They exchanged pleasantries—though Isaia didn’t stop. 
 
    Briar hurried after him, smiling at the footman and bookkeeper when she passed them. The bookkeeper, a young man about Isaia’s age, blushed and bowed deeply to her, under the influence of her looks. 
 
    Briar was clever enough to realize that some people were nice to her because of her “physical attributes,” as the tutor would call them. She wasn’t an exceptional beauty—her chin was too square and her forehead was too high—but it didn’t matter much, because she knew how to use what she had been given. 
 
    Most squarely in her favor were her violet-blue eyes, and as most of the populace had black or dark brown hair, her chestnut locks were rather eye-catching as well. When topped with a healthy dose of self-confidence and a smile, she knew she went from pretty to beautiful. Unfortunately, Isaia didn’t seem to share this sentiment. 
 
    Briar shook herself from her musings and darted through the door Isaia held open for her. They had beaten the tutor there, so Briar had a moment to shift her books around. “Sir Roberto must have received some bad news in that letter.” 
 
    Isaia cleaned off his slate and began writing a new math problem on it. “There was an incident near the border with some goblins.” 
 
    Briar recalled the Erlauf prince and his story. “That’s not surprising. I thought Erlauf has had an influx of goblin attacks. I would think it a blessing they have bothered us as little as they have.” 
 
    Isaia’s expression didn’t change, but Briar saw his fingers tighten around his piece of chalk. “It’s not a blessing.” 
 
    Deciding not to push it, Briar fell silent. 
 
    Everyone is getting overprotective and easily frightened these days. It must be the Princess Rosalinda. They fear for her pretty little head with the end of her curse looming. How irritating! Briar flipped open a book, nursing resentment against the cursed princess of Sole.  
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    True to her word, the next time Briar Rose found a possible beau for herself, she made certain to approach him only when he neared the edge of the forest, close to farming fields. Luck was with her, for, after chatting with the young man for some time, he admitted he was the eldest son and heir apparent of a small barony.  
 
    “You have a marvelous steed,” Briar said. She smiled when the large gelding sniffed her hair then brushed her cheek with his whiskery lips. 
 
    “He doesn’t normally like strangers,” Briar’s newest target, Franco, said. He offered her a dimpled smile. “You must be quite the woman to so easily win his approval.” 
 
    Briar giggled—a sound she moderated so it was airy and light compared to the guffs of her belly-deep laughs. “And you must be quite the rider to be able to control such a spirited mount.” 
 
    “I trained with the Magic Knights of Sole for a summer. They are masters in the saddle,” Franco said. 
 
    Briar didn’t have to feign admiration as she glanced at him. “The Magic Knights? That must have been incredible.” 
 
    “It was—incredibly painful,” Franco joked. “They demand perfection from any students they take on, but they are just as demanding of themselves.” 
 
    The Magic Knights of Sole were an elite class of warriors. Many of them were of noble blood, and all of them were top-notch fighters. Magic Knights took vows to protect the people and the peace of Sole, and they were specifically used against magic-based or magic-using foes. The royal family bought Magic Knights anti-magic armor and magic-charmed weapons and gear, even though the knights were considered independent of the crown and were able to govern themselves.  
 
    Esteem-wise, Magic Knights were about on par with a count—though the highest members of the nobility still looked down upon them because they worked. It was a ridiculous complaint to lodge against the guardians of the country. 
 
    Briar patted the horse then stepped back so she could give Franco all of her attention. “I’ve only seen Magic Knights in parades and at the occasional festival, but they’ve always struck me as duty bound and incredibly capable. If they took you on, even for a summer, you must be an amazing fighter.” 
 
    “I’m a fair hand with the halberd, but I have much to learn yet.” Franco’s smile was sweet. 
 
    She was beginning to wonder how she could ask him if he was going to have an arranged marriage—she was starting to suspect he was, for in her experience, the only males this kind and pleasant were already spoken for—when she heard another set of hoof beats. 
 
    She swiveled just in time to see Isaia halt his dapple-gray mare a stone’s throw away. She scowled. He was either going to lecture her about talking to strangers, or stare down Franco until he grew uncomfortable and left—as he had with several previous targets. 
 
    She was surprised when Isaia only glanced at Franco, then settled his gaze on her. “Flea and Fly got loose.” 
 
    Briar stiffened. “What?” 
 
    “They’re in the herb garden.” 
 
    Briefly scrunching her eyes shut in irritation, she swung back to Franco. “It was lovely meeting you; I hope you return to the area. If you’ll excuse me, I have something I must see to!” She hurried for home, internally cursing the properly-named goats with every step she took. 
 
    Of course the sassy goats would ruin her opportunity with Franco. No matter how she wanted to stay, animals always took priority. If she didn’t care for them, she and Nonna wouldn’t eat! (Nonna insisted this was not true, and that they still had money left from Nonno’s years as a soldier, but Briar knew sooner or later that money would run out, and sloppy management would only hasten their demise.) 
 
    She risked a glance over her shoulder, hoping she would be able to give Franco one last encouraging smile, but the two young men faced each other and appeared to be holding a wordless conversation, for first Franco bowed, then Isaia. 
 
    Puzzled, Briar shook her head and made a beeline for the forest, picking her way down a small animal trail that served as a shortcut to her home. 
 
    She was so intent on reaching the cottage before the goats completely destroyed her herb garden—it would mean no herbal teas or seasonings for their food until the plants recovered—that she almost missed the low-pitched growls. 
 
    Briar froze, the hair on the back of her neck prickling. Through the underbrush she could see a dark, hulking shape. It was similar to a canine the way a dragon is similar to a lizard. Its eyes glowed red in the shadows of the forest, and its fur was dark and bristly. It was a hellhound. 
 
    Sir Roberto had a stuffed hellhound in the den of his manor. Briar always thought it looked like something from a nightmare, but compared to the live one that sniffed the ground, Sir Roberto’s looked like a toy. 
 
    She covered her mouth to keep from screaming. Her heart raced, and she stayed motionless as she searched for possible escape routes. 
 
    She couldn’t outrun it, but she might be able to climb a tree before it could grab her. 
 
    It raised its head and sniffed the air. A growl leaked from its throat, and red foam flecked its muzzle. When it shifted its head and looked directly at her, Briar bolted.  
 
    She threw herself at the nearest tree—a smaller, younger one than she would have liked. It was straight up and down, possessing no lower branches for her to grab. She wrapped her hands around the trunk, leaned back, and with her skirts to cover her legs, grabbed the tree with her knees and shimmied straight up. The bark pricked the calluses on her hands and scratched the inside of her arm, but she’d barely cleared the hellhound when it lunged for her.  
 
    It tore a chuck out of her dress and grazed her calf with its teeth, prompting Briar to climb faster. Her forearms burned from the exertion, and the throbbing of her heart almost covered the hellhound’s snarls. It jumped for her several times, but she was far out of its reach now.  
 
    Intent on holding her position instead of climbing higher, Briar leaned into the tree and wrapped her arms around it. Once secure, she peered down at the hellhound. 
 
    It circled the tree, then reared up on its hind legs and planted its front paws on the trunk, snapping at her. 
 
    “Isaia!” Briar screamed. She hoped and prayed she wasn’t too far away for him to hear. 
 
    The hellhound howled, an eerie noise that rattled Briar’s bones and echoed oddly in the forest. It dropped back down to all fours and rammed the tree, jostling it.  
 
    Briar’s grip slipped, and she skidded for one heart-stopping moment. “Isaia!”  
 
    Panic made her limbs feel like leaden weights as she doggedly climbed higher. She considered reaching for the knife hooked on her belt, but the hellhound threw itself at the tree again, and Briar almost toppled backwards. 
 
    She clenched her teeth and clung to the trunk, shivering when she could swear she felt the hound’s hot breath on her legs. The hound threw itself at the tree three more times, rattling her each time. Finally, the slickness of her sweaty palms proved to be her undoing. She slipped and fell, knocking the air out of her lungs when she landed back first. 
 
    She couldn’t find the air to scream as the hellhound lunged for her—teeth bared. At the last moment it veered, barely avoiding a whistling dagger. 
 
    Clumsy with relief, Briar rolled away. 
 
    The hellhound snarled and jumped for her again, but Isaia, riding his blood-thirsty mare, skidded into the clearing and smashed into the hound. 
 
    He jumped from his horse, who attacked the hellhound with shod hooves. He stood between Briar and the hellhound, wielding his two-handed sword. Briar climbed another tree—this one old and thick with sturdy branches she could perch on—though she dearly wanted to stay on the ground. I can’t help Isaia. I would only distract him. 
 
    She clung to her new perch, resting her forehead against the trunk as she trembled. 
 
    Isaia’s horse moved clear of the hellhound—sporting a small scratch on its neck. Isaia darted in, swinging his sword with agile, efficient movements that gave the hound no space for an attack. 
 
    The hellhound and country knight stepped around each other. The creature leaped for his right arm, but Isaia swung his sword, slicing the creature across the chest. 
 
    The hellhound yelped and darted backwards when Isaia’s mare bolted for it again. It darted away, disappearing into the underbrush—though it left a blood trail. 
 
    Isaia ran to catch up with his mare who had started to charge after the hellhound, and hauled her backwards. “No, Valor”—he leaped into the saddle—“not now.” 
 
    Still clinging to her tree, Briar peered down at them. “She’s hurt.”  
 
    The blood that dripped from the cut on Valor’s neck was stark against her gray-and-white dappled fur. 
 
    Isaia glanced at his mare. “It’s a scratch—I’ll clean it out when we get back to Sir Roberto’s.” He swiveled Valor so they were positioned under Briar’s tree. “Climb on.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you follow the hellhound and kill it? It might hurt somebody.” 
 
    “Your safety is of first importance,” Isaia said. 
 
    Though she didn’t relish the idea of being left alone in the woods after running into a hellhound, Briar scooted closer to the tree trunk. “I can stay here. I’ll be safe up in a tree this old and big.” 
 
    Deep in the forest, another hellhound howled. Isaia had to fight to keep Valor from rearing. “I’m not so sure about that,” he said grimly. He raised his eyes to Briar’s face. “Climb down. I’ll return with Sir Roberto.” 
 
    Briar picked her way down the tree, landing behind Isaia with a thump. “Sorry, Valor.” She patted the horse, who pinned its ears and snarled in the direction the hellhound had disappeared. 
 
    Briar looped her arms around Isaia’s torso, resting her head against his back. Her arms ached, but she held on as Valor picked her way through the forest. Within minutes they were at Nonna’s cottage. 
 
    Isaia slipped off the horse first. He reached up and snagged Briar, helping her slide down. 
 
    She fully expected her legs to give out when she touched the ground, but she remained standing, out of shock, when Isaia embraced her. 
 
    His grip on her was strong but gentle, and his scent—clean leather and hay—wafted over her in the close quarters. She took comfort in the familiar smell, finally able to stop shivering, and almost closed her eyes. 
 
    But Isaia changed his grip to her shoulders and thrust her away. 
 
    The embrace had been quick and fleeting, but it was the first time Briar could recall Isaia hugging her. Normally, she would have sung with joy at the unexpected event, but Isaia’s expression was pained. His eyebrows were drawn together and his green eyes, now stormy, were slightly narrowed. 
 
    Briar struggled to smile for him. “I’m fine, Isaia. Thank you for coming for me.” 
 
    Isaia opened and closed his mouth several times, then slowly shook his head. The grip he had on her shoulders tightened fractionally. 
 
    She shoved aside the selfish desire to revel in his obvious concern. I need to make him feel better, or he’s going to carry this as a personal failing. “I am quite worried about the hellhound, though,” she said. “Do you think Franco could defend himself against it? If he can’t, I will have to wish my Easy-and-Carefree-Life farewell!” 
 
    It was a comment calculated to calm him—for the hellhound had slunk off in the opposite direction from Franco. It worked. The tight line of Isaia’s shoulders relaxed, and he let her go, though the glimmer in his eyes said he knew exactly what she was doing. 
 
    Briar smiled winningly. 
 
    Isaia sighed. “If you’re concerned about him, you must be fine. I’ll summon Firra and Donaigh. We’ll get in touch with Sir Roberto and comb the woods after we establish a guard here.” 
 
    Briar squinted at the yard, eyeing her plump chickens uneasily. “If you’re that worried, I should bring in all the animals.” 
 
    Isaia shook his head. “Go inside.” 
 
    “Certainly, after I bring in the chickens.” 
 
    He pressed his lips together. 
 
    “You’ll be out here setting off the fireworks Firra stores here to use as a signal, yes? I’ll be perfectly safe,” Briar said. 
 
    Isaia raised his eyebrows, but they were interrupted by Nonna throwing open the door. “What happened to you, Briar Rose? You look like you’ve been dragged through the underbrush!” 
 
    Briar, hoping to ease the old woman into the upsetting news, laughed sheepishly and ran a hand through her hair. “Sorry, Nonna. I was strolling along and got into a bit of an adventure.” 
 
    “Hellhound,” Isaia said. 
 
    Nonna turned milk white. She clamped a hand to her heart. “I’ll get Firra’s fireworks.” She disappeared back inside. 
 
    Briar elbowed Isaia’s side. “Did you have to be so blunt?” 
 
    “This is not a laughing matter, Briar. You could have been killed.” 
 
    She sighed. “Yes,” she finally admitted, though it made her shudder with fear. She reached out and clasped his hand between hers. “Thank you for coming for me.” 
 
    Isaia squeezed her hand once, then pulled away from her touch. “I will always be here to guard you.” 
 
    Briar’s heart twisted painfully in her chest. Though he sounded encouraging, she knew he meant it from a point of honor and friendship. When she was fourteen and quite new in her affection for him, she had embarrassingly thrown herself at him and had been kindly—but thoroughly—rebuffed. Isaia hadn’t changed his mind since then. He was too much of a country knight to hide his true affections. (Briar dreaded the day she would witness him entirely devoting himself—because Isaia was nothing if not devoted—to whatever lucky lady he loved.) 
 
    Her heart still smarted from the pain he had obliviously wrought, but Briar pushed past it to keep the humor running. “Though I appreciate your loyalty, I’m afraid it will harm me. I might have a harder time negotiating an Easy-and-Carefree-Life if my future husband knows you’re part of the deal. You are making my prospects uncertain!” 
 
    “I’m not sure how I can sleep,” Isaia said, cracking a rare joke. 
 
    Briar opened her mouth to protest, but Nonna barreled out, clutching a parcel wrapped in cloth. 
 
    “Get inside, Briar.” Nonna’s hands trembled as she passed the parcel to Isaia. 
 
    Briar tucked her chin, but, seeing Isaia’s eyebrows rise again, gave in. “Yes, Nonna.” She retreated indoors, closing the cottage door behind her. Once safely shielded, she sighed and twitched her shoulders, trying to shake off the remaining bits of fear from the hellhound, and the hurt from Isaia. 
 
    She then turned her attention to indoor chores, intending to continue on with her tasks.  
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    Isaia hunkered down so he leaned over Valor’s neck. The mare snorted and shook her head, catching on to his anger and alarm. 
 
    Briar—no, that was too familiar—Princess Rosalinda could have died today. The hellhound could have snatched her up like a wolf stealing a lamb, and Sole would have collapsed. 
 
    Isaia knew he likely would have collapsed as well—though not because of the loss of the princess so much as the loss of Briar. 
 
    Though he had trained relentlessly as a child and had spent almost every summer learning to act as Princess Rosalinda’s secret guard before he became a Magic Knight of Sole, somehow—between Briar’s wholehearted laughter and her brilliant purple eyes—he had forsaken the first rule the knights had drilled into him: Stay detached. 
 
    He wanted to snort. They had set him up for failure. Trying to stay detached from Briar was like attempting to keep the sun from rising. 
 
    Isaia scanned the dark forest, his fingers brushing the hilt of his sword. They hadn’t found the hellhound yet—or its master—but they had to. If word got out about who Briar really was… 
 
    He ruthlessly cut off the thought and whistled—signaling his area was cleared. He nudged Valor to the next section, almost running down Donaigh. (Firra had remained behind at the cottage. Last Isaia saw her, Briar was taking her to task for scorching the lawn when she raised a wall of fire to safeguard the place.) 
 
    “Nothing?” Donaigh asked. 
 
    Isaia shook his head. 
 
    Donaigh scratched his chin and peered into another part of the woods. “Sir Roberto followed the trail the hellhound left. He said it stopped at a river. Conveniently intelligent, no?” He took off his straw hat and scratched the top of his head. “We’ll have to tell her, you know. Her security has been breached; it will be safer for her at Ciane. King Giuseppe will want her back now.” He sighed. “Just a few months shy of her eighteenth birthday, too. We were so close!” 
 
    Isaia sat up straighter in his saddle. “Were we?” 
 
    Donaigh glanced up at him. “You think Carabosso and his ilk were waiting for her to get older?” 
 
    Isaia shrugged. “The continent is in a bit of an upheaval.” 
 
    “A bit is saying it nicely.” Donaigh straightened the brim of his hat, then slapped it back on his head. “I’ll report to the Veneno Conclave…and to Lady Enchantress Angelique.” 
 
    “Lord Enchanter Evariste?” Isaia asked. Though the Veneno Conclave had generously assigned Donaigh and Firra to Briar, if the Lord Enchanter was around, Isaia would rest easier. 
 
    Donaigh shook his head. “No word. He’s still missing—poor Lady Angelique.” 
 
    Isaia grunted and turned Valor in a tight circle. He wanted to run something through with his sword. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. Powerful magic users weren’t supposed to be attacked and disappear without a trace; princesses weren’t supposed to hide from everyone—even themselves; and knights—Magic Knights or not—weren’t supposed to fall in love with their future monarchs. 
 
    He shut his eyes, trying to silence the memory of the brief embrace he’d shared with Briar. That blissful moment had revealed his deep weakness. The lightheaded relief he had felt over knowing she was safe made him give into the intoxicating pull he felt for her. It was a beautiful moment, and it was his failing. 
 
    I shouldn’t have touched her. 
 
    A whistle pierced the air, and Isaia snapped his eyes open. “They found it.” 
 
    “Might you—” Donaigh started.  
 
    Isaia barely noticed his words as he spurred Valor. She threw herself into a canter that he quickly pulled back into a fast trot as he directed her in the direction of the whistle. He unsheathed his sword at the snarls of a hellhound.  
 
    Grimly, he raised his sword as he and Valor descended upon the creature. 
 
    For Briar, and for everything she’s about to lose in order to gain a country. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Princess Rosalinda 
 
      
 
    “Nonna, I’m back. Guess what? I found some raspberries and—oh, good afternoon, Sir Roberto.” Briar put her half-filled basket down and glanced uneasily around the cottage. Nonna and Sir Roberto were seated at the table. Firra, Donaigh, Isaia, and several knights Briar recognized as Sir Roberto’s friends were pressed to the back of the room, but everyone was arranged so they faced the door. It was as if they had been waiting for her, or something equally absurd.  
 
    She peered into her basket. Had she picked enough raspberries for everyone? “Good afternoon…” Her greeting trailed off when she noticed the tear streaks on her foster mother’s face. “Nonna, what’s wrong?” Her heart started pounding. Was it Mouse, Flea, or Fly? Had a hellhound gotten their livestock? 
 
    Nonna’s face crumpled, and she cried into her hands. Briar moved to comfort her, but Sir Roberto, a simultaneously pained and pleasant smile on his ruddy face, spoke. “Briar, there is something you should know.” 
 
    Briar turned back towards the door, a frown puckering her face. She could have sworn she heard horses. “Oh?” she asked. She shook herself from her distraction and turned back to her friends and family. 
 
    Sir Roberto unfolded his wiry form from Nonna’s tiny kitchen chair. “You are the cursed princess, Princess Rosalinda Talia d’Avalas.” 
 
    Briar retrieved a wooden bowl for the berries. “I regret to tell you this, Sir Roberto, but your joke is a rather poor one.” 
 
    “It is no jest, Your Highness. You are the hidden princess.” Sir Roberto kneeled, and bowed so deeply the top of his head faced her. 
 
    The inside of the cottage tilted alarmingly, and Briar dropped the bowl. She was the princess? The one cursed to fall in a deep sleep by her eighteenth birthday? Briar turned her eyes to Firra, Donaigh, and Isaia, seeking reassurance. 
 
    They, too, were bowing to her. 
 
    The room seemed unbearably stuffy, and Briar found it hard to breathe. She staggered towards the door, her ears ringing. “If you’ll excuse me one moment.” She shut the door on their protests. 
 
    They were lying—they had to be. This was all payback for prattling on about her desire for an Easy-and-Carefree-Life. “I’m not Princess Rosalinda. I can’t be,” she whispered. 
 
    To be the princess was the worst sort of sentence Briar could imagine. To be confined to a castle—to rule and carry the weight of a country on her shoulders? All of her freedom, gone. And there was a distinct possibility that she might be killed if the whispered rumors were even half true—the evil magic user who had cursed Princess Rosalinda was searching for her. 
 
    A velvet muzzle bumped Briar’s shoulder. It was Valor. The sharp-tempered mare chewed on the neckline of Briar’s dress. 
 
    “Briar.” Isaia pushed his horse away and hunkered down slightly so he could look at her eye-to-eye. 
 
    “Is it true?” she asked. 
 
    Isaia hesitated, then nodded. 
 
    She raised her hands to cover her trembling lips. Things she had taken for granted suddenly seemed to make sense. Sir Roberto had invited Briar to join Isaia’s studies not because he wanted to get more use out of the tutor, but because Briar needed the lessons. Firra and Donaigh’s frequent trips weren’t because the Conclave was particularly concerned about Sole, but because they were checking on her. Fearing the answer, Briar asked, “Are you really just my friend, Isaia?” 
 
    “I will always be your friend,” Isaia said. Her heart calmed for a moment, until she saw the hesitation in his gaze. “But I am also a Magic Knight of Sole.” 
 
    Briar closed her eyes. Of course. Who would be a better childhood friend, a better protector, than a Magic Knight of Sole? “Sir Roberto is too physically fit to be a mere country knight…he is a magic knight as well, isn’t he?”  
 
    Isaia hesitated. “Yes.” 
 
    Everyone she trusted—everyone she loved—had lied to her! Did anyone really like her for who she was…or when they looked at her, did they only see Princess Rosalinda? 
 
    Briar scowled as she opened her eyes. No, no. One moment, stop it. This is pathetic. I am being overly dramatic. Yes, it was a shock to learn she was…but being that didn’t take away from the love she knew. 
 
    Nonna hadn’t stayed up with her when she was a child, singing songs and rocking her back and forth, just because she was a princess, but because she loved her. Donaigh didn’t swing her around and teach her ways to make Nonna bark because she had royal blood in her. And Firra hadn’t spent hours teaching Briar how to braid her hair and knife a man without killing him because she was the daughter of Princess Alessia.  
 
    And Isaia…looking into his sea-green eyes, Briar knew that every smile, every laugh, every look of concern he had given was for her, not Princess Rosalinda.  
 
    Briar wasn’t stupid. She knew her world was about to shift dramatically. Even now she could barely comprehend it. Though the lies still stung and she felt betrayed, she would need every scrap of love and support she could get if she wanted to survive palace life—if she wanted to survive her curse. 
 
    Her stomach rolled at the thought. The curse was hers. Briar rubbed her face. “I want to go to bed and drink Nonna’s tea,” she muttered. 
 
    Far off, a horse neighed. Briar and Isaia turned, surprised to see a small group of horses and men dressed in glittering armor. The standard bearer that rode with them, a young lad, adjusted the flag so Briar could see the crest of the Magic Knights of Sole—a silver and blue helm set on a shield enfolded with white wings. 
 
    A handsome man, perhaps in his late forties, rode up on a prancing, bay-colored horse. “Excuse me, Your Highness?” 
 
    Briar drew back in alarm, looking from the knight to Isaia. 
 
    “It’s alright,” Isaia murmured. “Sir Roberto spoke with King Giuseppe last night.” 
 
    The knight smiled. “Indeed. We have come to bring you home, Princess.” 
 
    Briar clutched Isaia’s arm. How could the knight say that when she would be saying goodbye to the only home—the only life—she had ever known? 
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    By the time they reached the royal palace—which was picturesquely placed in Ciane, the capital of Sole—Briar had decided to try and make the best out of a rather poor situation. Even though she would soon have to tangle with her curse—her curse—being a princess had to have some perks. Certainly, it was going to be a much more laborious future than she had pictured, but she would probably have lovely dresses, right? And almost everyone would at least have to pretend to like her. Also, she wouldn’t have to reckon with the rooster anymore, though she did worry about Mouse and, in spite of herself, Flea and Fly. (Nonna’s future was no longer a concern, as arrangements had already been made for her to retire in the palace. Briar had already been assured she could visit her whenever she liked.) 
 
    And, what Briar would consider best of all in her heart of hearts was this: She would have a family. A real family.  
 
    As a little girl, Briar had once tried to call Nonna and Nonno mother and father. The pair had nearly died—a more understandable reaction, now that she knew her heritage—and firmly instructed her that she was never to bestow the title upon them again. Now, she would have a real father and mother—even a grandfather! 
 
    She shifted on Valor’s back and adjusted her grip on Isaia’s torso. She tried not to gawk as they approached her new “home,” but it was a difficult task.  
 
    The body of the palace was rectangular in shape and topped with a giant domed tower and marble statues of knights. Two wings thrust out in front of it like reaching arms, creating a rather imposing air. Awe-inspiring and somewhat pompous in its splendor, it was constructed with a greenish sort of stone and offset with white marble pillars and edging. 
 
    She sucked in air between clenched teeth. If the palace was an indication of the royal family, she was going to stick out like the peasant girl she’d been raised to be. 
 
    “You’ll be fine, Your Highness.” Donaigh smiled at her as his horse sauntered along.  
 
    Briar winced at the title. “I would rather you wouldn’t call me that, Donaigh. And I’m afraid to say I don’t agree with your assessment.” 
 
    “Then you are short-changing yourself,” Firra said as she nudged her horse forward so she was on Valor’s other side. “For though Donaigh is a fool, he is right. You have the strength of character and the intelligence to thrive here.” 
 
    “Did someone spit in your tea?” Donaigh asked the fire mage. “For you seem poorly tempered today.” 
 
    Briar eyed the palace—which seemed to stretch and loom in front of her. “I don’t think…how could I thrive? This isn’t what I expected to do—this isn’t what I wanted.” 
 
    “Yes.” Firra nodded, her mouth slanting in a sympathetic smile. “I’m afraid your desire for an Easy-and-Carefree-Life won’t be realized. But I am quite reassured seeing how reluctant you are to claim your right of birth.” 
 
    Briar moved so her dagger no longer dug into her hip. “Why?” 
 
    “Because it means you grasp the situation,” Firra said. “Most silly girls would leap for joy if they were told they were Princess Rosalinda. Your reluctance proves you understand how difficult your new life will be, what sort of trials you have ahead of you.” 
 
    Briar half-smiled. “If you mean to be encouraging, Firra, you are failing miserably.” 
 
    Firra shrugged and picked at the medallions on her shoulder. “It might not be encouraging, but it is the truth. I know you, Briar Rose. I have watched you since you were a toddler, and I know you will excel here. You will rout the curse and take to your new future. You will be a wonderful princess and, someday, an excellent queen.” 
 
    Briar was silent as she contemplated Firra’s words. 
 
    “You will,” Isaia said, speaking for the first time since Briar had been boosted up behind him for the ride. 
 
    She leaned closer to him. “You really think so?” 
 
    Isaia nodded, warming her heart. 
 
    “And when you are in doubt, there is always the Donaigh family motto!” Donaigh piped in.  
 
    “How will spending less aid her?” Firra scoffed. 
 
    “As if I would know—perhaps she’ll be able to buy a second country,” Donaigh said. 
 
    Isaia eyed the mage. “You have a tenuous grasp of reality.” 
 
    “No, I just haven’t bothered myself with politics and governments. Laws and boundaries are such boring things. It makes me glad I’m a mage.” Donaigh offered Briar and Firra a lazy smile. 
 
    “Indeed,” Firra said. “The laws and rules of the Conclave make so much more sense.” 
 
    Briar glanced curiously at her magical protectors. “Have you worked in the Conclave a lot, then?” 
 
    Donaigh smiled brightly. “Not at all! In fact, we may not exactly be well-liked in the Conclave.” 
 
    “We might have bent a rule or two in our youth,” Firra said. 
 
    “The rules you just called logical?” Briar asked. 
 
    “Just so,” Donaigh said. 
 
    Though the two mages continued to chatter, a commotion at the palace drew Briar’s attention. 
 
    Waiting on the marble steps that led up to the palace, in grand array complete with banners, trumpets, carpets, and pomp, stood the royal family. 
 
    At least, Briar assumed it was the royal family—for who else walked around wearing crowns and such finery? With eager eyes, she took in her first glimpse of her family. 
 
    Princess Alessia and Prince Consort Filippo—her mother and father—stood together at the edge of the staircase. Her mother favored a gold tiara with red rubies, and a red and gold dress that probably cost enough to feed a farmer’s family for a year. A few beautiful tears leaked from her blue eyes, but she was smiling as she grasped her husband’s arm. Her hair was covered with gold netting, and it was several shades darker than Briar’s chestnut brown, though there was a white streak in it at her right temple. 
 
    The prince consort was…beaming, for lack of an appropriate word. He had a simple golden circlet and, like his wife, was clothed in red and gold—even the cuffs of his black boots were embroidered with gold thread. He was tall and limber—though not so tall as Isaia—and his dark hair had turned from black to a shade of salt and pepper. 
 
    It was the sight of her grandfather, however, that killed any lingering doubts Briar had about her lineage. King Giuseppe wore a glittering gold crown studded with green emeralds, a green doublet so dark she’d bet it looked black in the shade, and a velvet green cape that looked dreadfully heavy and hot. His expression was stoic, edging on a frown. His bearings were noble, if not a bit haughty, but with great relief, Briar was able to pick out a few smile lines among his wrinkles. Most remarkably, King Giuseppe had the same violet-blue eyes as she had, making him the first person she had ever met with such an eye color. 
 
    A number of Magic Knights stood in formation before the palace. When Briar rode past, they saluted her, their spotless armor shimmering in the afternoon sun. 
 
    Isaia pulled Valor to a stop near the base of the palace stairs. He helped Briar dismount, then backed away with a bow. 
 
    “Isaia,” Briar hissed. 
 
    He held her gaze long enough to give her a barely perceptible smile, then joined Sir Roberto and the rest of the Magic Knights in saluting her. 
 
    Briar spun around, searching for Donaigh or Firra, but they were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    An oppressive silence loomed over the area, until King Giuseppe stirred. “Rosalinda Talia d’Avalas,” he said with a loud and booming voice. “Welcome home.” 
 
    “Rosalinda!” Princess Alessia was graceful and beautiful, even as she hurried down the stairs—the prince consort keeping himself to a barely restrained trot. She threw her arms around Briar—surprising her with the joy of the reunion and the knowledge that she was a hand taller than the princess—her mother. 
 
    This is my mother, Briar reminded herself. I have a mother and a father now—something I have always wanted. Slowly, cautiously, Briar returned the embrace, almost jumping out of her shoes when this made the princess cry harder. 
 
    Moments later, the consort joined the embrace, wrapping his arms around both Princess Alessia and Briar. His eyes were glazed with tears, and his voice rough with emotion as he said, “Welcome back, Daughter.” 
 
    Briar smiled at him, feeling awkward, shy, and a little hopeful. Though she had done nothing to warrant it, Princess Alessia and Prince Consort Filippo looked at her with the same love Nonna did. 
 
    “Tonight there will be a banquet to celebrate the return of my granddaughter,” King Giuseppe said. He made no move to join Briar and her parents; he seemed more intent on addressing the crowd. “The House of d’Avalas is complete once again!” 
 
    The Magic Knights of Sole shouted as one and swung their weapons to the sky. Everyone else present clapped and cheered. 
 
    And Briar…Briar could feel herself adjusting—warming to the love her parents showered on her. This was more than she dared to hope for. If all she gained was a loving mother and father in exchange for her new difficulties, it would be worth it. 
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    After being paraded through the seemingly endless corridors and hallways of the royal palace, then stuffed into a dozen different dresses, Briar would have happily flopped down on her ridiculously large bed and slept for a week. 
 
    Unfortunately, King Giuseppe had decreed that there would be a banquet. So, driven by the desire to please her parents and her less-affectionate grandfather, Briar let herself be buttoned into a sapphire-purple gown accented with cream trim and lace. The gown was slightly puffed at the shoulders and elbows, and the forearms were slashed to reveal the silk kirtle the servants had wrapped her in. 
 
    Her chestnut hair was braided and pinned to the back of her head, then covered with delicate netting studded with opals.  
 
    Briar had gotten a brief glimpse of herself before she had been whisked off to the banquet. Truthfully, she was rather surprised—she looked like the same old Briar, merely dressed beautifully and cleaned up. 
 
    I thought maybe being in the palace and experiencing this new life would make me feel more…royal. But I don’t feel any different. I still feel like Briar Rose, not Princess Rosalinda. 
 
    “Are you enjoying the food, Daughter?” Princess Alessia asked. She blushed pink with happiness whenever she called Briar her daughter. 
 
    Briar forcibly yanked her attention from the sirloin roast she was slowly eating—even though she really wanted to devour it like a farmer’s hungry brat. “Yes! Everything is absolutely delicious.” 
 
    “I imagine it is quite a change in fare for you,” Prince Consort Filippo said. 
 
    Briar nodded, almost whacking herself in the face with her heavy opal earrings. “It is a bit overwhelming. But everything is so beautiful.” 
 
    “There will be dancing later,” Princess Alessia said. “I will warn you that you are likely to have a partner for every dance.” 
 
    Briar kept her smile in place, though internally she startled. They were going to expect her to dance? The only dances she knew were the country reels she got caught up in at some of the festivals at Sir Roberto’s. Briar wondered how she might delicately bring this up, but her sharp-eyed grandfather proved to be surprisingly astute. 
 
    King Giuseppe swirled his wine cup. “Do you know how to dance?” 
 
    Briar—doing her best to be the dazzling daughter they seemed to hope she was—smiled gently. “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    King Giuseppe’s eyebrows lowered. “Roberto said he would see to it that you were educated.” 
 
    “Oh, I was. Quite thoroughly,” Briar said. 
 
    “What sort of subjects did you learn?” Prince Consort Filippo asked with an encouraging smile. 
 
    “History, agriculture, economics, government, and mathematics mostly.”  
 
    Princess Alessia dabbed at her mouth with a cloth napkin. “How wonderful—I rather feared your education would suffer due to the need to hide you.” 
 
    “They covered it up quite nicely.” Briar stabbed a slice of eggplant covered with tomato sauce and carefully consumed it, mindful not to drop any on her dress. “Sir Roberto made a grand deal of needing to see Isaia properly taught, then offered to let me sit in on the lessons as well.” 
 
    “Ahh yes, Sir Isaia.” Prince Consort Filippo absentmindedly nibbled on his pear pastry. “He seems like a promising young knight.” 
 
    Briar tilted her head. “You know him?” 
 
    “Indeed,” the prince consort said. “When he came to train with the knights every summer, he gave us detailed reports about you.” 
 
    Unable to keep all the sourness out of her voice, Briar asked rather wryly, “Did he?” 
 
    Princess Alessia patted her hand. “Don’t be cross with him, darling. He shared for our sake. We wanted to hear everything we could about you.” 
 
    Briar smiled at Princess Alessia and Prince Consort Filippo. I believe I will like having parents. 
 
    King Giuseppe set his wine cup down with a metallic tap. “You said nothing of the subjects you will need to know.” 
 
    “I don’t believe I know what you are referring to.” 
 
    “Dancing, conversation, music, the proper way to walk, and so on.” 
 
    “You are correct, then. I received no schooling in those areas.” Thank goodness! If Sir Roberto had suggested such a thing, Briar would have snorted with laughter all the way out of the manor. At the time, her greatest ambition had been to marry a trader. What use were any of those? 
 
    And—even now—wasn’t it more important that she understood how the Sole government operated than to walk prettily? 
 
    “Such things can easily be taught, Father,” Princess Alessia said. “And from the way it sounds, dear Rosalinda might have received a more thorough education than I did as a girl!” 
 
    Though Briar had happily adjusted to daughter and tolerated princess, the name Rosalinda made her want to grimace. Rosalinda was for a beautiful, pampered girl with puppy eyes. Briar was not a Rosalinda. 
 
    King Giuseppe said nothing in response to his daughter’s comment, though he did eye Briar. 
 
    “And anyway, the wine is flowing thick tonight, so I do not believe our guests will mind if we request more simplistic dances,” Princess Alessia continued. “Your father can dance the first few sets with you and teach you as you go.” 
 
    The prince consort beamed. “Yes, that would be a delight!” 
 
    Briar smiled in response to their obvious affection. “I would enjoy that.” 
 
    “Then it’s settled,” Prince Consort Filippo said. “Now, Isaia once mentioned you had a particular love of cheese. I suggest you try these from Verglas…” 
 
    For the remainder of the meal, the princess and the prince consort tucked tasty tidbits of food onto Briar’s plate. She was surprised, for while she hoped her parents would be glad to see her, she didn’t think they would be so attentive and affectionate. 
 
    King Giuseppe seemed content to eat, though he occasionally gave monosyllabic replies when Princess Alessia said something to him. 
 
    Dancing with Prince Consort Filippo was fun! Briar’s father—though she still had a hard time thinking of him as such—was a patient instructor, who seemed perhaps even more delighted when she accidentally stepped on his boot than when she moved correctly. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ll have to bear with us, Rosalinda.” Prince Consort Filippo gently corrected her when she started to move in the wrong direction. “Your mother and I badly wanted children, and we were robbed of our only daughter’s childhood. We’ll be making up for lost time now.” He winked playfully, drawing a smile from Briar. 
 
    “I will enjoy it,” Briar said firmly. “Though I apologize in advance. Hearing who I am…it’s been quite the adjustment.” 
 
    The prince consort took her by the arm and walked her around the dance floor during the promenade part of the song. “Of course,” he said. “We’ll just have to muddle through it all together. And don’t let your grandfather’s gruff exterior put you off. He cried like a baby when we had to send you off. We all did.” 
 
    Briar sincerely doubted her grandfather had cried once since the day he was born, but she understood the sentiment behind Prince Consort Filippo’s words. “At least we have a future we can build together,” she said. 
 
    She was rewarded with a bright smile. “Exactly! Now, I’m afraid I must release you to the wolves. You have become so skilled at dancing in such a short time everyone will complain if I continue to hog you.” 
 
    “I’m afraid you are too kind in your estimation of my skills,” Briar said. 
 
    “Nonsense. You have learned in one hour what took me weeks to bumble through,” he said. “If anyone becomes too overwhelming, adjust the netting on your hair. That was always your mother’s signal to me when I should approach her.” Prince Consort Filippo’s smile turned fond. “I daresay Giuseppe has a gaggle of guards and Magic Knights trained on you. I’ll spread word of the signal, and if you need rescuing, someone will step in.” 
 
    “Thank you, Father,” Briar said as the song came to an end. 
 
    Prince Consort Filippo smiled. “Anything for you, my daughter. Ahh, here is the perfect partner for you. Sir Franco!” 
 
    The young man Briar had met in the woods smiled—flashing his dimples. “Good evening, Your Highnesses.” 
 
    Briar relaxed. Based on what little she knew of him, she thought Franco was a kind soul, so he likely wouldn’t mind her fledgling dance skills. 
 
    Her good humor turned wry, however, when her father continued with the introduction. “Sir Franco is a Magic Knight of Sole—I believe he was knighted a year or two after Isaia. Is that correct, Sir Franco?” 
 
    He was a what? She almost gaped in her surprise.  
 
    “It is indeed, Your Highness,” Franco said with his easy-going smile. 
 
    Prince Consort Filippo kissed Briar’s temple. “Enjoy yourself, Daughter, and take care of her, Sir Franco.” 
 
    Franco bowed. “Of course, Your Highness.” 
 
    After her father slipped away, Franco-the-Magic-Knight offered his arm to her. “Shall we?” 
 
    Briar smiled with dry humor. “Why not?” She took his arm as the music began again, thankful when Franco took a decisive lead in the dance. 
 
    “You seem reflective, Your Highness,” he said. 
 
    “I’m just wondering how many young men I met in the woods were actually random young men and not Magic Knights of Sole.” 
 
    Franco laughed. “Isaia and I probably deserve that, but do not fear. He and I were the only ones alerted to you, and I wasn’t brought into your retinue until this spring. I wasn’t supposed to interact with you. You caught me when I was about to do a sweep of the forest.” 
 
    Briar shivered as she turned in a circle, recalling the hellhound and its flashing red eyes. “Was I really in that much danger?” 
 
    Franco glanced to the front of the room, where Princess Alessia and Prince Consort Filippo laughed and King Giuseppe brooded. “I probably shouldn’t tell you, but Isaia said you’re grounded and reliable, and I think it would be a greater harm if you didn’t know. You were safe, up until about two years ago. We—the Magic Knights—detected an influx of dangerous magical creatures. It started out country wide, but over the last year, we noticed the area grew smaller and smaller.” 
 
    “Let me guess: they centralized in Sir Roberto’s lands and the forest where I live?” Briar asked. 
 
    Franco was silent as he took her hands and they glided under the joint, raised arms of the other dancers. When they joined the line, he renewed the conversation, though he kept his voice lowered. “We picked up a sorcerer a few miles south of Sir Roberto’s lands. He confirmed they were searching for you. You were never found, but after the incident with the hellhound, it seemed that it wouldn’t take much longer for them to find you. That was why it was decided to bring you back to Ciane.” 
 
    “I see.” Briar frowned as she mulled over the facts. “Thank you for your frankness.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not at all. I’m glad to see Isaia is right about you.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Most girls would have swooned or gone hysterical to face such facts.” Franco led her away from the other dancers and twirled her twice. “And I don’t think many would calmly accept their curse.” 
 
    “Oh, I haven’t accepted it,” Briar snorted. “Not in the least. But if I let myself panic, it will do nothing to improve the situation, and it will only serve to make me fatigued and cloud my judgment.” 
 
    Franco flashed his dimples again. “You are a treasure, Your Highness.” 
 
    Briar smiled slyly at him. “There is no need to flirt with me now that I know your true intensions, Sir Franco.” 
 
    Franco laughed outright. 
 
    Briar, noticing that King Giuseppe and Princess Alessia had joined the dance, decided a change in topic would be prudent. “So when you said your horse disliked strangers, what you meant is that it is the trained warhorse of a magic knight. I assume the horses have some sort of special training? Isaia’s Valor is infamously bad tempered as well.” 
 
    “It’s the training, but also the horses themselves. Our mounts are all from a particular herd. Rumor has it the Queen of Hearts bartered for elven horses when she founded the knights.” 
 
    “I would believe it. I’ve heard that certain bloodlines of elf horses fight as well as a fully trained warrior.” 
 
    “That’s quite true. The Elf King provides the Farset King with some horses, and I’ve seen them in my travels…” 
 
    Briar passed the rest of the evening in a mostly amused state. Many of the men sent to dance with her were overly flirtatious (sons of nobles) or painfully respectful (Magic Knights). She was not surprised that a small handful of young men seemed to hold her in disdain. She knew from her studies that King Giuseppe was relatively popular, but he still had some naysayers. 
 
    She was surprised, however, by the vehemence of their disdain. 
 
    “You are a graceful dancer, considering your rusticated childhood,” her dance partner—one of the disdainful men—said with a barely contained sneer. 
 
    Briar gave him her most dazzling smile. “One must be agile to chase after chickens.” 
 
    Her dancing partner couldn’t be bothered to look at her. “While hearing of your agricultural exploits is darling, it must be hoped you plan to improve yourself so you may become an acceptable monarch. Sole—if you did not know—has always been esteemed by other countries for the power and quality of our royal family. Until now, that is.” 
 
    Briar was torn between purposely stepping on his foot and touching her hairnet to extricate herself from the repulsive boor. “Funny,” she said. “I was under the impression it was the Magic Knights and the good they do that served as our greatest mark. How silly of me to think that the rest of the continent would value men risking their lives to preserve justice and peace in a time when dark magic seems unsettlingly common.” 
 
    “You are surprisingly jovial considering your life hangs in balance,” he said. “Hasn’t it occurred to you that anyone around you could set off your curse?” 
 
    “You mean they could smuggle in a spindle and prick me?” Briar asked. The thought hadn’t occurred to her, and it was rather disturbing, but she wasn’t about to let the bully think he had frightened her. “I would hope Sole gentry would be more refined than to stoop to such a low-brow tactic.” 
 
    Her dancing partner smirked. “Some may be tempted.” 
 
    “If that is so, I’m afraid I must correct your previous remark. I had quite the refined childhood in comparison to the apparent savagery that marks Sole’s so-called nobles,” Briar said. 
 
    The grip he had on her waist tightened to the point of pain, and Briar started to more seriously consider touching her hair net. His brittle smile remained in place. “Careful, Your Highness. I would not seek to anger anyone if I were in your place—and not only because of the curse.” 
 
    Unimpressed by the cagey warning, Briar scoffed. 
 
    “You may be a princess and a daughter of royal blood,” he continued. “But King Giuseppe is predictably traditional. Though you are his kin, I can assure you he does not approve of your…unusual upbringing. You are not likely to ever possess much power.” 
 
    “Oh, absolutely.” Briar smiled sunnily. “When I become queen, I will have absolutely no power.” 
 
    “You will see,” he promised, his eyes as soulless as a snake’s. 
 
    Briar’s last strand of patience snapped. Unwilling to deal with the bully any longer, she reached up to adjust her hairnet.  
 
    Her fingers barely brushed the delicate weaving when a familiar voice spoke. “If you excuse the interruption, I have business with the princess.” 
 
    She nearly slumped with relief, but she couldn’t help the playful grin she shot Isaia. 
 
    Isaia ignored it and stared at the hand Briar’s bully had on her waist.  
 
    The young man released her and stepped away, raising both hands. “Why of course, sir knight. Steal her away—though I don’t know that anyone would miss her.” He walked away before Briar could verbally smack him. 
 
    “Gentry? Pah! Nobles? Hah! By Mouse’s giant buttocks, I never dreamed the lords of this country could be so foul tempered!” She scowled at the other dancers, then sighed. “Thanks for the help, Isaia. Come, we better get out of the way, or we’ll make it awkward for all the other dancers.” 
 
    Isaia accompanied her, a quiet, reassuring presence at her side. “Are you well?” he asked when they slipped into the sidelines. 
 
    Briar tried to discreetly stretch her arms. “I haven’t made an utter fool of myself and winged anybody too badly. I think that’s about the best we can hope for right now—though based on King Giuseppe’s looks, I will be surprised if I don’t have a dance instructor by the end of the week.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Isaia said. 
 
    Curious, Briar glanced up at her childhood friend. 
 
    His expression was unreadable as his eyes combed the party goers. “All of this was a surprise. Is it too much?” 
 
    Briar stooped slightly as she rubbed the back of her neck. Was it too much? “It has been a shock—not without its unpleasantness…but there are also advantages. My parents—Nonna is wonderful, but I didn’t know even half of what I was missing. As for everything else, I’m not certain I’ll make a proper princess, but I’ll try not to make a mess of it.” 
 
    “You’ll make a perfect queen.” 
 
    Surprised, Briar squinted up at him. 
 
    The corners of his lips lightly curled up. Almost immediately, the expression was snuffed out, and he returned his attention to the crowd. 
 
    Encouraged, Briar clasped her arms behind her back. “Are you going to stay with me here in Ciane?” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness. All Magic Knights of Sole are posted in Ciane, unless sent out on a mission or assignment,” Isaia said—his voice respectfully emotionless. 
 
    Briar held in a sigh. Though he might pull the stoic act whenever he notices my heart on my sleeve, he is still my friend. After all, he must have been standing in her shadow in order to reach her as quickly as he did when she brushed her hairnet. Still, it made her heart ache to reach for Isaia and to have him respectfully shut her off. 
 
    She caught the thought and mulled it over for a moment. Why was he cutting her off? Briar had assumed as a country knight he was above her and out of reach, but now…. She was a princess, and he was a Magic Knight of Sole—a highly esteemed position. 
 
    Above the quiet hum of conversation and the soft tones of the music, Donaigh’s voice was easily heard. “Oooh! If it isn’t young Lord Mario. You are looking more petulant and disagreeable than usual.” 
 
    “Hush, Donaigh,” Firra said. “It’s not kind to mock the stupid.” 
 
    Briar almost laughed when she realized the pair had cornered the unpleasant young man Isaia had rescued her from.  
 
    “Is everything alright, darling?” Princess Alessia asked, her forehead wrinkled with worry as she approached her. “I saw Sir Isaia react, and Mage Donaigh and Mage Firra seem rather…provoked.” 
 
    “Everything is fine, Mother.” 
 
    Princess Alessia’s delighted smile warmed Briar and motivated her to call her mother by the title more often. “I’m so glad you’re having fun. Come, tell me with whom you danced!” 
 
    Briar let her mother pull her away, though she turned around to smile at Isaia. 
 
    Isaia acknowledged her with a bow. 
 
    He wouldn’t completely wall himself off from me—not when he knows how strange this all is. And he’s too honorable to only pretend to be my friend, so his affection, even if it is merely friendly, is real. So why does he act detached?  
 
    Briar shook her head to clear her thoughts. I’ll get him to crack. I have plenty of time, too. Feeling a little better, Briar listened to her mother chatter as she tried to get a glimpse of Donaigh and Firra’s act of vengeance. 
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    Isaia rested a hand on the hilt of his sword as he watched Princess Alessia lead Briar away. No, Princess Rosalinda. A muscle in his cheek twitched involuntarily.  
 
    No matter how he tried to mentally—and physically—call his childhood companion by her proper title, he couldn’t do it. She was Briar Rose. The prickly but beautiful name suited her, as opposed to the candy-sweet taste of Rosalinda. 
 
    He didn’t pull his eyes away from Briar, even when Franco sidled up to him and clasped him on the shoulder.  
 
    “That was a good save, there,” Franco said. “Mario is filled with poison; whatever he was saying to her couldn’t have been kind.” 
 
    Isaia momentarily swung his gaze from Briar to the sniveling lord whom Donaigh and Firra were still raking over. “We should watch him.” 
 
    “Was he holding the princess too close for your liking?” Franco asked innocently. 
 
    Isaia stared his fellow knight down. 
 
    “Sorry, that was insensitive of me. But I don’t think his family has any connections with dark magic. He’s just a puffed up noble.” 
 
    “Forgive me, but I am not convinced.” Isaia returned his gaze to Briar. 
 
    “In any case, I think Princess Rosalinda has managed to win over a few hearts,” Franco said. “That bodes well for her—even if they don’t realize what a smart girl she is and only value her for her beauty.” He rubbed the back of his neck as he too considered Briar. “I think she’ll do well. I had written off half of your descriptions of her, but she has proved my assumptions incorrect. She is quite charming. I will find it an honor to serve her.” 
 
    When Isaia yanked his gaze back to Franco, the younger knight rolled his shoulders, then noticed his scrutiny. “Don’t give me that look. You know I’d never have any designs on her—she’s too young for my tastes.” 
 
    Isaia never thought he would be grateful that angel-face-Franco always angled after older women, but the time had arrived. (Franco’s particular tastes were especially lucky considering he was exactly the sort of man Briar would have aimed to marry as part of her desire to secure an Easy-and-Carefree-Life.) 
 
    Franco hadn’t noticed Isaia’s dismissal and instead sighed like a lovesick-fool. “Now her mother, Princess Alessia? There is a woman confident in her beauty and grace.” 
 
    Isaia made no effort to reply and instead saluted when he saw another Magic Knight of Sole—a legendary knight no less—approach them. “Good evening, Sir.” 
 
    The knight, Sir Virgilio, the Legendary Knight of the Lance, grinned. “Evening, boys.” He stepped between Isaia and Franco, dropping his arms over their shoulders. “Quite the celebration, eh?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Franco said. “Everyone appears to be in high spirits.” 
 
    “But you two are not?” Virgilio asked. 
 
    Franco glanced up at Isaia, who reluctantly spoke. “Though the occasion does call for celebration, I am not certain everyone realizes the worst has yet to come.” 
 
    Virgilio nodded. “Indeed. We have to get through the princess’s eighteenth birthday before we can take a holiday. But perhaps her situation is not as dire as you think. Princess Rosalinda does have you, her dog, to watch her, eh?” He smiled with his teeth, but Isaia knew the words were meant to be chiding, not malicious. 
 
    He had borne the nickname of “the princess’s dog” since the summer after he was knighted. He hadn’t done a particularly good job veiling his affection for Briar and had been relentlessly ribbed by older knights ever since. 
 
    So, Isaia ignored the mock with the ease of familiarity. “She had me to watch her back in the forests, too, and the hellhound still got to her.” 
 
    Virgilio’s smirk dropped from his lips, but his humor was still high. “Perhaps, but now she is safely absconded in Ciane. With the majority of us Magic Knights present, and with a veritable fortress caging her in, I believe she is safe. We’ll keep her safe.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Isaia and Franco chorused. 
 
    Virgilio renewed his smile. “Chin up, boys. Only a few months, and then we’ll be through with this.” He smacked them both on the back, then walked on.  
 
    Franco rubbed his shoulder. “I believe I’ll take my leave here. I see a particular beauty I wish to praise.” 
 
    Isaia glanced in the direction Franco was fixated on. “That beauty is Sir Lucio’s aunt.” 
 
    “Indeed. Try to have some fun, Isaia. You don’t have to watch the princess the whole time.” Franco smiled innocently. “Or, if you are so intent on her safety, you could always ask her to dance.”  
 
    A frown twitched on Isaia’s lips, but he mutely watched Franco sally off—full of smiles and good cheer. 
 
    Unlike Franco and Sir Virgilio, he was not so easily reassured—but not because he feared an evil mage would pop out of the shadows and jab Briar with a spindle. He was more concerned about her new life. Briar was beautiful, charming, and headstrong. While he was deep enough in love to think of such a characteristic as one of her many charms, he knew it was unlikely the nobles would feel the same. 
 
    Briar already had enough trouble with the curse looming over her. Facing disapproval and disdain from her courts was a trial he wished to spare her. 
 
    But what could he do? He was a magic knight—esteemed, but not powerful enough to shield her in any way except physically. If they were married…but no. 
 
    Isaia knew King Giuseppe. His Highness was unsettled with Briar’s childhood—though what else he expected when he asked a magic knight to have a hand in her upbringing, Isaia didn’t know. It was clear the continued failure of the knights to catch Carabosso, now added to the perceived failure to educate Briar on the King’s “courtly” requirements did not raise the knighthood in his estimation. To cover what he viewed as her faults, King Giuseppe would likely try to marry her off to the most traditional, politically powerful young man he could muster.  
 
    Isaia’s control cracked, and he squeezed the hilt of his sword. And that is why she will never be mine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Courtly Lessons 
 
      
 
    The following morning, Briar attended her first breakfast with the royal family. A servant had to escort her to the salon where her grandfather, mother, and father were, but Briar threw the doors open with good cheer. 
 
    The salon was beautiful and ornate—almost oppressively so—with a wood-paneled ceiling, gilded furniture cushioned with mint green pillows, and, covering the far wall, a fresco of knights battling magical creatures. 
 
    Unfazed by the show of wealth, Briar smiled and plopped down in a chair. “Good morning!” 
 
    Her mother gracefully set her teacup down. “Good morning, Rosalinda.” 
 
    Prince Consort Filippo grinned at her. “It seems you were quite the success last night! I credit your dancing skills.” 
 
    “I would think my popularity would be caused more by sheer curiosity,” Briar said dryly. 
 
    King Giuseppe deigned to bow his head in agreement. 
 
    Her father shook his head. “Deny all you like. I predict you will be the veritable treasure of the courts.” He glanced out the window and slapped his hands on his thighs as he stood. “I’m off. I’m holding inspections with the guard today. Be good.” He kissed the top of Briar’s head, hugged Princess Alessia, and was out of the room before King Giuseppe finished chewing his toast. 
 
    Princess Alessia folded her hands together and placed them on her lap, then smiled at Briar. “Today you are to meet with your ladies-in-waiting.” 
 
    Briar leaned back in her chair awkwardly as a maid filled up a tray of food for her. “What will they do?” 
 
    “It is my hope that they will help ease your transition to your new life and provide insight and useful advice,” Princess Alessia said. 
 
    “If they could guide me through the castle, I would be much obliged,” Briar said. 
 
    Princess Alessia added a sugar cube to her teacup and topped off King Giuseppe’s cup, moving with the grace of a dancer. “They will also serve as your companions and will attend your lessons with you.” 
 
    Briar perked. “Lessons?” 
 
    “Dancing and music,” Princess Alessia said. 
 
    It pleased her that she had guessed correctly on the dancing instructor—though if music meant attempting to teach her an instrument now, in the middle of an upheaval, Briar suspected it would be quite useless. She picked up a dainty teacup and sipped her drink, frowning when she realized it was not tea, but some sort of brown, bitter drink. 
 
    “You will also learn the proper conduct benefitting a princess: conversation and grace.” King Giuseppe spoke with a clear tone that reminded Briar of a cathedral bell. 
 
    She was a princess, and their main concern was that she needed to have pretty manners? Bemusedly, Briar began to suspect that royalty—though they ran the country—had a starkly different set of worries than the rest of the populace.  
 
    “I see.” She popped a few raisins in her mouth and eyed a loaf of honey-glazed bread. “I did not know the art of conversation was so mystifying I had need of an instructor to guide me.” 
 
    King Giuseppe remained expressionless, “It is because you say such things you require an instructor. You are too tactless with your words. You need to learn gentleness—and to hold your silence.” 
 
    Briar stared at the king. “What?” 
 
    “Your teacher will instruct you in the art of discretion and quietness. I hope he is up to the task.”  
 
    If Briar thought he had a shred of affection for her, she would have thrown a pillow at him. Her rock-faced grandfather had essentially told her she talked too much and was a sass! (A fine thing to say as a man who oozed sarcasm.) And he was going to try and have it schooled out of her? 
 
    Stupefied, Briar turned to gape at her mother. 
 
    Princess Alessia wrung her hands. “It is for your sake, Rosalinda, but you needn’t let it trouble you. I should think you will enjoy learning to dance! Your father said you caught on quickly last night.” 
 
    Well. That was not at all helpful. She forced herself to sip her bitter breakfast drink. 
 
    Her mother chattered on, seemingly relieved Briar did not display any open signs of rebellion. Briar kept a mild smile on her face as she looked from Princess Alessia to King Giuseppe, occasionally engaging in small talk with them. 
 
    This, she thought grimly, is exactly why I didn’t want to be a princess. Though I suspect I will quickly grow to love my parents, I can’t say I care to have my personal freedoms tossed out to be trampled in the streets. 
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    Briar winced when she broke another harp string. She glanced from the gold lap harp she held to her new tutor—who looked as dubious as she felt. The kindly man shook his head, making his frizzy gray hair shake. “Perhaps we should end it there?” he suggested mildly. 
 
    “Yes, please,” Briar said. 
 
    Briar’s ladies-in-waiting—a group of four girls all around her age, all of them lovely, titled, and wealthy—rearranged themselves when they stood. 
 
    “Oh, but Your Highness, you were doing so well!” The girl bedecked in blue velvet protested. 
 
    Briar eyed her, but the set of the girl’s chin said she was being genuine. She appreciated that her mother had found her wonderfully kind ladies-in-waiting, but in her less charitable moments, she wondered if she couldn’t have also managed to find clever ladies-in-waiting. “I’m afraid I must disagree with you. It would be a kindness to the instrument, and to our ears, if I never picked it up again.” 
 
    The lady-in-waiting closest to Briar snorted, then covered the noise with a laugh. 
 
    “Perhaps you could try the piano forte,” the lady-in-waiting who favored silk brocade suggested. “Though it is a newer instrument and hasn’t the history of a harp, it is quite popular.” 
 
    “Or you could take up singing.” The lady-in-waiting who was bedecked with jewelry suggested that. She was a pretty, curvaceous girl who appeared to be the self-appointed leader of the little group. 
 
    “No,” Briar said firmly. “I have not the ear or voice for singing. I’m quite wretched at it.” 
 
    “Your grandfather might like you to take it up, though,” Velvet pointed out with a worried expression. 
 
    “Then I will sing for him, and he will drop the notion in an instant,” Briar said. 
 
    The fourth lady-in-waiting—the one who occasionally let her manners slip enough to laugh at Briar’s pithy observations—grinned, then snapped open a fan to screen her lips. 
 
    “Never mind,” Jewel said with a sweet smile. “Next, I believe, we are to attend lessons of decorum in the gardens. Let us be off!” 
 
    “We should take Her Highness through Aeternum Hall,” the fourth lady-in-waiting said. “I think she would quite enjoy it.” 
 
    Silk tapped her lower lip. “It is rather impressive…and the harp master released us early.” 
 
    Velvet fixed her skirts. “Yes, let us visit it! I rather think Her Highness would like to see the portrait hanging there.” 
 
    “Very well, this way.” Jewel led the way, exiting the gold-leafed music room. 
 
    “I beg your pardon, but what is Aeternum Hall?” Briar asked. 
 
    “It’s a back hall of the palace. It is technically set aside for the exclusive use of the Magic Knights of Sole, but—decades back—they made it into a sort of trophy room,” Jewel said. 
 
    “It’s a favorite place for young, eligible ladies to visit,” Velvet giggled. “Because you stand the greatest chance of seeing a magic knight there if you cannot visit their training grounds.” 
 
    Together, they followed a turn in the hallway. “It’s rife with the history of the knights,” the fourth lady-in-waiting explained. 
 
    Briar inspected the dozens of suits of armor that lined the hallway, vaguely wondering who kept them shiny. “In what way?” 
 
    The lady-in-waiting smiled enigmatically. “You’ll see,” she promised. 
 
    After a few more turns and two staircases, Silk pushed open a large wooden door—which bore ornate carvings of a helm set on a winged shield, the crest of the Magic Knights, in its panels.  
 
    Velvet poked her head in and mewled in disappointment. “It’s just us—though I suppose that makes sense. The knights are usually training now.” 
 
    “It’s still worth visiting,” Jewel insisted. “Come in!” 
 
    Briar, feeling as if she were trespassing, slipped into the chamber after her ladies-in-waiting. 
 
    Aeternum Hall was a work of wonder and beauty. Its vaulted ceilings were painted with a star motif, giant windows as big as a cart let thick sunbeams in, and a huge fireplace the size of a horse dominated the far end of the room. 
 
    Briar had assumed it would be some sort of haven for the male gender, but it was surprisingly beautiful and comfortable. 
 
    Two sets of rectangular tables were strewn with maps and models, and were completed with matching chairs and silver cushions. A number of bookcases stood near the entrance, and blue banners with the Magic Knight crest hung on the walls. The focus of the room seemed to be the line of weapons fastened to the wall, and a giant portrait of a woman. 
 
    Velvet glided across the room, making a beeline for the portrait. “Come, Your Highness. You’ll want to see her.” 
 
    Briar, starting to feel guilty she had viewed her ladies-in-waiting and found them wanting when all four of them were proving to be so thoughtful and sweet, dutifully followed.  
 
    The woman in the painting was gorgeous. She was not breathtaking—the way Princess Gabrielle of Arcainia was rumored to be—but there was an unusual elegance to the set of her shoulders, and the curl of her smile was inviting and warm.  
 
    Her hair was a shade lighter than Briar’s—though it looked even more luxurious and thick. What was most surprising, though, was that her laughing eyes were the same shade of blue-purple as Briar’s. 
 
    “Who is she?” Briar asked. 
 
    Silk’s smile was so big her eyes crinkled. “The founder of the Magic Knights of Sole and your ancestor: the Queen of Hearts.” 
 
    With newfound curiosity, Briar gazed up at the portrait. 
 
    The fourth lady-in-waiting stood next to Briar as the rest of the girls dispersed. “Perhaps our country’s most popular leader, the Queen of Hearts was crowned ruler of Sole and created the knights when she wasn’t much older than you. Most view her fondly, as a fable, but the Magic Knights hold her quite dear. The portrait was painted roughly a decade and a half into her reign.” 
 
    “My history teacher taught me some of the things she did,” Briar said as she took a step closer to the painting and the weapons mounted on the wall. “She purged the courts of corruption and created a golden age for Sole—with the help of the knights.” 
 
    “She was astoundingly clever,” the lady-in-waiting agreed. “And you, Your Highness, are of her bloodline.” 
 
    Briar laughed. “I hope you do not have increased expectations because of that. But what are the weapons?” Briar squinted at a metal plaque that hung beneath a crossbow. “ ‘A legendary weapon?’ Then—are these really they?” 
 
    “Yes,” the lady-in-waiting said. “These are some of the weapons forged for the original Magic Knights. There are four more besides what you see here; they have been granted to knights by your family. The rest have been lost to history.” 
 
    Briar remembered learning about the weapons with Isaia. The term legendary knight was given to knights who had been granted a weapon that belonged to one of the original knights. Legendary weapons were more powerful and potent than anything that had been created since. It was believed some of them were powerful enough to shake the ground or part waters. 
 
    Briar inspected the next weapon—a halberd. “Three of the current legendary knights were sworn in by King Giuseppe, yes?” 
 
    “And the fourth by the Princess Alessia, correct.” The lady-in-waiting watched Briar as she leaned closer to get a better look at the etchings on the halberd’s head. “We haven’t had more than six legendary knights in two generations. Most royals don’t want to risk the backlash if they choose incorrectly.” 
 
    Briar winced. Part of the tradeoff for such powerful magic was that the weapons were rather…particular. If a royal presented one to a knight—and the royal had to be of the d’Avalas line as the transfer involved blood—and the weapon was not a proper match, the ruler and the knight would both be badly injured during the incomplete transfer—possibly even killed. 
 
    Sir Roberto had once told Briar that all legendary weapons had names, and if a royal wanted to give the weapon to a knight, they had to learn it. How that was accomplished, he could not say. 
 
    Inspecting the weapons, Briar could tell they were beautifully made—and most likely incredibly costly—but they didn’t seem particularly magical. (Not that she was an expert in magic, but still. For weapons that could supposedly slice open the earth, she would have thought they would at least sparkle oddly or something.) 
 
    She turned her attention to the next weapon, a two-handed sword. She had just enough time to admire its white-gold hilt and beautiful blade—again with runes etched in it—when a strange feeling overwhelmed her.  
 
    It felt like someone had placed their hands on her shoulders. Briar tried to turn her gaze away from the sword, but she couldn’t. Something whispered in her ear and at the back of her mind, but she couldn’t quite hear it. 
 
    “It’s impressive, isn’t it?” the fourth lady-in-waiting asked. She snapped Briar out of whatever had been wrong, procuring her thankfulness. “Since I was a child, I’ve always been so proud to be from Sole. Loire may have its tactical geniuses, and Erlauf its incredible army, but we have our Magic Knights!” 
 
    “There’s something simultaneously wonderful and hopeful about it,” Briar admitted. 
 
    The lady-in-waiting laughed. “I’m glad to hear you think so. Most girls our age sigh over how romantic it is. I don’t think they understand quite what it means to have independently organized knights outfitted with magic weapons and anti-magic armor.” 
 
    “Your Highness, Lady Delanna,” Jewel called. “I’m afraid we must take our leave—the elegance instructor awaits.” 
 
    Briar fell in line with her lady-in-waiting, Delanna. “Thank you for suggesting you all bring me here.” 
 
    Delanna smiled warmly, making her pretty face light up. “I am happy you enjoyed it.” 
 
    Together they slipped out of the door, though Briar paused long enough to glance back at the portrait of her lovely ancestor and the legendary weapons. 
 
    It was just my imagination. She thought as she studied the two-handed sword. Nothing more. 
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    Several days later, Briar, her eyes bright with exhilaration, followed her father and ladies-in-waiting into the royal stables. 
 
    “I’m sorry to say you’ll have to remain on palace grounds for today, darling.” Prince Consort Filippo smiled apologetically. “Tonight I will make arrangements to organize an escort for you, and then you’ll be able to venture outside Ciane’s walls.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you, sir,” Velvet said. 
 
    Though by now Briar was thoroughly acquainted with her new friends, she couldn’t help but continue to call them by their dressing preferences. It had become something of a tender nickname—except for Delanna. Her character was more difficult to grasp, but she also spent the most effort attempting to befriend Briar and become a confidante. The others, it seemed, were content with a pleasant camaraderie.  
 
    “I believe all of you but Rosalinda have your own mounts, yes? Come, Rose. I’ll show you the choices.” Consort Filippo’s eyes sparkled with love as he held out his arm for Briar to take. 
 
    Her good humor bloomed into a wonderful mood. The name Rosalinda still raised her hackles, but Rose was a healthy combination of her disguised name and her royal name. I wonder how I could get more people to call me that… 
 
    Arm-in-arm, Briar and her father walked through the rather impressive stables as her ladies-in-waiting scattered to the stalls where their horses were already brushed and tacked up. Together they strolled past a pair of sturdy ponies—most likely hailing from the hilly regions in the south and near the east coast; several muscled, war-ready horses Briar suspected were heavily related to the magic knight’s mounts; and stall after stall of beautiful riding horses with curved necks, sculpted heads, and a light body perfect for running. 
 
    Briar’s father tugged her to a stop in front of two stalls of such palfreys. Both of them were bay-colored, though one was more of a red bay and the other was nearly black. Briar could see the two she got to choose from were older, calm, and would probably have to be greatly encouraged to get more than a trot out of them. Still, Briar liked riding and would not hold the beginner mounts against her father. (Particularly because she suspected this was all King Giuseppe’s doing.) 
 
    “They’re quite beautiful,” Briar said. The horses—mares, both of them—curiously edged to the front of their stalls so they could sniff at her. 
 
    “They used to belong to your mother—though she hasn’t ridden in years.” Her father grimaced briefly. “You do know how to ride?” 
 
    Briar laughed. “Yes.” 
 
    Filippo smiled ruefully. “I thought you did. The reports said you did, but I never thought to inquire how well.” 
 
    “I learned on Valor—Isaia’s mount.” 
 
    Filippo snorted. “If you learned how to ride on a magic knight’s horse, these two are going to bore you. I thought you could handle yourself—you do have your gift from the fairy godmother—but some still thought it would be prudent to start you slow.” 
 
    Briar scratched one of the mares on her neck. The mare stretched her head in approval. “What do you mean?” Briar asked. 
 
    “At your christening—all magic users present gave you a gift. A fairy godmother said you would be liked by animals. I suspect that’s why Isaia’s Valor gave you pony rides instead of snapping your arm off,” her father said. “I’d suggest you take the red bay—she has a little more spunk left in her.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Briar switched her attentions to the other mare. Her father called for a groom, then dallied by the stall of a beautiful buckskin gelding—his horse based on the way the animal sniffed his doublet, looking for treats. 
 
    Briar wandered a little farther, pausing when she found an unlikely horse several stalls down. He was light gray, with a sooty mane and tail, but it looked like someone had left him out in the dripping rain, for his body was covered with brush-thin stripes of charcoal gray. Briar recognized the coloring—it would have been called brindle in a dog—but she had never seen it in a horse. 
 
    Moreover, his confirmation was quite strange. He was large—as big as the knights’ horses—and he even had some of the feathery bits of hair covering his hooves that a few of the fancier warhorses had. However, his face was as fine and sculpted as the riding horses, and his neck was beautifully curved. It was an odd balance, for his legs and frame were not as delicate as a palfrey, nor did he possess the grounded beauty of the muscled warhorses. 
 
    Physically, he was the combination of a riding horse and a war-mount, but he chewed his hay with a calm temperament neither breed of horse possessed in their youth. 
 
    “Ahh, I see Misfit has caught your eye.” Prince Consort Filippo joined her in front of the horse’s stall. 
 
    “Misfit?” Briar asked. 
 
    “One of your grandfather’s best riding mares slipped through the fence to flirt with a warhorse. He is the result.” 
 
    “But why is he called Misfit? He’s quite pretty.” 
 
    “He looks good enough—if not a little odd—but he doesn’t have the traits the stables have been working towards for generations. He can outrun a warhorse, but he’s not as fast as one of our little palfreys. He can go longer than a palfrey, but a warhorse will soon ride him into the ground. He has a nice temperament, but placidness is something you search for in drafts and ponies—unless you’re looking for a lady’s horse, and he’s far too big for that. So, Misfit.” 
 
    Briar leaned over the stall door so she could give the poor horse a pat on the shoulder. He looked at her with bright eyes, and thrust a mouthful of hay at her in an obvious invitation. 
 
    Her father laughed. “Poor bloke is as friendly as a dog. I’ve told your grandfather he should sell him, but I think he keeps him around to remind the grooms to keep a vigilant eye on the mares. Right, then. Looks like your horse is nearly ready for you.” He strode away, leaving Briar with Misfit, who had by now ventured all the way up to the stall door and was leaning against it so it groaned. 
 
    Briar patted him consolingly one last time. “Good boy. Don’t listen to them—you’re not a misfit. We would love a horse like you on a farm.” She smiled at the gelding, then moved to join her father. 
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    “You must lower your chin like a genteel lady, not stick it out like a mule lying down to roll in the mud!” The ogre who passed as Briar’s “elegance” teacher poked her spitefully in the back. 
 
    Briar did not tuck her chin, and instead icily eyed the woman. 
 
    “You will not utter a word! A princess is demure and soft spoken—not a wild hoyden as you have proven to be!” the teacher continued. 
 
    Briar curled her hands into fists and tried to rein in her burning temper. For two weeks, now, she had borne this horrid woman’s criticism, and her patience was nearly gone. 
 
    Behind her, Velvet, Silk, and Jewel murmured—their voices holding a note of worry. 
 
    “You should strive to be like your mother—a paragon of virtue—and cast aside your brooding, spiteful tendencies. It will not serve you when you seek out a husband.” 
 
    Briar shifted slightly on the uncomfortable fainting couch where she perched. It is alarming how little concern seems to be placed on me as a future queen. They seem forever worried there is to be a beauty contest among princesses, and I shall lose horribly. She was tempted to pick at a nub in the couch out of sheer spite but managed to withhold and instead stared at a fresco of a swooning maiden collapsing at the feet of a knight. (Just about every room in the ornate palace seemed to sport a fresco. She was surprised the stables hadn’t been bedecked with one yet.) “I believe my foremost concern is what will serve me as a future monarch.” 
 
    The woman shook her head and scowled. “No, Your Highness. What is of greatest importance is that you do not bring shame upon your family—though your dreadfully straight posture toes the brink already.” 
 
    Briar stood. “And that is enough,” she declared. 
 
    “You claim to have the finesse and sweetness of temperament your parents and grandfather desire?” the woman demanded. 
 
    “No. But I do not see how I can learn polish and finish from a woman who has the personality of a troll,” Briar said. 
 
    Lady Delanna laughed outright and didn’t even try to muffle her laughter for several long moments. 
 
    “You would make me the villain? I am teaching you only what you lack—what your parents feel you lack!” 
 
    The comment stung more than Briar would care to admit, but she kept her expression fierce, unwilling to let the mean-spirited woman win in even the smallest way. “If this sort of nitpicking and insult are what is fashionable, then I’m afraid I will prepare myself to be out of vogue. I will have nothing to do with this!” 
 
    As Briar growled, the woman sauntered across the salon, picking up her shawl and handbag. “Be that as it may, we shall see who is right. You are not in charge of your own person, Your Highness.” With a disdainful sniff, she sailed from the room.  
 
    “Good riddance,” Lady Delanna said. 
 
    “She was rather rude.” Velvet scrunched her button nose in a rare show of dislike. 
 
    Briar’s anger drained from her, and she dropped back onto the settee with a groan. “What will my parents say?” 
 
    Jewel patted her shoulder awkwardly. “Worry not, Your Highness. If need be, we can testify that she was positively…” 
 
    “Odious?” Silk offered. 
 
    Jewel exhaled, puffing up her chest. “Indeed!” 
 
    Briar removed the veil that covered her hair—it was a popular and, in Briar’s opinion, rather pointless adornment the female variety of Sole nobles favored. She ran a hand down the length of her braided hair and tugged on the end, wishing she could shake her locks free. “I’m as hopeless at this as I am at music.” 
 
    Jewel planted her hands on her hips. “Your Highness, that is positively not true!”  
 
    “Indeed—you are quite proficient at dancing!” Silk said. 
 
    “And besides, in spite of your bluster, you sing like a nightingale,” Velvet added. 
 
    “Yes. A literal nightingale,” Briar said. “I have terrible range and can’t sing any words!” 
 
    Delanna seated herself in a chair next to Briar’s. “You do have grace and elegance, Your Highness.” 
 
    Briar rolled her eyes so she could stare at her friend. “I move nothing like any of you—or my mother—and that is what they aim for me.” While some of the gifts Briar had received as a babe served her well, like her dancing ability and comradeship with animals, others had horribly backfired on her. Her unique singing voice was perhaps the most obvious, but her gracefulness was off as well. 
 
    “You don’t move like us, but that doesn’t mean you aren’t graceful,” Delanna argued. 
 
    Jewel straightened a pillow. “Exactly! You might not mince and glide like we do, but there’s something else about you.” 
 
    “Assurance!” Velvet piped in. 
 
    “Yes!” Delanna pounced on the idea. “You still move beautifully—just more like an enchantress than a typical court lady.” 
 
    Briar smiled. “Thank you for trying to cheer me up.” She stood with a groan. “I don’t know if you’re right, but in my heart of hearts, I can’t regret giving that troll a set-down…though I may have second thoughts when I face King Giuseppe tonight.” She grimaced. “We still have table instruction, don’t we?” The lengthy lessons were meant to teach her conduct for hosting dignitaries. If they knew how I dispatched Prince Johann of Erlauf, they would die!  
 
    “We do, Your Highness,” Jewel confirmed. 
 
    Briar sighed. “Might as well get it over with. Shall we be off?” 
 
    “If it pleases you, Your Highness.” 
 
    “It doesn’t, but I’m not sure I have a choice. Here we go!” 
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    Briar, waiting for the rest of her family—how she loved to say that word—nursed a cup of drinking chocolate—a velvety smooth drink she had come to love since her ladies in waiting introduced it to her. She knew her grandfather was going to be upset, so she had taken the trouble to fortify herself with a visit to Nonna. She had worried the old woman would be stiff and respectful with her, but she had proven Briar wrong, and had embraced her with all the love she had. It was one of the best hours Briar had spent since coming to the palace as Nonna reminded her she was loved and that everything had happened was because her parents loved her, too.  
 
    Briar smiled as she traced the rim of the delicate teacup. When she heard the tread of heavy footsteps outside the door, she rolled her shoulders back and lifted her chin. 
 
    Her grandfather flung the doors open, and his eyebrows were even lower than usual. “You dismissed your tutor.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    Princess Alessia and Prince Consort Filippo glided into the dining hall behind the king. Based on the depth of breath they were taking, Briar suspected they had hustled to meet him here. 
 
    “You have dire need of the lessons she was to provide,” King Giuseppe said. 
 
    Briar couldn’t help it. She raised an eyebrow at her grandparent and smiled glibly. “Elegance? Oh, yes. I shall certainly perish without it.”  
 
    Princess Alessia glided up to Briar and patted her hands. “Though it pains me to say it, you must learn these lessons, Rosalinda.” 
 
    Briar managed not to shiver at her name. “But I am learning my lessons. I’ve gritted my teeth through every lecture you’ve asked me to attend.” 
 
    “But you haven’t improved!” King Giuseppe lowered himself into a chair and gave Briar the same look she imagined a father would give his gambling addicted, neck-deep-in-debt son. 
 
    “I beg your pardon, Your Highness, but it has only been two weeks. You can hardly expect her to learn and apply everything so swiftly, and adjust to palace life,” Prince Consort Filippo said. 
 
    Glancing warily from her parents to her grandfather, Briar felt her hackles rise yet again. She did not like the implications of the conversation. “Exactly how am I supposed to improve?” She sipped her drinking chocolate to keep from saying more sarcastic words. 
 
    King Giuseppe drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair. “Cease acting as you do.” 
 
    The drinking chocolate’s rich, sweet flavor turned sour with the king’s hurtful words. They want me to change who I am—and they see that as an improvement? Briar shifted in her seat, nearly popping out of it in her anger. 
 
    Princess Alessia seemed to sense Briar’s boiling temper, for she took her hand and squeezed it. “What Father means, Rosalinda, is that he wants you to act more genteel in public.” She smiled down at her. “You are so clever and funny, but royalty must present itself differently.” 
 
    King Giuseppe fixed one of the jeweled rings on his knuckles. “Her conduct is not only a public problem. If she continues to act as she does, our choice of marriage partners will grow smaller. Who would saddle themselves with her?” 
 
    Briar stood and clenched her free hand into a fist. “Don’t I have a say in whom I marry?” 
 
    “No,” King Giuseppe said frankly. “We must put the needs of the country before our own—and you need to marry a man who will become a great king to cover for your fractured childhood.” 
 
    “What?” Briar’s voice was quiet and falsely calm. 
 
    Prince Consort Filippo, standing safely behind King Giuseppe, gave him a withering glare. “What His Highness means, though he made a mess of it, is that a few have recently voiced concerns over whether you will be able to properly rule as queen, being that you were not raised in the palace, and not even as a royal. Therefore, your husband will have to be someone the courts trust to run the country with you.”  
 
    Briar stared at him in shock. Hidden under his kind words, she saw the truth: she wasn’t going to rule. They didn’t think they could trust her. After less than two weeks of knowing her, they had decided she wasn’t fit to be queen as her mother would be.  
 
    The realization was almost worse than learning she was Princess Rosalinda. She hadn’t wanted to be a princess, but she had accepted it. In return, they were rejecting her and intended to make her serve as little more than a placeholder. 
 
    She was so angry she wanted to stab something with Isaia’s dagger—which she still carried on her person. Somehow, she doubted that would improve the situation. 
 
    Her father offered Briar a smile she barely noticed. “It’s not your fault, darling. If you had been raised here in Ciane, this wouldn’t have been a problem.” 
 
    “It is true, Rosalinda. You cannot take this to heart,” Princess Alessia said. “And you’ll have a say in who you marry. We don’t want you to be unhappy!” 
 
    “You are coddling her.” King Giuseppe turned his purple eyes—so similar to Briar’s—back to her. “If you continue to resist your lessons, we’ll have a wretched hard time of getting a good candidate who will accept you.” 
 
    Briar’s last strand of patience snapped. “No.”  
 
    Her parents stared at her. 
 
    King Giuseppe raised one eyebrow. “No?” 
 
    Briar pulled her hand from her mother’s and stood straight. “I will attend your useless lessons, smile at those who make disparaging comments over me, and let you try to change me—since I am clearly unfit to be your granddaughter, in your estimation—but I will not let you decide whom I should marry and spend the rest of my life with.” 
 
    King Giuseppe’s stoic expression cracked for a moment, and Briar thought she could see pity in his eyes. “You don’t have a choice.” 
 
    Princess Alessia brushed her fingers across Briar’s ramrod-straight back. “I’m sorry, darling. But he is right.” 
 
    Briar smiled triumphantly. “No, he isn’t. I have a big say in whom I will marry.” She stepped away from the table and away from her mother, her posture stiff with anger. “You can try and throw marriage candidates at me until you exhaust all resources. You can force me into an engagement and trumpet it from here to Erlauf. The fact is, when the curse hits, if I don’t love your precious choice for my husband, I won’t wake up.” Her smile turned grim. “And how will that make you look?” 
 
    The curse had been Briar’s biggest worry since she’d learned her identity. Now it seemed like it might become her saving grace. 
 
    Princess Alessia burst into tears. Prince Consort Filippo hugged her to him so she cried into his chest, but the look he gave Briar—it was one of surprise, sorrow, and something else… 
 
    King Giuseppe wore a similar look. Briar would have thought the reminder would have angered him, but—mostly—he seemed surprised. 
 
    Her mother continued to cry, but Briar was too furious to care that she had upset her. She knew she would feel guilty later, but now she was still hurt and bitter that they were so keen to change her. 
 
    White-faced servants huddled in a doorway, holding silver trays. 
 
    Seizing the opportunity, Briar stormed from the room. “Excuse me, but I have lost my appetite.”  
 
    No one said anything as she took her leave. Quick steps put the stifling air of the palace behind her. It was hard to breathe as she walked through the fragrant flower gardens and lawn that surrounded the palace, her rage swiftly turning to sorrow. Tears blurred her vision. She searched for something, anything she could find comfort in.  
 
    Eventually, she stumbled into the stable. The smell of straw and the nickers of horses surrounded her like a warm hug. She staggered to a pile of hay bales and collapsed. Her chest heaved with effort as she tried to choke down her sobs. 
 
    It seemed like everyone was forever rejecting her. Nonna hadn’t wanted to be her mother—though Briar now understood why. Her real mother loved her, yes, but apparently not well enough to accept Briar for who she was; her father was the same. And as for King Giuseppe… 
 
    Dried hay poked Briar’s cheek as she laughed darkly. At least now I know why Isaia occasionally thrusts up his wall of respect. I can’t imagine there is a single person in this palace who doesn’t know they seek to use me as a means of procuring a “proper” ruler. 
 
    She heard footsteps echo down the stable aisle, but she was too tired to run, and the fight had left her. When they stopped near her, Briar rubbed her eyes, then glanced up. 
 
    Isaia, his brows pinched painfully with worry, stood before her. He hesitated, then sat next to her on the hay. 
 
    Briar tipped over until her head rested on his shoulder. When he tucked his arm around her shoulders—as he used to do when she was a child—her control crumbled, and she sobbed into his neck. 
 
    Eventually her tears subsided, leaving her with aching eyes and a throbbing headache. “My parents don’t like me.” She spoke abruptly, her voice hoarse and brittle. 
 
    Isaia brushed her shoulder with his thumb. “They love you.” 
 
    “Yes, but they aren’t satisfied with who I am. They don’t like me. They aren’t even willing to wait to see if I’ll earn their trust. They want me to marry—” She was too hurt to finish the thought. She whispered, “What do I do?” 
 
    Isaia said nothing. 
 
    A barn cat joined them, purring so deeply its entire body vibrated as it nestled into the poof of Briar’s gown. She caressed it, though she didn’t remove her head from Isaia’s shoulder. “It’s not that I think I know better than them. I know I need to learn more, but it’s like they’re dissatisfied with my personality.” The cat rubbed its head against her fingers. “Do you think I need to change?” 
 
    “I think King Giuseppe, Princess Alessia, and Prince Consort Filippo are scared. They cannot do anything more to hold back your curse, so they seize what little they can control and make assumptions because they are too frightened to think of what could happen to you.” 
 
    Briar sighed. “You’re probably right, but selfishly I want to be told they’re horrible to reject me.” 
 
    “You don’t really.” Isaia again brushed her shoulder with his thumb and watched her pet the cat. “You love them. That’s why their words hurt.” 
 
    She nodded miserably. 
 
    “Don’t change, Briar Rose,” Isaia said, suddenly intense. 
 
    Briar pulled back slightly so she could look up at him. 
 
    He stared at the horse stall across from them. “You’re an amazing woman, and one day you’ll make the perfect queen—even if it’s not what they think should be the perfect queen.” He met her gaze for several long moments, then looked away again. 
 
    Questions burned the back of her throat. There were so many things she wanted to ask him, things she couldn’t even put into words. “Isaia…” 
 
    He glanced at her. 
 
    Briar opened her mouth, and she froze in horror. Her curse. For the first time since learning she was Princess Rosalinda, the magnitude of the curse finally hit her.  
 
    If the curse struck—and she was almost positive it would—she would prick her finger on a spinning wheel and sleep until she was awoken with a kiss from her true love, or—in simplest terms—she would sleep until Isaia kissed her. 
 
    By Flea and Fly…either I’m going to sleep forever, or Grandfather will die in his fury. Possibly both. Though Isaia was a man of honor, somehow she doubted a magic knight as her consort was what King Giuseppe had in mind. 
 
    Isaia furrowed his brow, and worry crept into his sea-green eyes.  
 
    Briar squinted up at him. Was it possible he even remotely returned her feelings, but kept them in check? He was in her retinue. He must have known her parents’ plans for her. 
 
    “Is something wrong, Your Highness?” 
 
    Briar almost winced at her title. Oh yes. I’m going to be stuck sleeping forever. Isaia was noble and forthright. If he felt anything for her, there would be signs. In the howling desert of any such indications, she had to conclude that her childhood friend felt only friendship for her. 
 
    But I’ll still have to explain it to him, unless I really do want to sleep forever. Won’t that be fun? 
 
    Briar grunted. “It’s nothing.” She screwed up her mouth, as if tasting something sour. There was no way she was going to talk to him about it tonight. She needed to prepare for that conversation. She’d have to talk to Delanna and her other ladies-in-waiting. They would know how to present the idea without drawing his disdain. 
 
    She sighed, which turned into a groan. “Fate must have laughed itself sick the day I was born.” 
 
    Isaia stopped caressing her shoulder. “If you can be sarcastic, I assume you are feeling better?”  
 
    “No. But I don’t have much choice.” She stretched her arms in front of her and groaned. “I have to apologize to Mother. I rather spitefully reminded everyone of my curse; she didn’t take it well.” 
 
    “You’re her only daughter,” Isaia said. 
 
    Briar sighed. “I had best go find her—and Father.” 
 
    He eased away from her and stood. “Not King Giuseppe?” 
 
    Briar snorted. “He can sleep with a bug in his ear. It would do him some good.” She also stood, brushing her dress free of cat hair and hay. “Thank you, Isaia, for finding me, and for letting me cry.”  
 
    He bowed slightly. “I am honored I could aid you.” 
 
    The barn cat rubbed against Briar again. Though she knew she should leave, she couldn’t help watching Isaia for an extra moment. Yep, he’s a heartache I’ll have to deal with later. She nodded and made herself start moving. “I’ll see you soon—give Valor a carrot for me!” 
 
    She didn’t hear him reply, but she didn’t let herself look back. 
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    Briar sashayed down the stable aisle. Steady, he told himself as he watched her leave. His body rebelled, and he took a step after her. Irritably, he turned on his heels so he didn’t have to see her go.  
 
    He knew she was still upset. He could see it in the tilt of her chin and the set of her lips. But there was nothing he could do. Magic knights were esteemed, but they weren’t royalty, and he knew her family well enough to know that even the over-doting Prince Consort Filippo would not be impressed if he were to try and explain how exquisite and strong Briar was. 
 
    They’ll learn for themselves, but it is Briar who will pay for their temporary ignorance. Isaia frowned at himself for the disloyal thought. His affection for her was growing out of hand—but then it had never really been under his control from the start. 
 
    Sitting with her had just about killed him. She had no idea how lovely she was. His traitorous memory chose that moment to replay how soft and warm she was, and how right it felt to hold her close. 
 
    Isaia sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. He had to have better self-control. It would do Briar no good to have him wandering about like a lovesick sop. He left the stables, heading for the Magic Knight training grounds.  
 
    It was late. The sun had set, and training had finished hours ago. Surprisingly, Sir Roberto, Franco, and the Legendary Knight of the Mace—Sir Artemio—were there. They wore grim looks, and all three of the knights uneasily brushed the weapon of their choice. 
 
    “Good evening, Sir Isaia,” Sir Artemio said as he joined them in the flickering torchlight. Though Artemio’s weapon was the mace, he was tall and thin, like a willow. He had caused something of a stir when he had joined the Magic Knights of Sole, for he abdicated the title of duke to his brother to do so. He was just a few years younger than King Giuseppe, but he regularly defeated knights decades younger than him in practice sessions, wearing them to the ground. 
 
    Isaia bowed slightly. 
 
    Franco eyed him. “Everything alright?” 
 
    Isaia nodded. “What happened?” 
 
    Artemio smiled thinly. “I was visiting my family’s coastal property, and I happened to run into a dark mage.” 
 
    Isaia joined the others and brushed his hand against his sword. 
 
    “Unfortunately, nothing came of it. She couldn’t get a blow past my armor, but she fled before I could capture her.” 
 
    Isaia gripped his sword’s hilt so tightly it hurt his palm.  
 
    Roberto clasped his shoulder. “Easy, boy,” he said gruffly. 
 
    Artemio stared past Isaia, in the direction of the palace. “I was far from Ciane, but it is worrisome.”  
 
    “If we can get Princess Rosalinda to her eighteenth birthday, the curse will be diverted, won’t it?” Franco asked. “Can’t she be limited to her room?” 
 
    “To focus on the curse is shortsighted,” Artemio said. “Even if the princess turns eighteen without the curse striking her—something I think unlikely as the enchantress who modified her curse said it would still happen—I do not believe Carabosso will give up quite so easily.” 
 
    Roberto nodded. “We’ll have to be on our guard until he loses interest.” 
 
    Artemio nodded. “That is so,” he agreed. “Come—let us go inside. I will call for refreshments.” 
 
    The three knights turned to go inside, but Isaia lingered outside. 
 
    He squared his shoulders and tucked his chin. This was where he could help Briar. Though she may not know it—and even if she did, it was unlikely she would understand—she had everything: his heart, his sword, and his shield. 
 
    He would stand between her and whatever darkness wished to do her harm.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    The Magic Knights of Sole 
 
      
 
    Cruel, black eyes haunted Briar, chasing her no matter where she fled. Dark laughter echoed unnaturally, and she saw a flash of alabaster white skin before red magic filled her vision and clutched her throat. 
 
    She could neither breathe nor move. She couldn’t even cry for help! 
 
    Panic buzzed in her chest, and pain raked up and down her body as the red magic crawled across her. A spindle lurked in the darkness. Briar was unwillingly dragged towards it, and against her will reached out for it. 
 
    Briar choked on her fear as she wrenched free from the dream and woke up. Her heart pounded so fast, it was difficult to breathe. She frantically flung aside the twisted bed linens and stood on shaking legs. 
 
    She wiped sweat from her forehead, and her heart finally began to slow its beating. The room felt stuffy and suffocating, so Briar stumbled towards a window and opened it. She leaned out into the cool air, taking comfort in the stars in the sky and the pin-pricks of torches posted up and down Ciane’s walls. 
 
    “It was just a nightmare,” she said. 
 
    Briar sagged against the wall and rubbed her face. She couldn’t recall ever meeting the man that plagued her nightmare—and with his pale skin and frighteningly dark eyes, he would have been hard to forget. 
 
    But Briar was almost certain it was Carabosso. 
 
    For a moment, her heartbeat threatened to spike again. The dream had been all too real. She wasn’t stupid. Briar knew what a spinning wheel spindle was, and she knew what it would do to her. Her body had not been under control when she reached for it. 
 
    Briar hugged herself and shivered. Is that how the curse will come true? It will seize control of my very body and force me to prick my finger? 
 
    The unsettling thought kept her up into the early hours of the morning, until she finally gave into exhaustion and fell asleep once again. 
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    Briar hid in the shadows and sipped a cup of wine as she looked out at the splendor arrayed before her. 
 
    Another banquet—another celebration of her return. This time King Giuseppe’s party was attended by several foreign dignitaries—including Prince Johann from Erlauf, whom Briar dearly hoped would not recognize her. 
 
    It was a beautiful sight. The ladies wore dresses edged with dazzling trim and embroidery, and their gowns and jewels glittered in the candlelight. The men were more like shadows, wearing expensive dark doublets and coats of velvet and silk, and shiny black boots. 
 
    But as Briar gazed out at the crowd, she recognized that only nobles were in attendance. She didn’t see any representatives of the army or government—not even her grandfather’s advisors. Many Magic Knights of Sole were in attendance, but they were in an elite class of their own, and many of them were sons of nobility—it was expected. 
 
    Why is there such division? Briar sipped her wine as she pondered the question. She knew she would have to rejoin the crush of the crowd soon. Her parents were likely searching for her. 
 
    She had patched up her relationship with them, though things were still just as icy between King Giuseppe and herself. A week had passed, but her parents were still overly careful around her. Briar regretted the hesitation she saw in her mother’s eyes whenever she asked her something, but a part of her wanted to shout, You’re the one asking me to change! Why do you look at me as though I were the heartless villain? 
 
    Briar sighed and stepped back into the light. Immediately, her ladies-in-waiting joined her.  
 
    “I will take your goblet, Your Highness.” Velvet scooped the cup from Briar’s grasp. 
 
    Silk fussed with the netting that covered Briar’s braided hair. “It is a shame it is not in fashion to wear ones’ hair loose. You have such beautiful hair, and a natural color most women try to achieve with dyes!” 
 
    “Do you think you’re up for more dancing?” Delanna asked. 
 
    Briar cleared her throat. “As long as you don’t match me with that man who insinuated I should have stayed in the hen house.” 
 
    “Certainly not,” Jewel scoffed. “If that dreadful boy approaches any of us, we shall send him on his way!” 
 
    “We ought to introduce you to the legendary knights,” Delanna said. “They’re powerful enough in politics that others respect them, but they’re loyal to the crown, so they’ll be kind to you.” 
 
    “It would be an honor to meet them,” Briar admitted. Sir Roberto had told her so many stories of the legendary knights. To speak to one of them was such a thrilling suggestion that if King Giuseppe knew of her glee, he would surely frown at her. 
 
    “Very good,” Velvet said. “There are four of us, and four legendary knights. We’ll attempt to find them!” 
 
    “I suggest you circulate, Princess, lest someone pull you into their orbit,” Jewel advised. 
 
    Delanna stepped in front of a young lord who had insulted Briar at a previous party. As she moved past him, she made it a point not to look at him or apologize. “It won’t take long. We should have introduced you to the legendary knights days ago, but I’m afraid the frantic pace of your lessons has not given us the chance.” 
 
    “Thank you, Delanna.” 
 
    “Anything for you, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Delanna,” Silk called. “Are you coming?” 
 
    Delanna slipped after the other ladies-in-waiting. 
 
    Briar smiled as they bustled off and began to edge demurely through the crowd, nodding whenever anyone caught her gaze. She was going to follow Jewel’s advice and keep moving, but a conversation caught her ear. 
 
    “We’ve got no choice. We must see to our own security first.” 
 
    “But if we abandon the peasants, we’ll lose livestock and harvests.” 
 
    After skulking around the area, Briar traced the conversation to two older men. Both were splendidly dressed, though one was slightly stouter and wore kid gloves, and the other had a leathery complexion and looked like he spent hours in the sun.  
 
    “If the princess does not fall in love before the curse strikes, our entire country will be in an uproar, and livestock will be the least of our worries,” the man in kid gloves said. 
 
    “Surely Princess Alessia can declare a replacement heir in an orderly fashion,” the other man argued. “We’re not on the brink of a civil war, after all.” 
 
    Briar listened to the discussion with interest but masked her attention by watching the dancers. 
 
    “It would be the first break in the d’Avalas line in centuries,” the man in kid gloves said. “Who knows how the populace, how the Magic Knights would react to an heir that was not a d’Avalas.” 
 
    “So the Queen of Hearts was a d’Avalas—does it matter?” his companion asked. “The knights are attached to the crown. They will follow whoever is to rule after Princess Alessia, and you and I will be long dead before then.” 
 
    “The Magic Knights of Sole are attached to the crown?” Briar said, betraying her interest. 
 
    The two men jumped, their gazes turning guilty when they realized who was addressing them. 
 
    “Your Highness,” they murmured as they bowed to her. 
 
    “Forgive me for intruding on your conversation, but you two seem so wise in your analysis,” Briar said, choosing her words with enough care even begrudging King Giuseppe would approve. “But I thought the entire point of the Magic Knights was to remain independent and detached from the crown.” 
 
    The men exchanged glances. The one with the swarthy complexion answered her. “Historically that is true, Your Highness. However, over the past few generations, the Magic Knights have grown closer to the rulers.” 
 
    Briar frowned. 
 
    “It is a good thing, Your Highness,” the man in the kid gloves said. 
 
    “Indeed,” the other man said. “Why, at the king’s bidding, a group of knights rode south to check the border after a village was ransacked by two magic users.” 
 
    “What?” Briar hissed. She had thought that, with her coming to Ciane, the dark magic users would give up—or at least focus their attention on the capital. But instead they were attacking innocent people? The dark memory of her nightmare surfaced. 
 
    The expression of the man in kid gloves turned so sour, Briar suspected he would have happily strangled his companion. “It is nothing for you to worry over, Your Highness. We nobles know you are busy with your studies and should not be bothered with such unpleasantness.” 
 
    “What a load of bosh,” a new voice said. 
 
    Briar and the two men turned, with no small amount of confusion, to greet a man with gray hair. 
 
    “Lord Orazio,” the other two men greeted with puzzled frowns. 
 
    The newcomer nodded to them, then bowed to Briar. “Your Highness.” 
 
    “You have been gone, Lord Orazio. You must have missed the session King Giuseppe held about the lovely Princess Rosalinda,” the swarthy fellow said. 
 
    “Yes, the session in which he instructed us to use tact with her,” the man in gloves said. 
 
    “Ridiculous.” Lord Orazio smoothed his goatee. “King Giuseppe is acting under the outmoded thought that young ladies are unable to function with mental aptitude.” 
 
    Again, Briar and the two men gaped at him. (Admittedly Briar’s slack jaw was more in surprise, while the men were likely moved by horror-tinged shock.) 
 
    “Lord Orazio,” the man in kid gloves growled. 
 
    Lord Orazio shrugged elegantly. “It is true. I’m ashamed to admit I thought similarly—and I would still, if not for my post.” 
 
    “Your post?” Briar asked. 
 
    “I am the Sole ambassador to Arcainia,” Lord Orazio said. “My time there with the two princesses of the royal family, in particular Fürstin Elise, has… altered my beliefs. I have returned here to celebrate your homecoming with the rest of the country, but in due time I will travel back to Arcainia.” 
 
    Briar intently studied Lord Orazio’s face, looking for any signs of mocking. He met her gaze with steady but slightly steely eyes. “I think, Lord Orazio, I would like to hear more about Arcainia.” 
 
    Lord Orazio bowed. “It would be my honor, Your Highness. If half the rumors I have heard of you are true, I think it is a country you would very much like.” 
 
    “Please forgive our intrusion, Your Highness.” Lady Delanna entered the conversation with a beautiful smile. “But one of the legendary knights has voiced a desire to meet you.” 
 
    “Thank you, Delanna. Lord Orazio, it has been a pleasure. Perhaps we could continue our conversation later? If you will excuse me, gentlemen.” Briar slightly inclined her head, then, arm-in-arm with Delanna, slipped away. 
 
    “Delanna, did you know about the ransacked village?” Briar asked. 
 
    Delanna almost stopped in her surprise. “Ransacked? What village, and by whom?” 
 
    “Two evil magic users, apparently.” Satisfied Delanna’s reaction was genuine, Briar relaxed slightly. “Apparently King Giuseppe, my parents, and the nobles conspired to keep such happenings from me.” 
 
    “Perhaps they don’t want to worry you,” Delanna said. 
 
    “I’m certain they don’t. But I am just as certain that worry was not their sole motivator,” Briar said. 
 
    Delanna smiled sadly. “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to think on that at another time. You cannot alienate the legendary knights—they are too important.” 
 
    Briar sighed. “Yes, you are right. Thank you, Delanna. Please, lead on.” She spotted the knight—or knights, as it were—immediately. 
 
    One was a whip-like older gentleman who was tall—though still shorter than Isaia—and lithe. His companion was younger—around Donaigh and Firra’s age—and sported a head of bright orange hair and dark eyes. He seemed quiet and watchful—perhaps even a little cagey compared to the genteel and dignified air of his comrade. 
 
    “It seems one of our companions also succeeded in luring away a knight,” Delanna murmured. She fixed a smile on her lips as they approached the knights. “Your Highness, I present to you Sir Artemio—the Legendary Knight of the Mace—and Sir Lucio—the Legendary Knight of Dirks.” 
 
    Briar recalled from her rambunctious youth that Isaia had explained dirks as thrusting daggers. 
 
    Both Sir Artemio and young Sir Lucio bowed deeply. “It is our honor,” Artemio said with the sophisticated accent of nobility. 
 
    “No, I believe the honor is mine,” Briar said. Eager to put her best foot forward—these men worked with Isaia after all—she smiled engagingly. “I have grown up on stories of your exploits, Sir Artemio; and I have heard much about you the past few years as well, Sir Lucio. I cannot tell you how glad I am to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    Artemio smiled, making his eyes crinkle. “You are too kind, Your Highness.” 
 
    Lucio snapped a nod in agreement. 
 
    “You have grown so much,” Artemio continued. “When I last saw you, you were just a toddler.” 
 
    “You were already a legendary knight then, weren’t you?” Briar asked. 
 
    “Indeed, I was. It was I who delivered you to Sir Roberto. Sir Lucio helped train Sir Isaia.” 
 
    Briar beamed at the younger knight. “I imagine he was a diligent student?” 
 
    Sir Lucio spoke for the first time. “He was dedicated.” 
 
    Briar waited for a moment, but no more information was forthcoming. I think I know where Isaia learned his taciturnity.  
 
    Artemio nodded gravely at his quiet companion. “We have grounds and an administrative building where we hold training exercises every day. If it pleases you, Your Highness, would you join us tomorrow? We would be honored by your presence.” 
 
    “I would very much enjoy that,” Briar said. “Thank you for your kind invitation.” 
 
    Artemio bowed once more. “We shall look forward to the hour. If you would excuse us, Your Highness, ladies.” 
 
    “Of course.” Briar smiled. “Have an enjoyable evening, Sir Artemio, Sir Lucio.” 
 
    Feeling triumphant, Briar took her leave of the men. She had won an invitation to see the Magic Knights of Sole train. And due to the conversation she had overheard and intruded upon, she had quite a few questions for them. 
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     “Did you tell your parents we are visiting the Magic Knights today, Your Highness?” Silk asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Briar said. “It was the only way I could get out of my lessons.” 
 
    Firra, sauntering arm-in-arm with Briar, kept her eyes on Donaigh who strolled ahead of them. Together they crossed the palace grounds, heading for the Magic Knights’ training grounds. “Good girl.” 
 
    “Is something wrong? You seem as though you are anticipating trouble,” Briar said. 
 
    “No,” Firra said. “Well, yes, I assume there will be trouble—or, as I would think of it, fun. But I also assume Donaigh will be the perpetrator of said fun.” 
 
    “What kind of magic does Mage Donaigh have?” Delanna asked. 
 
    “He’s a war mage,” Firra said. 
 
    “Really?” Delanna brightened. “What is his specialty?” 
 
    “His core magic is speed and the creation of magic-powered shields.” Firra’s smile tilted with affection. “He’s crazed for weapons and was quite vocal in his joy when he learned you were going to meet the legendary knights, Little Rose.” 
 
    Briar grinned at Firra, more because she used her nickname than due to her words. “I’m glad you two could join us.” 
 
    “Of course.” As she used to when Briar lived in the cottage, Firra bestowed a sisterly kiss on her temple. “Donaigh is worried about you.” 
 
    Briar laughed. “Whatever for? I’m as safe as I can be here in Ciane.” 
 
    “Yes,” Firra agreed, though she spoke in a lowered tone, “but you are unhappy.” 
 
    Unsettled by her keen observation, Briar squirmed. 
 
    “Anyone who knew you before your identity was revealed could tell you are discontented,” Firra said. “We spoke to Sir Roberto about it, and even braved Nonna’s wrath for you—though she said she didn’t know the cause. Isaia must know—he was extra closed-mouthed and had that stiff look he gets whenever he feels someone is pressing you too much.” 
 
     Briar was saved from having to respond by their arrival at the training grounds—which spanned an impressive area. The large stables stood on a green jousting field. An archery range backed up against the city wall, and a sandy ring lined with a wooden fence and racks of weapons lay adjacent to it.  
 
    The “administrative building” looked more like a small cathedral, rectangular with a tall, central spire, and made entirely of white stone. 
 
    In honor of Briar’s visit, a number of knights were lined up in front of the beautiful building, standing in orderly rows.  
 
    When Briar, her ladies-in-waiting, Firra, and Donaigh arrived within speaking distance, the knights drew their weapons with perfectly synchronized movements, and bowed to them. 
 
    Artemio stood at the front of the group with Lucio and two other men. “Greetings, Your Highness and honored guests. Welcome to the training grounds of the Magic Knights of Sole.” 
 
    “Thank you for the invitation, Sir Artemio. It is our honor to be here,” Briar said. 
 
    One of Artemio’s companions—a man in his forties who possessed the grace of a cat and an easy smile, turned around and waved off the stationary knights. 
 
    Still as one, the men sheathed their weapons, then stepped out of their ranks and set off in different directions. Though Briar searched, she didn’t see Isaia. 
 
    “Please allow me to introduce my companions, the remaining two legendary knights you have not met: Sir Virgilio, the Legendary Knight of the Lance; and Sir Jacopo, the Legendary Knight of the Saber.” 
 
    Sir Virgilio—the knight with the easy smile—gave Briar a sweeping bow. “I am charmed,” he declared. 
 
    Jacopo, closer to Artemio’s age, possessed deep smile lines and an untroubled disposition. “Good morning, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Good morning,” Briar hesitated, wondering if she was supposed to introduce her companions. 
 
    Jacopo rested a wooden saber on his shoulders and cocked his head at Donaigh and Firra. “You are the mages who watched Princess Rosalinda when she lived outside the palace, yes?” 
 
    “Indeed, we are,” Firra said as Donaigh leaned back on his heels and adjusted his straw hat. 
 
    Jacopo inclined his head to them. “Thank you for your years of service.” 
 
    “Why of course. Anything for Little Rose.” Donaigh winked at Briar, who gave in to the impulse to scrunch her nose at him. “And it was a pleasure to be able to work with my sister.” 
 
    Firra nodded her agreement, and the four legendary knights exchanged confused looks. 
 
    “Sister?” Jacopo ventured. 
 
    “Indeed—we so closely resemble each other, we may as well be twins.” Donaigh draped his arm over Firra’s shoulder and smiled winningly. 
 
    Jacopo smiled slightly, but Artemio turned his attention back to Briar. “Would you like a tour, Your Highness?” 
 
    The smell of hay and leather lingered in the air, reminding Briar of Isaia and making her feel more at ease. She allowed her shoulders to relax and said, “Yes, please.” 
 
    Silk and Velvet fell in line behind her with a giggle they didn’t quell even when Jewel eyed them. 
 
    Briar strolled with Delanna and followed Artemio past the jousting field. Several mounted knights careened towards each other on their warhorses, meeting with a great clash. A few others practiced thrusting their lances at targets as they zoomed past on their steeds. 
 
    Knights were also deep in training in the sandy ring, practicing hand-to-hand combat or sparring with their weapon of choice. 
 
    “I notice that the practice weapons are wooden.” Briar watched two knights with war axes battle it out. “Is that for safety?” 
 
    “No,” Artemio said. “One can still be gravely injured with a wooden weapon; it is for the good of our magic weapons. They are quite expensive to purchase, and upkeep can be difficult. This being the case, we practice as much as possible with normal weapons and armor weighted and shaped to feel the same. Unless we are holding focused training sessions, most knights spend only a few hours a week practicing with their magic weapons and anti-magic armor. Whenever we are dispatched, however, the real thing is used.” 
 
    “I see,” Briar said. When they strolled on, she tried to nonchalantly search the gathered knights for Isaia, but she still did not see him. By the time they reached the archery range, she concluded he was not present and focused on her companions. 
 
    Donaigh lingered at the back—attempting to talk Virgilio and Lucio into letting him see their legendary weapons; Velvet, Silk, and Jewel were preoccupied with gazing at the jousting knights with big eyes; Firra chatted with Jacopo; and Delanna stared at the archery range with great longing. 
 
    She inched towards the range, stopping near a barrel of fletched arrows stored just short of the practicing archers. 
 
    Briar joined her friend, studying the green-feather fletching of the arrows. “You said the crossbow was your favorite weapon, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes.” Delanna drew an arrow from the barrel and inspected it with the critical eye of a master. “I kept with it even after I realized it was impossible to become a Magic Knight of Sole. Hunting is an acceptable pastime for ladies, provided you wear pretty clothes and ride a mincing mare, so I used it as my excuse to practice.” 
 
    “Even now?” Briar asked. 
 
    Delanna’s sigh was pulled from deep in her lungs. “No. I’m afraid I had to officially give it up a year ago—my parents feared my passion would make me unmarriageable.” 
 
    Briar snorted. “That seems to be a major concern for nobility. It makes me wonder what sort of weak-willed men they expect us to marry.” 
 
    The pair exchanged looks of long-suffering sympathy. 
 
    “Good morning, Your Highness, Lady Delanna!” 
 
    Briar turned to welcome the newest member of their party, Franco. “Good morning, Sir Franco.” 
 
    Franco joined them with a smile, though he tilted his head like a spaniel when he noticed Delanna’s grip on the arrow. “Lady Delanna, do you shoot?” 
 
    “A little.” Delanna slid the arrow back into place. “Though I’m afraid my arrows and crossbow were never so fine as these.” She eyed the weapons carefully arranged on nearby racks. 
 
    “In that case, would you like to have a go at it?” Franco asked. 
 
    Delanna stiffly pushed her shoulders back. “You cannot be serious.” 
 
    “Of course I am—or that would have been a mean-spirited invitation.” 
 
    Delanna glanced at Briar for support. 
 
    Briar nudged her forward. “I think you should try it. How many others could boast they shot weapons belonging to the Magic Knights of Sole?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Franco said. 
 
    “But…won’t the others mind?” Delanna asked. 
 
    “Not at all. Isn’t that so, Sir Artemio?” Franco asked. 
 
    Artemio bowed his head with as much dignity as a king. “If you wish to try, Lady Delanna, we will extend the invitation.” 
 
    Delanna, her eyes anchored on a gleaming crossbow, nodded. “Alright. Thank you, I will take you up on your offer. I hope I will not embarrass myself.” 
 
    Franco chuckled as he picked up a bow. “Worry not. I will shoot with you, and you will see these fellows put me to shame. I’m not such a good shot, as my weapon of choice is the halberd, but I’m proficient—you have to be, or they won’t knight you.” Franco winked. 
 
    The expression was lost on Delanna, who was carefully selecting a crossbow. 
 
    Feigning nonchalance, Briar picked her way towards Artemio. “Thank you for allowing us to come, Sir Artemio. I find myself reassured now that I have seen the knights myself.” 
 
    Artemio blinked. “Reassured, Your Highness?” 
 
    “Indeed.” Briar tucked a stray lock of her hair that had slipped from the artful braid behind her ear. She tried to appear carefree, instead of intense as she was feeling. This was the real reason she had wanted to come—to pump the knights for information. “I had heard rumors of two magic users terrorizing the countryside. I was nearly paralyzed with fright.” 
 
    Artemio stood tall with straight posture, though his kind smile took some of the imposingness out of his figure. “Forgive me my words, Your Highness, but I have read the reports sent by Sir Roberto and Sir Isaia during your childhood. I very much doubt the news paralyzed you.” 
 
    Briar let herself grin a little. “Paralyzed is a bit of an exaggeration,” she acknowledged. “But I did find it alarming. How close have the magic users come to Ciane?” 
 
    Artemio raised an eyebrow and said nothing. 
 
    “You may as well tell her, Artemio.” Firra leaned against a wooden fence and yawned like a cat. “If you don’t, Donaigh and I will, and who knows what sort of spin we’ll put on it.” 
 
    Artemio frowned but was saved from having to reply when Franco whooped. “You shoot a little, yet you have put us all to shame? Well done, Lady Delanna.” 
 
    Briar turned around in time to watch Delanna shoot her crossbow again, adding another arrow to the cluster dug into the center of her target. Briar smiled in pride, but forced herself to turn back to Artemio. “Well?” 
 
    Artemio rubbed his chin. “They’ve kept their distance from Ciane—though they do seem to be drawing closer.” He hesitated, then added. “It’s been confirmed; one of the magic users is Carabosso—the man who cursed you.” 
 
    Though she felt a stone drop in her stomach, Briar kept her expression passive. “And the other?” 
 
    “A sorceress. I’m afraid we haven’t been able to identify her.” Artemio stared unseeingly at the archery range. “We’ve sent word to the Veneno Conclave, but it will take our riders some time to reach them, and I fear it will take even longer for them to dispatch help for us.” 
 
    Briar cleared her throat and nodded. 
 
    “We will do our best to protect you, Your Highness,” Artemio said. “Every effort will be made.” 
 
    Briar watched Delanna put another arrow in the center of her target, though her thoughts were on her nightmare. She momentarily relived her horror as her body rebelled and reached for the spindle against her will. “But the curse may be inevitable.” 
 
    Artemio bowed his head. 
 
    Briar fiddled with the sleeve of her dress. That settles it. I will have to talk to Isaia about the curse as soon as possible. 
 
    “Don’t lose hope, Briar,” Firra said. “Your curse is not a death sentence.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Donaigh said. “The honorable Lady Enchantress Angelique is very powerful. Her magic will not fail you. Nor will we.” 
 
    Briar smiled at them, but she was grateful for the distraction when five knights rode in on their prancing warhorses. They wore their charmed armor, and their magical weapons were strapped to their sides and their mounts. Her heart thumped painfully when she spotted Isaia’s mare, Valor.  
 
    His armor was white gold, accented with sky blue. Feathers were etched into the pauldrons, and gilded metal feathers were layered over his ears on his helm, making him look almost angelic. The Magic Knight crest was cut into his chestpiece, and he wore a blue cape decorated with silver and golden swirls. The armor was streamlined and light, and fashioned so beautifully it could be a work of art. 
 
    Isaia dismounted Valor and handed her off to a stable boy. He bowed to Briar. “Your Highness.” Though his face remained calm, Briar could see the faint smile lurking in his eyes. He turned his attention to Sir Artemio. “The surrounding villages are clear, sir.” 
 
    “Very good. Thank you, Sir Isaia,” Artemio said. 
 
    “If the dog hasn’t come back to greet his master! Welcome home, pup,” Sir Virgilio said. The laughing knight turned to Briar with an easy smile in spite of the rudeness of his words. “Beggin’ your pardon, Your Highness.” 
 
    Briar frowned slightly, and was unsurprised when Velvet, Silk, and Jewel suddenly joined her. “Excuse me? I don’t believe I understand.” 
 
    Virgilio laughed and threw his arm over Isaia’s shoulders—though he had to reach up to do so. “This young lad is such an ardent supporter of yours, we’ve taken to calling him the princess’s dog—all in good fun, though!” 
 
    Briar slowly curled her hands into fists and turned a mild gaze to Isaia. 
 
    Isaia’s eyes still held his smile, and he seemed unperturbed by his nickname. 
 
    Fine. That was just fine. Briar was offended enough for the both of them. 
 
    Donaigh whistled. “If I were you, Sir Virgilio, I’d be careful of baiting ‘the dog’ in front of his princess.”  
 
    “Come now, Her Highness must surely understand!” Virgilio winked. “We’re just having fun—there is no malice to our words. If he were bothered, he would hide his reverence a little better.” 
 
    And this from a legendary knight. “I find myself unconvinced,” Briar said. “Isaia certainly isn’t reverent.” 
 
    “You don’t see him all the time, Your Highness,” Virgilio said. 
 
    “Perhaps, but if he is my dog, as you seem to imply, I think I would know—for I would have ordered him to bite you by now.” Briar gave the knight a playful smile to keep her words from stinging too badly. 
 
    Virgilio laughed good naturedly. “Perhaps we have taken it a bit far,” he admitted. “But usually we knights aren’t quite so personally close with royalty. Your relationship is unusual—so we tease him a bit for it.” 
 
    Briar was not at all mollified, but at least she felt a little less offended. She continued in a playful spirit as she knew making a fuss would only bring more teasing down on Isaia. “It is true that I count Sir Isaia as one of my dearest friends. If you were so jealous, Sir Virgilio, you should have approached me yourself.” 
 
    Virgilio chuckled. “Perhaps I should take you up on the offer and see what it is that makes this lad so loyal, eh?” 
 
    The smile was out of Isaia’s eyes now, and he looked almost reproachfully at Briar. 
 
    I don’t get it—why is he just now offended? Briar internally sighed. Though she had known Isaia for seven years, sometimes he was still an inexplicable mystery. Giving up on decoding his moods, she fixed her gaze on Artemio, who frowned at his fellow legendary knight. 
 
    “I was going to ask you, Sir Artemio, if it is quite impossible for me to leave the walls of Ciane with Carabosso running amok.” 
 
    Isaia stiffened, his armor whispering as he shifted in place and eyed Briar. 
 
    She ignored the look and smiled patiently at Sir Artemio—who rubbed his chin. “What is it you wanted to do?” 
 
    “I wanted to ride the circuit outside the city walls,” Briar said. “Although the palace is beautiful, I fear I’m beginning to grow stall bound.” 
 
    “I imagine it would be a shock to go from living among trees and in rolling hills to being penned up in the palace all day,” Sir Artemio said. “It is King Giuseppe’s permission you’ll have to obtain, but if you mean to ride near the walls, I do not think it will be a problem. You’ll have to take guards, of course, but I could spare several knights to ride with you if your parents are that fearful.” 
 
    “You think their fear is unwarranted?” Briar asked. 
 
    “I think it is unnecessary. We still have a few months before the deadline of your curse. I doubt Carabosso is patiently lurking in the hills outside Ciane, waiting for you.” 
 
    Briar let her breath leak out of her, taking with it some of her worries. “Thank you. You are right, of course, but I am glad to hear another say what I suspected.” 
 
    “I volunteer to ride with Her Highness,” Isaia said. 
 
    Briar wanted to smack him, for the instant he spoke up Virgilio smirked, but she was simultaneously touched. She didn’t want Isaia to be mocked for her sake, but she would be lying if she said her heart did not swell at the display of open loyalty. 
 
    “I volunteer as well,” Franco said cheerfully. “Though I don’t know how necessary it is to go if Lady Delanna is accompanying her.” 
 
    Delanna blushed pink with pride as she set her crossbow down. 
 
    Briar glanced past her lady-in-waiting and almost choked on her own spit. Lady Delanna had proven her marksmanship, not by hitting every arrow in the center, but by creating a spiral pattern with her shots. 
 
    Oh, Delanna. You must have very badly wanted to be a knight… 
 
    To their credit, Silk, Velvet, and Jewel clapped for Delanna, though Briar could tell by their expressions they didn’t exactly approve of her remarkable skill. 
 
    “Exquisitely done, Delanna,” Briar said when the lady-in-waiting joined her. 
 
    Her friend smoothed the brocade fabric of her dress. “The spiral isn’t as clean as it would be if I had kept up my practice.” 
 
    Briar rolled her eyes, then addressed Artemio. “We would gladly welcome any knights willing to escort us. I’m certain it would aid my cause when I ask my parents.” 
 
    Artemio smiled kindly. “Then feel free to use us as a bargaining chip, Your Highness. Would it please you to see the administrative buildings?” 
 
    “Yes, absolutely.” 
 
    “Very good. This way.” 
 
    Briar smiled at Isaia, Franco, and Virgilio before she and her ladies-in-waiting followed the older knight towards the white stone building. 
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    Isaia watched Briar go and almost sighed. 
 
    He knew she had to be chaffing under the strict ruling she endured, and he knew a ride outside Ciane would lift her spirits…but couldn’t she wait until after she was eighteen? But she won’t be safe, even then, if Carabosso isn’t taken care of. 
 
    Isaia twitched his cape behind him, intending to leave and change out of his armor, but Sir Virgilio stopped him. 
 
    “She doesn’t know, does she?” he asked with an arch smile and a quirked eyebrow. 
 
    Isaia blinked. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    Virgilio rubbed his chin and eyed Isaia with a sly look. “The princess doesn’t know you carry a torch for her. You didn’t tell her, even though she is openly fond of you?” 
 
    “No,” Isaia said bluntly. “And I won’t, ever.” 
 
    Virgilio dropped some of his slyness and frowned. “Why not?” 
 
    Isaia glanced away from the legendary knight. “Because it wouldn’t do any good.” He was only half-surprised when Virgilio smacked him on the back. 
 
    “It’s why we’re supposed to stay detached even when we guard, pup. It only leads to heartache.” Virgilio smiled in sympathy, but Isaia could see a hint of disapproval in the set of his chin. 
 
    Though Virgilio often put on the appearance of a teasing rake, Isaia knew he cared deeply about his fellow Magic Knights. It was one of the reasons why Isaia silently put up with his nickname. (That, and he didn’t particularly care about denying the epithet as it was true, making it into something like a badge of honor.) 
 
    Franco put his bow away and cocked his head. “The Queen of Hearts married a Magic Knight.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Virgilio said. “But the position of ruler of Sole has strengthened since her times. These days, they would never entertain the thought. I’d start distancing myself if I were you, Isaia. No matter how long you wag your tail for her, Princess Rosalinda will never return your affection. Besides, she’ll have to marry whomever the king chooses—and you better believe it will be a political choice.” 
 
    Isaia brushed the back-handed warning off—though he was a little affronted by the implication that Briar cared about things like titles and pedigrees. (She didn’t, and that was the real danger.) “I’m not loyal to her because I think she will return my feelings,” Isaia said. 
 
    Virgilio rolled his eyes. “By the crest, you have it bad. Well, you can’t say I didn’t try.” He waved as he strolled off in his rolling gait. 
 
    “Are you really fine the way things are?” Franco leaned against the wooden fence and folded his arms across his chest. 
 
    Isaia removed his helm and tucked it under his arm. “Of course.” 
 
    “You’re happy to stand in the shadows and protect her—maybe die for her—without ever telling her how you feel?” 
 
    Isaia snorted. If Briar ever knew how he felt, all hell would break loose. He wasn’t an idiot. The way she looked at him with her heart in her eyes…but she was only seventeen, and she was a princess. He certainly wasn’t a suitable candidate for a woman of royal blood, and he absolutely wasn’t worthy of Briar herself. She was loyal, courageous—almost overly so—and she was probably the only woman alive who could dig in her heels, grit her teeth, and survive her curse and the requisite upheaval in her life. 
 
    “It would be better for her if she never knew,” Isaia said. “If you’ll excuse me.” He ended the conversation with a bow and made for the stable. 
 
    Isaia wasn’t Briar’s true love. She might love him, but it was the young innocent affection bred out of familiarity. After all, until recently, he had been the only eligible male she knew. No, her adoration of him was not true love, certainly, and it was not strong enough to break a curse. 
 
    But he loved her enough that each day he awoke with the dread and the hope that her true love would appear. Because if he didn’t…Briar wouldn’t make it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Carabosso 
 
      
 
    Briar surveyed herself in the mirror with a critical eye, searching for any defect in her dress. Under Silk and Velvet’s supervision, for they were the fussiest regarding clothes, Briar had donned a teal gown pinned over a white kirtle that had flowers embroidered on the cuffs. Thus far she had resisted wearing it—it had gems worked in the neckline, and she did not want to be held responsible should one of them come loose and fall off—but as today was the day she was going to ask her parents’ permission to ride outside the city, it would be in her best interest to appeal to them as much as possible. 
 
    Delanna, the only lady-in-waiting who was present at the moment, covered Briar’s hair with a thin gold net and pushed a jeweled pin in to keep it in place. “You look lovely, Your Highness.” 
 
    Briar raised one eyebrow and resisted snorting. The pretty clothes were complementary to her eyes and hair, but it didn’t matter. Isaia wouldn’t suddenly fall in love with her because of a pretty dress. (To be fair, that was why she loved him.) 
 
    Delanna circled her, adjusting the neckline of Briar’s kirtle so the gems were better displayed. “Something has been bothering you.” 
 
    “I haven’t slept very well recently,” Briar said. Another nightmare had woken her up in the early hours of the morning and considerably soured her mood. 
 
    “You’ve been thinking about the curse.” Delanna spoke without the worry and tears that marked Princess Alessia’s voice whenever the curse was brought up, and she lacked the stiff anger of King Giuseppe, as well as Isaia’s protective edge. When her eyes met Briar’s, her forehead wrinkled with sympathy, and she pressed her lips together. “If you don’t wish to speak of it…” 
 
    “No one wants to talk about it,” Briar said darkly. “Which, it seems to me, only gives it a bigger hold over us all. The way my parents carry on, you would think I will never wake up if it does happen.” 
 
    “You aren’t worried?” 
 
    Thinking of her nightmare, of Carabosso’s dark eyes and cruel laughter, Briar shivered. “I’m afraid of what will happen to activate the curse…but I’m not afraid of the curse itself. The part about sleeping until true love’s first kiss, I mean. It’s not worrisome at all.” Briar drew her eyebrows together in a tight V. “Though maybe I should worry…” She still hadn’t worked up the confidence to tell Isaia. 
 
    “You know who your true love is?” Delanna asked. 
 
    Briar froze, caught between fury with herself and worry that Delanna would tell her parents. (She did not want Isaia learning from someone besides herself!) 
 
    Delanna placed her hand on Briar’s arm. “I apologize, I did not mean to force you to confide in me.” 
 
    “No, it’s just…”  
 
    The lady-in-waiting gently squeezed Briar’s arm. “I will not tell a soul unless you should wish it.” 
 
    It would be nice to share this burden…even if she can’t help me. Briar took a deep breath to bolster her courage. “You are right. I’m not worried about the curse because I know who my true love is. So as long as he’s on hand, I shouldn’t be asleep very long. Unless he’s stubborn about it—then my parents’ worst fear may be realized, and I’ll never wake up.” 
 
    She let go of Briar’s arm and nodded. “And your true love is?” 
 
    “Sir Isaia.” 
 
    Delanna nodded slowly. “I wondered if it was him. You do not show the typical signs of a maiden in love, but you are very fond of him.” 
 
    “Unfortunately he does not return the feeling,” Briar said. When she caught sight of Delanna’s shaking head she added, “No, it’s true. Isaia is undeniably my friend, but he does not care for me in the romantic sense. Trust me; he has made it clear to me. It doesn’t matter, though. He’s still my true love, but I haven’t yet worked up the courage to tell him so.” 
 
    “If I can do anything to aid you, please let me know.” 
 
    Briar smiled and impulsively took Delanna’s hands and squeezed them. “Thank you. For everything, I mean. Not just this.” 
 
    “It is my pleasure.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door.  
 
    “Come in!” Briar shouted. 
 
    Firra and Donaigh strolled in, wearing their mage uniforms from the Veneno Conclave. 
 
    Though the finery of his clothes had increased tenfold, Donaigh still sauntered around Briar’s room with his usual unconcerned gait. “Hey there, Little Rose.” 
 
    “We decided to come with you when you ask your parents’ permission,” Firra said. “If we look serious and lurk behind you, we might make your request a little more credible.” 
 
    “Here, I thought you could write out your request and present it to them.” Donaigh pulled a brush and a vial of ink from his sleeves. 
 
    Briar squinted. “Is that red ink?” 
 
    Donaigh wore his easygoing smile. “Yes. It will make it look official.” 
 
    Firra rolled her eyes. “Or it will make it look like a letter written by a murderer.” 
 
    Donaigh brightened. “That’s actually why I bought the ink in the first place. I was thinking of spattering it across our next report to the Conclave.” 
 
    “I’ll forgo the letter, but thank you,” Briar said. 
 
    “Are you certain? It might help you collect your thoughts.” 
 
    “I’m positive. Let’s go—they should be in an excessively good mood right now. This is when my dancing instructor talks to them, and he rarely has anything bad to say about me.” 
 
    Firra laughed. “We taught you so well. Very good, let’s go!” 
 
    Briar and Delanna exchanged grins as they followed the flamboyant mages out of her bedroom. I hope they say yes…this palace is starting to feel more and more like a cage. 
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    Briar wanted to holler like a rambunctious brat and spur her horse to gallop across the grassy field stretched before her. Two things kept her from doing this: One, if she did so, her parents would likely never let her ride outside Ciane again; two, the field was very obviously grass intended to become hay, and she did not want to ruin the crop for whatever farmer lived there. 
 
    “It is a shame Mage Firra and Mage Donaigh couldn’t come with us,” Delanna said. 
 
    Briar patted her horse—a gelding with a bit more spirit than the half-dead mare she had ridden before. “They’re in the surrounding villages, flushing out any possible threats so we can ride safely. It is, I suspect, the only reason why my parents agreed to this.” 
 
     “It is kind of Mage Firra and Mage Donaigh to agree to do so,” Silk said. She rode a dainty mare that minced along beside Franco’s warhorse like a kitten. 
 
    Isaia turned Valor in a tight circle as he surveyed the area. “It was King Giuseppe who asked them to.” 
 
    Briar shrugged. “The result is the same, is it not?” She glanced over her shoulder at the guards who trailed them.  
 
    “It is because you are well loved,” Franco said. 
 
    “Yes, that is certainly why.” Briar forced lightness to her voice so the sarcasm could crack the surface. 
 
    Velvet and Jewel were at the front of their little procession, giggling and waving gaily to anyone who happened to look their way. Delanna, a crossbow inconspicuously resting in her lap, dawdled behind them. When she met Briar’s gaze, she raised her eyebrows and looked meaningfully from Briar to Isaia. 
 
    Briar scowled at her but lingered near the back of the line until she rode with Isaia, the guards trailing a fair distance behind them. “Isaia,” she started. 
 
    “Yes?” Isaia prodded when she was unable to continue. He glittered in the sunlight as both he and Franco were dressed in their anti-magic armor. 
 
    Briar’s heart pounded, and she tried to make the words come. She tried to tell him she would rely on him to wake her up if the curse set in. Instead she blurted out, “Does it bother you to be called my dog?” 
 
    “No.” He responded immediately without hesitation. 
 
    “I would have told Virgilio to follow the second Donaigh family motto and shut his mouth, but I thought it would only make it worse.” 
 
    Isaia let out a rare chuckle. “It would have.” 
 
    Briar gazed out at the open fields, enjoying the lack of walls penning her in. The air had a crisp brush to it—the promise that fall would soon arrive. “Shouldn’t we do something about it? It seems…mean.” 
 
    “Sir Virgilio means no harm.” 
 
    “But isn’t it mocking?” Smoke tickled her nose, and she sneezed. 
 
    “I take it as a compliment, Briar.” 
 
    Isaia’s green eyes were warm, and a hint of a smile settled on his lips, threatening to melt Briar to goo and turn her into a babbling idiot. 
 
    “Oh. Well. That’s good. Um…” Now! I need to tell him now! Briar bit her lip. “Isaia…about my curse.” 
 
    “Fire!” Velvet shrieked. 
 
    Briar whipped her attention to the front of their group, urging her horse forward. In moments, she and Isaia caught up with Velvet and Jewel, who babbled and pointed to a barn that leaked smoke. The front door was open, revealing insides that were lit with crackling flames. 
 
    Inside were the terrified screams of animals, and a tiny voice shouted, “Help! Help us!” 
 
    “We have to help,” Briar said. 
 
    “You cannot, Your Highness. It is too dangerous,” Franco said. His warhorse angrily snorted and pawed the ground. 
 
    “Then send in our escort soldiers,” Briar snapped. 
 
    “But they cannot leave you, Your Highness,” Jewel said. She clung to her horse with wide eyes, and Velvet trembled like a leaf. 
 
    Desperate, Briar wheeled her horse to face Isaia. 
 
    His expression was grim, but Briar saw it in his eyes. If she ran for the barn, he would follow her—and help. “I am your dog, Your Highness,” he said. 
 
    Briar’s heart thumped as she turned towards the barn. Her mother would swoon if she knew what she was thinking, and King Giuseppe would lock her in her room. But she couldn’t stand by when there were lives at stake. 
 
    “Go, Your Highness,” Delanna murmured, her voice barely audible over the shouts of confusion. She was already loading an arrow into her crossbow. “If there is a threat, I will cover you.” 
 
    Briar released the last of her doubts and kneed her horse, taking off like a streak. 
 
    Her other ladies-in-waiting shrieked, but she heard Valor swoop along to her left—shielding her. 
 
    When they drew close enough to feel the heat from the flames, Briar’s horse bucked and refused to go closer. The fire had grown, but Briar could see two children stranded in the hayloft. 
 
    Isaia threw himself from Valor and climbed the exterior of the barn, slipping in through the loft window in the front. 
 
    Briar ripped off a silk scrap of her dress and tied it around her mouth and nose. She grabbed a wooden bucket, swooped it through the water trough outside, then dumped the water on herself before she ran inside the barn. 
 
    The heat was almost unbearable as Briar kicked a stall door open, freeing two terrified goats. She did the same with a second stall—letting a terrified horse run free. She could barely see through the smoke and her tears as she checked the empty stalls one last time and ran to the front door.  
 
    It slammed shut. 
 
    She pulled and pushed on the door, hissing as the hot wood singed her skin. Her throat squeezed as she looked around the barn, her eyes landing on a window.  
 
    “Briar!” 
 
    Briar peered up at the loft where Isaia held both children. “There’s a window down here we can escape through.” 
 
    “I don’t wanna jump,” the smaller of the two children sobbed. 
 
    “Catch.” Isaia booted the crying child over the edge. 
 
    The child—a little girl—shrieked, but Briar caught her, fumblingly, and they both tumbled to the ground. While she stood back up, Isaia took the remaining child’s hands and dangled him over the edge before releasing him. 
 
    He hit Briar like a sack of potatoes when he dropped, but she remained upright this time. 
 
    The flames roared as they grew abnormally in size, creating a blistering heat. 
 
    Isaia jumped to the ground with ease as the children coughed in the smoke. 
 
    Briar tugged the collars of their tunics up over their mouths, then pointed. “The window.” She choked on smoke, then held her breath as she hauled the little girl towards the exit.  
 
    The flames spread like wildfire, licking at their heels as Briar and Isaia shoved the children through the window. Isaia boosted Briar through the window, then hopped through after her. 
 
    Isaia picked up the little girl, and Briar dragged the boy away from the burning barn. Just as they reached Valor, the barn door snapped open. The horse and children screamed. The insides of the barn were now a blazing inferno, but Briar could have sworn she saw an ominous figure. 
 
    A slithery voice whispered in her ear. Rosalinda… 
 
    Something around Briar seemed to reach out towards the figure with longing, and for a moment, Briar could have sworn she saw angry red bolts flicker around the edges of her eyesight. 
 
    Carabosso. Briar knew within her soul that the burning barn was his work. As she squinted at the shadowy figure, she thought she could make out dark eyes. 
 
    An arrow shot through the shadowy figure, momentarily warping it. Briar swung around to see Delanna reloading her crossbow with a grim look on her face. 
 
    Isaia dumped the little girl and ripped his shield from Valor. He murmured something as he stepped in front of Briar. The shield chimed like a tiny bell, then glowed white. “Take the children on Valor and go!” 
 
    Briar grabbed Valor’s bridle to keep the mare from bolting. “But—” 
 
    “Briar, go!” Isaia shouted. 
 
    She shoved the frightened children on the warhorse and scrambled up behind them. Valor’s ears were pinned back. The horse fought Briar as she turned towards Ciane and kicked her. 
 
    Screaming her anger, Valor lunged into a canter, almost colliding with Franco and his warhorse who galloped to Isaia’s side. She was almost to the city walls when she heard loud, angry shouts and vows behind her. 
 
    She halted Valor and turned around in time to see Firra and Donaigh mounted on sweaty, lathered horses charging out of a copse of trees. 
 
    “You have completely lost your touch, Donaigh,” Firra shouted. “There was once a day when you would have felt magic a mile away!” 
 
    “I will remember your insult the next time you are in need of a shield,” Donaigh replied. “Luckily, I’m a kind man, so I will still love you.” He slipped a sword from a sheath and jumped from his horse, then winked in and out of view as he tapped his speed magic. Though he reached the barn before her, it was Firra who ended things. 
 
    Firra—still riding like a madman—extended her hand with a snarl and clenched it into a fist. The fire roared and grew blue. Firra shouted and made her horse spook and bolt sideways. The fire evaporated into thin air, leaving behind a burned husk of the barn with no one standing in it. 
 
    Isaia, Franco, and Donaigh did not relax. They warily circled the barn until they had it surrounded—Franco’s shield shining white like Isaia’s. 
 
    Firra, her beautiful face fixed in a dark expression, directed her horse towards the barn, riding right up to the edge. 
 
    Briar’s shoulders heaved with relief. She considered going back to see if she could help, but Isaia had not called for her to return, she still had the children, and her lungs burned and ached. She relaxed when the squad of guards surrounded her. 
 
    “We will take the children, Your Highness,” a soldier offered. 
 
    “Thank you. Could you take them home?” Briar asked, lifting up her arms so the soldiers could slide the children off the warhorse. 
 
    “After you are in Ciane,” the squad leader said. 
 
    Briar nodded and looked over her shoulder one last time. Isaia watched her, wordlessly pushing her on. She coughed and nudged Valor towards the city walls. 
 
    There was no doubt, Carabosso had started the fire. 
 
    The burning thought in Briar’s mind was why? 
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    The question continued to plague Briar as guards hustled her to her quarters. She felt like she was looking at an incomplete picture. So, it would be wisest if I spoke with those who know the whole sum: Firra and Donaigh. She would have to wait, though, for she was certain her family would want to see her first.  
 
    Her frightened ladies-in-waiting helped her wash and bathe, and by the time they were done, Briar’s father was ready to break down the door to her bedroom. 
 
    When they joined him in her sitting room, the tension melted away from his face. “Rosalinda. You’re uninjured.” He wrapped his arms around her and almost picked her up with the strength of his embrace. 
 
    “My throat’s a little scratchy, and I smell like I’ve been scrubbing a pub floor—even after my bath—but I’m fine,” Briar said. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have gone into the barn—that was reckless!” Prince Consort Filippo said. 
 
    “You heard already?” 
 
    “Indeed. Sir Isaia and Sir Franco are giving their report to your mother and grandfather right now. Mage Firra and Mage Donaigh finished by the time I came to find you.” Prince Consort Filippo offered his arm and then led Briar down the hallway, her ladies-in-waiting fluttering behind them. Briar distractedly realized she still hadn’t thanked Delanna for her help at the barn, but she suspected it would be for the best if she brought the matter up when her father was not present. 
 
    “Your mother almost fainted, and your grandfather is furious,” Prince Consort Filippo continued as they marched down extravagantly decorated hallways, their footsteps muffled by a royal purple carpet. 
 
    “I imagine he is. This is not exactly what he had in mind when he was lecturing me to change my behavior,” Briar said. 
 
    The prince consort eyed her, but he could not hide his brief smile. “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “I had Isaia with me,” Briar said. 
 
    “I don’t believe that will help your case at all, though I appreciate your thoughtfulness.” He winked at her as they swept into the throne room. 
 
    King Giuseppe was seated on his throne, his face as craggy as a mountain. Princess Alessia stood when Briar slipped inside. “Rosalinda!” she cried. 
 
    Briar stifled the desire to shift uncomfortably under the foreign name, then hurried forward to greet her mother with a hug. 
 
    Princess Alessia cried into her shoulder and held her with a surprisingly tight grip until Prince Consort Filippo gently pried her off. 
 
    “I’m sorry for worrying you, Mother, but those children would have died,” Briar said. 
 
    Princess Alessia pressed her lips into a thin line and shook her head.  
 
    “You needlessly risked yourself.” King Giuseppe’s voice was quiet, but cold.  
 
    “The children would have died,” Briar repeated. 
 
    “You are the future monarch,” King Giuseppe said. “Losing you would be detrimental to the country.” 
 
    “But would it really?” Briar placed her hands on her hips. “So few people seem to actually like me, and it’s not as if you think I’m fit to rule.” 
 
    “You are a d’Avalas,” King Giuseppe said. “It is your blood.” 
 
    “If a d’Avalas is not on the throne, darling, our society would crumble. And we love you so much; I could not bear to lose you again.” Her mother stroked Briar’s hair—which was only partially pulled back and braided due to its dampness. 
 
    There was love in Princess Alessia’s eyes, and it warmed Briar’s heart, but she couldn’t shake the feeling that her family—for all their wisdom—were wrong. 
 
    When she had lived in the woods and had cavorted in other villages, kicked up her heels in Sir Roberto’s halls, and traveled with Nonno during the summer, no one she met seemed to care who ruled Sole as long as they weren’t a tyrant. 
 
    “We will sacrifice whatever it takes to see you through the curse, Rosalinda.” Princess Alessia patted her hands. “For the sake of Sole, and for your future, you cannot take such a risk again. It is the job of soldiers and knights to fight. Not yours.” 
 
    “But I can’t sit by and listen to children die,” Briar argued. 
 
    “You have no choice,” King Giuseppe said. 
 
    As Briar looked from her grandfather to her mother, she realized that her grandfather had been right about her. She was different. There was an impassable gorge between what they placed value on and what she did. 
 
    They genuinely thought that the d’Avalas family was most important. That was why they never questioned Carabosso’s attack against them, and why they believed her death would rip Sole to shreds. 
 
    I think I’m glad I was raised away from the palace. I wouldn’t like the person I would be if I had stayed here. She veiled her rebellious thoughts with a slow nod. 
 
    “I am very sorry I frightened you,” she repeated. 
 
    “And?” King Giuseppe said. 
 
    She could tell them the truth and explode like she had when King Giuseppe announced she would be used to snag Sole a “proper ruler.” But that hadn’t solved anything then and wasn’t likely to help now. So, Briar took a moment to carefully choose her words. “And I understand what you have explained to me.” She curtsied, making her skin—still sensitive from the heat of the fire—prickle. It sounded like she agreed with them. She hoped they would assume it meant she would agree with them, even though mutiny surged in her. 
 
    Her father was stone still with a furrowed brow and slightly parted lips, as if on the cusp of asking a question and thinking better of it. 
 
    Princess Alessia exhaled deeply and smiled. “I am glad we were able to solve that without any yelling this time,” she said. 
 
    King Giuseppe finally stood from his throne and approached them. “I am glad you are uninjured,” he said. He surprised both Briar and, seemingly, himself when he hugged her awkwardly. He patted her on the back and cleared his throat when he let her go, abruptly looking away. 
 
    For a moment, Briar wanted to cry. If only he would listen to her. 
 
    Briar glanced at her father and was slightly alarmed at the new, thoughtful expression on his face. I better make my exit quick. “If you’ll excuse me, I am a little fatigued.” 
 
    Princess Alessia hugged her. “Of course, poor darling.” 
 
    “We will dine with you this evening,” King Giuseppe said. 
 
    “I’ll walk with you, Daughter.” Prince Consort Filippo was all smiles and happiness once again. 
 
    Darn it. With her father trailing her, she would have to follow him instead of sniffing out Firra and Donaigh. Reminding herself how glad she was to have a father, Briar smiled and tucked her arm in his. “Why thank you, Father.” 
 
    Together they strolled out of the throne room, pausing to wave farewell in the doorway. They walked down the hallway in silence, and it wasn’t until they reached the royal wing that her father spoke, addressing, to Briar’s surprise, her ladies-in-waiting. “If you will excuse us, ladies. I would like to speak to my daughter in private.” 
 
    Velvet, Silk, and Jewel curtsied and glided away with a whisper of their skirts. Delanna lingered a few seconds longer, then she, too, finally left. 
 
    Prince Consort Filippo clasped his hands in front of him, and his forehead puckered with wrinkles. “King Giuseppe is an excellent and wise ruler, and I love your mother with all my heart, but sometimes I think I better understand your beliefs than your mother and grandfather because I’m not a d’Avalas.” He looked her straight in the eye. “What you did today was very brave. I wish you wouldn’t do it in the future, not because I believe you are inherently better than anyone, but because you are my daughter and I love you, and I’ve come so close to losing you I can hardly bear the thought. I’m still proud of your actions though, Rose.” 
 
    Peering into her father’s face, she could see the same half-smile on his lips that Nonna used to lecture her for flashing around, and the light in his eyes told her he felt as she did when she was passionate about something. The ache in her heart eased, for her father was proof that she did belong to the royal family, even in this small way. “Thank you, Father.” Tearing up, she hugged him tightly. 
 
    “I know that you are not, in fact, going to your room to rest, but you have something you’re going to look into,” Prince Consort Filippo continued. When Briar gurgled, he added, “Giuseppe makes the same mule-headed tuck of chin when he is told he must socialize at a party. I understand that you likely don’t want to tell me, your mother, or your grandfather what you are thinking right now, and it is probably wise. But please, Rose, don’t try to tackle this on your own. When you are ready, tell me, and we can present your thoughts to your mother and grandfather. They are usually far more reasonable—they’re just as frightened of losing you as I am.” 
 
    Briar took a breath and stepped back. “Very well.” 
 
    He smiled. “That’s my girl. I best be off—I would appreciate it if you would wait several moments before you run off on your task, so I can truthfully tell Alessia I left you in the royal wing. 
 
    On impulse, she kissed her father’s cheek. “Thank you.” 
 
    He winked. “Anything for you, darling.” He sauntered off, leaving a much more positive Briar behind. 
 
    Scuffing her slipper on the floor—a tiled mosaic of some ancient king—Briar considered her thoughts. She didn’t believe for an instant that her grandfather and mother would actually listen to her—at least not until she was on the other side of the curse—and she didn’t think picking at Carabosso could wait until then. After all, she still needed to figure out why he was acting in the first place. 
 
    Her chin tucked, Briar set off down the hallway, slipping from intersection to intersection as she sought out Firra and Donaigh. It took quite a few discreet inquiries before she learned they were relaxing in the kitchen gardens behind the palace. 
 
    Briar approached the gardens with caution—Donaigh and Firra’s definition of relaxing was rather different than the average person’s. Sure enough, as she wove her way between rows of tangy-scented herbs, she found them. 
 
    “You must be tired today, Firra, for you are sooo much slower than usual.” Donaigh skipped circles around her, blinking in and out of view as he tapped his magic. 
 
    “Yeah, well your face looks like it’s in pain,” Firra said. 
 
    Donaigh paused. “My face?” 
 
    Her right hand enveloped with blue flames, Firra aimed a punch at his sternum. 
 
    He laughed airily, tapped his speed magic, and smacked his face straight into the foot Firra had kicked up. He yelped and staggered backwards at her foresight. “You broke my nose again!”  
 
    “Call me slow once more, and I’ll burn your hat.”  
 
    He sighed. “I thought you would stop bringing your mood swings into our fights when you were no longer a teenager.” 
 
    Firra tossed her hair. “It’s because I’m a sensitive, delicate young girl.” 
 
    Donaigh adjusted his straw hat. “Ho-ho-ho, I’ll have you know, sister, we stopped being young over a decade ago.” 
 
    Firra lashed out with fire, and it looked like she was going to singe Donaigh to a crisp, but the war mage tapped his magic and moved at the last moment. He skidded to a stop next to Firra and stared cross-eyed at his nose. “You really broke it this time. It whistles when I run.” 
 
    “You deserve it,” Firra said. 
 
    “For reminding you how old we are?” 
 
    “No, I’m just certain you’ll do something idiotic in the next few days that will make you deserve it.” 
 
    Donaigh lunged for Firra. She fended off his first two attacks, but when Donaigh tapped his magic and zipped behind her, he grabbed her by the waist and flung her over his shoulder into a small gardener’s shed. Firra bounced off it and fell into a dirt bed filled with leafy green plants. 
 
    Briar judged it was finally safe to interrupt them. “Working off your adrenaline?” 
 
    “Little Rose, how glad I am to see you,” Donaigh said. “Perhaps you will improve Firra’s dreadful mood. She threatened to burn my hat!” 
 
    “And I’ll do it, too.” Firra popped out of the greenery. “I just snorted a bug up my nose from that plant.” She brushed leaves from her clothes, and when she joined them, she smelled strongly of mint. 
 
    “At least you smell pleasant,” Briar said. 
 
    Firra grinned and ruffled her hair. “Thank you. So what brings you after us rag-tag siblings, Little Rose?” 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about Carabosso,” Briar said. 
 
    Donaigh nodded slowly. “Ahh.” 
 
    Firra picked a leaf out of her hair. “What about him?” 
 
    “Why is he so intent on killing me?” Briar asked. “And I’m not buying the excuse that ending me will cause mass chaos. Grandfather is the picture of health, and my parents are young. While they might not be able to have any more children, they’re most certainly capable of selecting a distant cousin as an heir. Besides, what would possibly move him to curse me as a baby when he could have held his silence and offed me when I grew a little older?” 
 
    Firra shrugged. “He’s a dark magic user. He enjoys causing havoc and ruin. Must he have a better motive?” 
 
    “Yes,” Briar said with conviction. “If this were aimless, he would have moved on by now, or he would have gotten more serious about killing me earlier. Moreover, he wouldn’t have gone after only me, but my entire family.” 
 
    Donaigh removed his ever-present straw hat and ran a hand through his hair. “You certainly use that cleverness Lord Enchanter Evariste gifted you with as a babe.” 
 
    “Donaigh, Firra, I’m serious,” Briar said. “Something is going on, and I can’t grasp it. I don’t have the whole picture.” 
 
    “Then look at it from a wider perspective,” Firra said. “Think. If Carabosso attacked the entire royal family of Sole, what would happen?” 
 
    Briar scratched her side as she considered the question. “Our allies would respond and send help, and the Sole army would be dispatched, as would all the Magic Knights.” 
 
    Donaigh raised a finger, as if testing the air. “In other words, if he attacked your mother, your grandfather, and you, every power in the country would rain down on him, and the Veneno Conclave would have to get deeply involved, as it could be viewed as an act of war. If this plan was enacted when you were a baby, the entire continent would have taken note.” 
 
    “Instead he attacked you, the granddaughter of the current king,” Firra said. “While your family and the nobles bleat on about the infallibility of the d’Avalas direct line, you are right. You have plenty of distant cousins who also are of the d’Avalas family, and any number of them could step in if you had been taken care of much earlier.” 
 
    “But he didn’t,” Donaigh said. “So now, most of King Giuseppe’s energy is spent on trying to keep you safe and browbeat you into acting like the princess society expects.” 
 
    Briar blinked. “I’m a diversion. He’s using me to distract grandfather and mother…but why?” 
 
    “We don’t know for sure, but we suspect it might be a way to tie up the Magic Knights of Sole,” Firra said. “Normally, they’re dispatched all over the country and occasionally the continent. No one, besides conclave-sanctioned mages, can face dark and evil magic users as well as the Magic Knights.” 
 
    “Strange things have been happening across the continent.” Donaigh’s laughing eyes were deadly serious. “Ringsted can’t be reached—it’s cut off by terrible storms. You remember the princes of Arcainia and how they were turned into swans, how Prince Severin of Loire was cursed? Normally, the king would have sent out Magic Knights to investigate and offer help.” 
 
    A sick feeling filled the pit of Briar’s stomach. “But he hasn’t because most of them are tied up here, reassuring grandfather that I’m safe, and the rest of them are searching Sole for Carabosso.” 
 
    Firra blinked slowly, like a cat. “Yes.” 
 
    Briar jutted her chin out. “So cursing me as a child was the best way to ensure the Magic Knights would be wrapped up at the exact time other troubles just happen to be plaguing our allies.”  
 
    “As best as we can guess…yes,” Donaigh said. 
 
    It was probably the worst conclusion she could have come to, not because it was even more unsettling than the thought of one dark magic user with a vindictive streak attacking her out of sheer malice, but because she knew King Giuseppe would never see it. And if she tried to bring it to his attention, he wouldn’t listen. Coming off the heels of the conversation she had just held with him, she suspected that even if he did, he wouldn’t care. 
 
    Briar wanted to scream, but this conversation was too important to interrupt with an emotional outburst, no matter how justified it was. 
 
    Firra stretched and picked another leaf out of her hair. “It’s possible there may be something else at play, but the timeline seems too convenient.” 
 
    Briar clasped her arms behind her back. “Is my curse inevitable?” 
 
    Donaigh cocked his head. “What?” 
 
    “Is my curse inevitable? Is there any way to stop it or break it?” 
 
    “Now? No,” Firra said. “Curses aren’t like stains. It’s not something you can blot out with a bit of paint.” 
 
    “If the timing is right and you have the power, modifying a curse is easy enough,” Donaigh said. “But to break or seal an evil like a curse, magic alone isn’t powerful enough—it needs an act of love to finish it off. That’s why Lady Enchantress Angelique used the requirement of true love’s kiss to wake you up.” 
 
    “Throughout history, there have been only a handful of mages who can cancel out curses with their core magic—the first was a magic user named Liv who followed Verglas’s Snow Queen. The latest died a few years before you were born,” Firra added. “Outside of them, all other magic users can only modify curses or cancel them with an act of love.” 
 
    So there was no way out, then. Briar had guessed as much—her parents would have moved the world to rid her of the curse entirely, if it were possible. “But the curse will definitely happen. There’s no way to avoid it if, for instance, I holed myself up in my room and didn’t come out until after my birthday?” Her nightmares cackled in her memory as she steeled herself for their answer. 
 
    Firra folded her arms across her chest, and Donaigh shielded his eyes with his hands and looked off in the distance. “I say, Firra, I think your minty scent is drawing cats to us—are you sure you didn’t roll in catnip?” 
 
    “Donaigh,” Briar said. 
 
    Donaigh dropped his hand. His eyes looked weary, and the slant of his mouth was sorrowful. “I’m sorry, Little Rose. There’s nothing you can do to stop it.” 
 
    Briar found it hard to swallow, but she bravely met his gaze. 
 
    “You will prick your finger and fall asleep,” Donaigh continued. “I know it must frighten you, but I promise you that you will wake again.” 
 
    Yes…if I can ever work up the courage to tell Isaia. 
 
    “Falling into a deep sleep sounds ominous, but if we exclude Carabosso’s pesky habit of bothering you, your curse is quite tame,” Firra said. “Before his curse was modified, the Loire prince had the body and mind of an animal.” 
 
    Briar nodded, though she barely heard the mage’s words. She wasn’t sure she agreed—she had experienced too many nightmares involving Carabosso for that. But her mind was a whirlwind of chaos and half-formed plans. 
 
    Her curse was inevitable, but Carabosso was using it as a method to keep her grandfather and parents dancing to his tune. Still, as frightening as the idea was to fall into a deep sleep, Briar knew it would end, and she would wake up. When that happened, if Carabosso kept bothering her—without the threat of the curse looming—wouldn’t the royal family finally opt to attack? 
 
    “What is the likelihood we could explain our suspicions—that my curse is a mere distraction—and that King Giuseppe or my mother would act on it?” Briar asked, even though she knew the answer. 
 
    “Not good,” Firra said, “as we have already reported everything we told you.” 
 
    “It was heavily implied we are paranoid.” Donaigh laughed as if he hadn’t a care in the world. “Which was rather rich considering it was your grandfather who told us so.” 
 
    Briar slowly nodded. Her curse was inevitable. She was a distraction. The same two thoughts beat in her mind like a drum. But, oddly, she was not discouraged. If anything, she felt like she could breathe more clearly. 
 
    As a forthright person, Briar greatly valued knowing where she stood. And now she knew exactly what the problem was. The only thing left to puzzle out was what she could do about it. 
 
    “Thank you, Firra and Donaigh.” Briar shook herself from her thoughts long enough to smile at the mages. “I am very thankful for the information you have shared with me today.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Briar,” Firra said. “You have not been dealt an easy hand.” 
 
    Briar shrugged. “It could be worse. Thankfully Carabosso was prideful enough to curse me in front of other magic users.” 
 
    “No.” Donaigh’s voice was unusually serious, making him sound almost deadly. “Don’t undersell yourself, Briar Rose. Carabosso’s biggest error was choosing you for his target. If this had happened to any other noble of Sole—to any royal woman on the continent—the story might end differently.” 
 
    Briar tilted her head. “And do you know how it is going to end already?” 
 
    Firra smiled, turning her beautiful features wild. “Of course.” 
 
    Donaigh’s smile was just as deadly. “You win.” 
 
    “Your confidence in me is inspiring.” Her mind whirling, Briar turned to leave. “Let’s just hope it is not misplaced.” 
 
    “It’s not, Little Rose,” Firra said. 
 
    “Stand tall, and be proud of who you are,” Donaigh added. 
 
    With their encouragement ringing in her ears, Briar made for the palace, still turning the questions over in her mind. 
 
    I will overcome this…and Carabosso will rue the day he decided to play with my family! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    A Show of Courage 
 
      
 
    Two weeks passed, and Briar had yet to come up with a feasible plan that satisfied her. She had tried feeling her mother out—after all, she might take to the idea that Briar’s curse was a diversion if it was her own daughter who said it—but Briar had been completely shut down, and once again warned that she could not take any risks.  
 
    Likewise, Briar’s desire to speak with Isaia alone to discuss the breaking of her curse was proving fruitless as he was daily sent out on a patrol of Ciane, along with many other Magic Knights, greatly limiting his availability. 
 
    So Briar, her jaw clenched in irritation, was perilously close to losing her patience as nobles and gentry bowed and scraped to her—complimenting her if they were in her grandfather’s pocket, scorning her if they were not. The ballroom was hot from all the bodies, and the air was stifling. Hidden beneath the skirts of her dress, she impatiently tapped her foot on the mosaic-tiled floor. 
 
    There’s a war outside Ciane, and all we do is dance and laugh! Briar forced her lips into a smile and nodded to a young noble—probably one of the men her grandfather feared she would scare off with her shocking personality. 
 
    “Your Highness, would you care for a moment of reflection?” Delanna whispered into her ear after the young lord moved on. 
 
    Briar raised an eyebrow. “Reflection?” 
 
    Delanna’s polite smile was nearly devious. “If you call yourself ‘reflective,’ it gives you the excuse to escape to a quiet balcony outside and ‘ponder the events of the evening,’ or, as I would call it, breathe.” 
 
    Briar laughed and felt some of the tension seep out of her spine. “You are a gem of the highest quality, Lady Delanna. Yes, I believe I am in a very pensive mood this evening, and I should like a moment of reflection.” 
 
    They joined arms and slipped through the crush of the crowd, weaving until they reached the outer perimeter of the room. 
 
    Velvet, Jewel, and Silk were waiting for them at the door of one of the small balconies. Jewel smiled and curtsied a little. “I will tell your parents where you are, Your Highness, so they do not worry.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Briar said. She almost lunged through the door she was so eager to escape outside. The stillness of the outdoors and the freshness of the air were the best greeting she could have hoped for, though the cooler temperatures made her grateful for her puffed sleeves and velvet gown. The nights and mornings were much cooler now as the weather shifted from summer to fall. 
 
    She moved to the far corner of the balcony so she could not be seen if someone meandered past the door. There, finally, her ears stopped ringing from the chattering and the noise. She stared out at the lawn—still green in spite of the fall weather—and leaned against a marble sculpture of a knight on the back of a rearing horse. 
 
    She had to do something about Carabosso. Perhaps if we attack this more from a magical angle? But the Veneno Conclave has already been informed of our current situation.… A sigh leaked out of her, and she wondered gloomily how long she had until her curse struck her. She had until winter, at least, when she turned eighteen. 
 
    Delanna interrupted her thoughts. “Your Highness?”  
 
    Briar spun around and blinked in surprise at the man who stood with her friend. “Isaia.” 
 
    Delanna curtsied and discreetly stepped back into the palace, leaving the childhood friends alone. 
 
    Isaia bowed and approached Briar with his usual long-legged stride. He studied her for a moment, and though Briar smiled—genuinely happy to see him—she feared some of the strain must have shown, for he cracked a rare joke. “Rethinking your desire for an Easy-and-Carefree-Life?” 
 
    Briar laughed and sagged against the balcony ledge. “I was forced to say farewell to that plan the moment I learned who I was,” she said. “Though I do wish Nonna had told me it was a stupid idea and that I should prepare myself for a life of drudgery—that would have better prepared me for palace life.” 
 
    Though it was dark outside, Isaia’s eyes gleamed in the moonlight. “Are you unhappy?” 
 
    “No,” Briar said with great surety. “But while Sir Roberto properly educated me, and Nonna was the best foster mother I could have asked for, I wish they would have doted on me a little less and let me experience more troubles.” She tightly gripped the cold balcony railing. “I’m in over my head, Isaia. I’ve never faced a situation like this—where people don’t like me for no better reason than who my parents are, or that I’m not quiet and sweet. I never faced a looming threat that constantly hangs over my head.” 
 
    “You have a rare resilience, Your Highness. You can best this.” 
 
    Though his words were encouraging, the ‘Your Highness’ burned her like a brand. Miserably, she nodded.  
 
    Isaia was silent for a few moments. “Is there anything I can do for you?” 
 
    Yes, you could kiss me and wake me up after Carabosso’s curse strikes me. Briar pushed the thought away for a moment, though she knew this was her chance to tell him. She wanted to lead up to it gently—or he would run as he had when she was fourteen. 
 
    “You remain my friend—that’s more than I could have hoped for,” Briar said. 
 
    “I would never abandon you.” 
 
    “I know that…but…” Lacking the words to continue, she trailed off. Her heart beat in her throat when Isaia slowly reached out and touched one of her hands. 
 
    “I am yours to command, Briar Rose,” he said. 
 
    Tell him now. Tell him now! He can hardly refuse me after that. Though Briar’s mind puffed up like an angry cat, she could stupidly say no words, and instead stared up at him like a foolish, lovesick girl. 
 
    His expression was tender—the set of his mouth was gentle, and the caress of his hand on hers was warm and assuring. The light of affection in his eyes almost made her burst into tears. This was the man she loved…and there was a good chance that if she told him he had to be the one to kiss her awake, he would purposely fade from her life.  
 
    Swallowing her pride and dread, Briar forced herself to speak. “There is something I need help with…Isaia, about my curse—” 
 
    “Your Highness,” Delanna said. When Briar turned, her lady-in-waiting, Delanna looked just as regretful as Briar felt. “King Giuseppe…” she trailed off helplessly when King Giuseppe glided past her and took command of the balcony with his imposing presence. 
 
    Isaia—who had taken a step away from Briar the moment Delanna spoke—bowed low. “Your Majesty.” 
 
    “If you would grant me a moment with my grandchild, Sir Isaia,” King Giuseppe said. 
 
    “Of course,” Isaia murmured and was gone, taking with him Briar’s opportunity to speak to him about her curse. 
 
    She knew she should be upset, but the emotional part of her was grateful as she didn’t relish the certain outcome of the conversation. 
 
    Briar stood straight and forced her worries out of her mind. “Good evening, Grandfather.” 
 
    The king nodded and joined her at the balcony ledge. Together they were awkwardly quiet as they stared out at the dimly lit lawn. 
 
    “Do you detest me?” King Giuseppe asked rather suddenly. 
 
    Briar blinked. I must have heard him wrong. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Do you detest me, Rosalinda?” 
 
    “No,” Briar said, and was surprised to find it was true. She wanted King Giuseppe to like her—it was why his rejection hurt as much as it did. “Though I am now afraid to hear what you think of me if you thought such a thing was possible.” 
 
    “When we sent you away, you could barely speak.” The king continued his abrupt speech. “But you screamed and hollered as you rode off, calling for your mother and father, and even for me. You called me Beppe then…” 
 
    Briar could tell that he wasn’t really seeing the lawn, but a much younger version of her. 
 
    “I wondered for years if we had done the right thing by sending you off. A child of royal blood should be raised as a royal. It is their right. And every time I thought that, I recalled your small hand reaching for mine as they took you away.” King Giuseppe turned so he no longer stood shoulder to shoulder with her, but faced her. The rocky mask he normally wore seemed cracked, and Briar could see a glimmer of something warm in his eyes. “Though your odd upbringing has brought you scorn—and even I cannot say I am pleased with it—I would have it done again in a heartbeat. No matter how stubborn, ignorant, and reckless you act, I will do everything in my power to keep you safe. You are my granddaughter. My rose.” 
 
    Briar gawked at the stony man with wide eyes, shocked into silence. 
 
    King Giuseppe nodded and strode for the door. 
 
    His sudden movement spurred Briar into reclaiming her voice. “I must add to my previous answer, Grandfather.” 
 
    King Giuseppe turned around, his face once again as expressive as a wall. 
 
    “I do not detest you—though you might see me as stubborn and reckless, and though we lock horns like a pair of bucks…I love you, Grandfather.” 
 
    King Giuseppe nodded gruffly and turned his back to Briar, leaving her with great speed. Delanna, who was waiting by the doorway, dropped into a curtsey until he left. She looked around the party before stealing out to join Briar on the balcony.  
 
    “Well. What do you think that was all about?” Briar asked, still dazed by her grandfather’s words. 
 
    Delanna hesitated. “I just received word from Sir Franco.” 
 
    “Oh? Is he looking for a rematch at the archery range?” 
 
    Delanna didn’t smile. “Carabosso was witnessed in the flesh in a village not fifteen minutes away.” 
 
    Ice coated Briar’s heart. “I see.” That was what had inspired her grandfather’s impassioned speech. For a moment Briar was overwhelmed by fear, and her hands shook…but only until the kindling of anger began to burn. 
 
    Briar’s curse was inevitable, and Carabosso was using her to distract her family—he was using her to cause such inner turmoil to her grandfather as to drive him into speaking as he had.  
 
    Briar inhaled deeply.  
 
    “What are you going to do, Your Highness?” Lady Delanna asked. 
 
    “In all probability, something reckless.” 
 
    Delanna smiled. “In that case, I think I’ll begin carrying my crossbow.” 
 
    Though she knew her friend meant it as a joke, Briar humorlessly nodded. “It might be for the best if you did.” 
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    Several days later, Briar woefully pushed a sheet of music around the table and looked around the room with curiosity. Her frazzled music teacher was nowhere to be seen, even though her lesson was supposed to have started five minutes ago, and Briar heard the tromping of boots up and down the hallway.  
 
    Briar adjusted the netting that covered her hair. “Things seem awfully active considering it is barely mid-morning.” 
 
    “Things have been far busier as of late. Carabosso…” Velvet trailed off and worriedly wrung her hands. 
 
    “I heard His Majesty ordered that the gates of Ciane would remain closed today,” Jewel said. 
 
    “But surely Carabosso would not attempt to come here,” Silk said. 
 
    “If he has any wit, he’s halfway across Sole by now,” Delanna said. 
 
    Briar tapped her fingers on the table and squinted at the ceiling. If he was aiming to tie up Sole and the Magic Knights, Briar suspected it was quite the opposite. He would likely spend the last few months before her birthday skulking around the villages and towns just outside of Ciane, inspiring terror in her family. She glanced at the door when she heard more footsteps march up the hallway. “I wonder…” 
 
    She was cut off when the door was thrown open. “Your Highness,” a soldier saluted. “We are to take you to your rooms.” 
 
    Delanna stepped in front of him, shielding Briar. “An armed escort for a short stroll through the palace?” 
 
    “It is His Majesty’s orders,” the guard said.  
 
    Jewel poked her head outside the door. “There is practically an army out here!” 
 
    Briar stood and joined Delanna. “What is the cause of all of this?” 
 
    “Please, Your Highness,” the guard said. “I cannot say.” 
 
    “I think we had better go with him,” Silk said. 
 
    “Could it be a trap?” Delanna asked. 
 
    “I doubt it—not if there’s half as many soldiers patrolling the hallways as it sounds like.” Briar smiled at Velvet, Silk, and Jewel. “It seems I will be spending my day in my rooms. You might as well go—we can reconvene tomorrow.” 
 
    “Are you certain, Your Highness?” Silk asked. 
 
    “We could read poetry or embroider in your sitting room,” Velvet suggested. 
 
    Briar managed not to shiver in horror. “No, but you are sweet to suggest it. Thank you for your company this morning.” 
 
    “Of course, Your Highness,” Silk and Velvet murmured. 
 
    “We will put away your things”—Jewel glanced at the soldier who impatiently shifted and tightly gripped his weapon—“for it seems prudent for you to leave as quickly as possible. Have a pleasant day, Your Highness.” 
 
    Briar waved, attempting to put them at ease. “Thank you.” She led the way out of the room, keeping her gait unhurried. 
 
    Delanna followed her without asking. 
 
    Soldiers spread in front of and behind Briar in a protective formation. After they trod through the palace—meeting several other patrolling squads of soldiers—they reached Briar’s room. She was only partially surprised when four soldiers insisted on entering first. They searched everything from her wardrobe to the space under her bed. 
 
    As they searched her sitting room, Briar strolled into her bedroom and towards the window. Jagged bolts of red magic flashed across the sky, and her lungs collapsed. “What is that?”  
 
    A soldier lunged into her bedroom, leaned out the window, slammed the shutters, and tied them together with a cord of leather. “It isn’t safe, Your Highness,” was all he said. 
 
    “That was Carabosso’s magic, wasn’t it?” Briar asked. Her courage failed her, and for a moment she wanted to run and hide under her thoroughly inspected bed. 
 
    The man hesitated and glanced at the closed window. “You’ll be safe here,” he finally said. “Ciane is buttoned up—he can’t reach you. If you’ll excuse us, Your Highness.” He bowed deeply, then rejoined his cohorts in Briar’s sitting room to briefly confer if the footstool was a threat. 
 
    After assuring themselves it was not, the soldiers left as swiftly as they arrived, closing the door behind them. 
 
    Delanna, listening at the door, whispered, “They haven’t all left.” 
 
    “No, I suppose they wouldn’t,” Briar said as she paced back and forth in her room. “What do we do, Delanna?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Delanna said. “Neither of us are Magic Knights or magic users, so there is nothing we can do.” 
 
    “But there has to be.” Briar impatiently untangled her hair from the braid Velvet had wrapped it up in that morning. “We can’t just sit here when Carabosso is, is….is carrying on!” 
 
    “I know you must feel helpless, Your Highness,” Delanna said. 
 
    “I don’t feel helpless. I feel enraged!” Briar scowled at her bed and considered kicking it, but she suspected the act would make her feel more childish than anything. Now, if she took her dagger to it… “Carabosso’s posturing is clearly aimed at me, but the only thing I can do is sit in my room and wait for the curse to hit me while the rest of Sole uselessly scrambles from my grandfather’s fear!” The words had poured so passionately out of Briar she had to stop and catch her breath. 
 
    Delanna pressed her lips together but did not disagree. 
 
    Briar turned to face her shuttered window and impulsively removed the cord and pushed them open.  
 
    Carabosso’s magic crackled in the sky, appearing and disappearing in flickers. From her viewpoint on the third floor, she could see mounted knights already charging past on their warhorses, and squadrons of guards and foot soldiers as they moved into defensive positions. And there they would stay under Carabosso’s shadow until her dreaded curse finally hit. 
 
    Her words to Delanna rang true. The only thing she could do was wait for her curse to hit—for her body to rebel and move without her permission to grasp a spindle. …But do I really have to wait? A crazy, half-mad idea surfaced in Briar’s mind. 
 
    What if she activated the curse on purpose? If she sent word to Isaia, he could wake her up immediately. Once her grandfather and parents saw no harm had been done, wouldn’t they act? 
 
    She turned away from the window. “Delanna, I need you to get something for me.” 
 
    “What do you want?”  
 
    Briar swallowed. “A spindle from a spinning wheel.” 
 
    Delanna stared long and hard at her. “You’re not going to…” 
 
    “I have to. It’s the only way to break this cycle—and it will only get worse from here,” Briar said.  
 
    “It’s still dangerous,” Delanna said. 
 
    “Not as long as Isaia knows.” 
 
    “But he doesn’t know—you haven’t told him!” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll have to go fix that now. I’ll meet you at the base of the east tower on the palace wall—bring the spindle,” Briar said. 
 
    “The soldiers will never let you out of here,” Delanna said. 
 
    Briar shrugged. “It’s not a problem. I can climb out my window.” 
 
    Delanna, for the first time since Briar befriended her, looked shocked. “We’re on the third floor!” 
 
    “I’ve climbed taller trees.” She started to heft herself onto the narrow window sill. 
 
    “Wait!” Delanna rushed to Briar’s wardrobe and dug out a black cloak. It was finely made, though it lacked the flashy embroidery and trim that decorated most of Briar’s clothes. “If you go out like that, someone will recognize you and toss you back inside before you reach the ground floor.” 
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    “You are mad.” Delanna scowled as she arranged the cloak on Briar’s shoulders and pulled up the hood so it covered her hair. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Your idea had better work,” Delanna added. “Or I’ll stab you with the spindle myself!” 
 
    “I’m very lucky to have a friend such as you.”  
 
    “Stop being thankful and listen!” Delanna barked. Her pretty features were twisted with worry and concern. “Make certain you clearly tell Sir Isaia of your feelings. You must explain it to him plainly—you cannot let your embarrassment hold you back. And…please, be careful, Your Highness.” 
 
    Briar winked. “Of course.” She slipped out of the window, climbing down the wall with even more ease than she would a tree thanks to the ornate carvings and columns that seemed to cover every block of stone.  
 
    Her greatest fear was that someone would notice the oddity of a woman in a black cloak climbing down a palace wall in the middle of the attack. But no one seemed to see—or if they did, they did not stop to question her. 
 
    When she reached the ground, she fussed with the hood of the cloak—she needed to make sure it shaded her eyes. She grinned recklessly, feeling more like herself than she had in weeks. She was not a delicate, wilted flower; she was a briar rose. And Carabosso was about to be stuck with the biggest thorn ever. 
 
    She walked—with confidence and poise—edging around the perimeter of the palace and working her way towards the Magic Knights’ training grounds. Briar strolled past the stained-glass windows of Aeternum Hall and was about to saunter on when she spotted her father up ahead, leading a line of soldiers. 
 
    He was talking to one of them and rested his hand on his sword as he strode towards her. Briar feared, even with his obvious focus, he would catch sight of her and recognize her instantly. So she turned around and again walked past Aeternum Hall’s stained-glass windows. She darted behind a stone column and, using it as a block, hastily climbed through an open window that plopped her into an empty salon. 
 
    She intended to stay in the salon—preferably hiding behind a piece of furniture until her father had passed—but something yanked Briar out of the salon and down the hall. Before she could comprehend her actions, she realized she was opening one of the doors to Aeternum Hall. 
 
    Sunlight lit the empty room and painted itself into pictures as it streamed through the beautiful windows. 
 
    Briar heard voices in the hallway behind her, so she darted into the room and closed the door behind her. 
 
    What am I doing here? I need to find Isaia and get to the tower! Even so, Briar wandered up to the line of legendary weapons, stopping short of the two-handed sword.  
 
    Its hilt was a beautiful combination of golden metal and royal blue leather and gems. The guard was curved slightly, and the gold of the hilt jutted down, giving the blade a core of gold that stopped just short of the tip. Magic runes were etched into the blade and gilded blue. Briar could almost hear them hum. 
 
    Faro. 
 
    The word was uncomfortably whispered into the back of her mind. 
 
    Briar blinked. “Faro?” 
 
    The gold of the sword seemed to sparkle in response. Faro. 
 
    “Nope!” Briar announced. She rapidly began backing out of the hall, unwilling to turn her back on the magic weapon. “Nope. Nope. Nope! Sorry, I don’t do talking swords. Have a lovely day!” 
 
    Briar could feel the pull of the sword even after she closed the door on it and hurried back to the empty salon. It pulled on her as she hefted herself through the window, and scuttled outside—giving the stained-glass windows a wide berth. It tried to beckon her—the way it had when she hid from her father, but Briar was too focused and—frankly—terrified to fall for its siren call. She shook her head and muttered under her breath, “Sorry, sword. Not today!” 
 
    Carabosso’s magic crackled overhead like lightning, and Briar grimaced. I have to find Isaia—immediately! 
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    In the end, Briar found it was easier to locate Valor than Isaia. The dapple-gray mare was tacked up, wearing her own set of anti-magic armor, and a young groom uneasily held the reins, yelping whenever she snapped at him or tossed her head. 
 
    Just as Briar started strolling towards them nonchalantly, the mare screamed and reared, pulling the little boy off his feet.  
 
    “Easy, Valor, easy!” Briar approached the mare with a soothing voice. 
 
    Valor did not calm down, but at least she didn’t pin her ears at Briar as she did with the boy. 
 
    “I’ll take this one,” Briar said. “You see to the next horse.” 
 
    The weary stable boy saluted her and hurried off, eager to leave the ornery beast behind. 
 
    Briar loosely held the mare’s reins, and though Valor stamped and swished her thick tail, she did not try to rear again. Instead, it was Briar who grew more and more uptight.  
 
    Carabosso’s magic crashed in the sky with thunderous booms. Minutes ticked by, and Isaia did not appear.  
 
    Where is he? He wouldn’t have Valor tacked up if he didn’t mean to come for her! 
 
    Delanna had to be waiting at the tower, and Briar didn’t know how long it would be until someone noticed her—the sole female in a sea of Magic Knights and grooms. Sir Artemio was present, and he gave her the occasional odd glance every few minutes. She had almost given up hope when she saw Isaia edging through a crowd of knights. 
 
    Pretending she meant to draw Valor into a less populated area so he could mount up easier, Briar led the mare away from the stables. 
 
    Isaia reached for Valor’s reins. “Thank you…Briar?” 
 
    “Shh!” Briar hissed. 
 
    He furrowed his brow, and his green eyes turned stormy. “You’re supposed to be in your room.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m sure I’ll be there soon enough,” she started. 
 
    “What are you doing here?”  
 
    “Trying to talk to you, but you took so long, Delanna must be waiting—” Briar cut herself off when she noticed Artemio was unabashedly watching them. “It’s about my curse,” she spat out. 
 
    Isaia eyed her warily—much the same way the stable boy had eyed Valor. “What about it?” 
 
    Briar almost screamed when Artemio began marching in their direction. “I need you to wake me up when the curse hits—thank you, bye!” 
 
    “Wait, Briar!” 
 
    She ignored his shouts and threw herself into the swirl of activity just outside the stables.  
 
    It was a horrible way to tell him, but she didn’t have any choice. Artemio had nearly been within hearing range, and she was certain he wouldn’t hesitate to tell Isaia to drag her back to her room. (And Isaia knew her well enough to predict she would climb out the windows if she had the chance.) 
 
    She popped out on the other side of the crowd and ran for the tower, tripping on her thick skirts several times. 
 
    Delanna was there, tense with worry and holding a leather satchel. “Did you tell him?” 
 
    “Yes, but if it didn’t sink in, could you remind him?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course.” Delanna glanced at the top of the tower. “Are you sure you want to trigger your curse up there?” 
 
    “Yes.” Briar stubbornly tucked her head. “Carabosso has to see it. He has to see we will not be cowed.” 
 
    Delanna reached for her side—probably looking for the crossbow that wasn’t there. “Do you want me to come up with you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. You need to leave—or you might be blamed for what will happen next.” 
 
    Delanna impulsively hugged her, squeezing her tight. “You really are a princess—you do Sole proud.” 
 
    Briar returned the hug and inhaled a shaky breath. “You give me too much credit. It’s not so bad—the curse. I love Isaia; he can wake me up in a moment. Now go!” 
 
    Delanna ran, fleeing like a frightened deer. 
 
    Briar, still gripping the satchel, slipped inside the empty tower. She hustled up the first flight of stairs, barely winded. The second set of stairs gave her a little more trouble, but it was the third that made her pause. The stairs were smaller than Briar’s foot and lacked a railing in some spots. She had chosen this particular tower because it was open to the public—or at least it was open to those who stayed at the palace—and was unlikely to contain soldiers. “The viewing tower? They expect me to believe ladies in their heavy skirts climb these rickety things? Hah!” 
 
    As Briar hiked up the stairs, her doubts and worries began to plague her. What if this didn’t work? What if her grandfather continued to defend against Carabosso? Was it really the best choice to activate her curse? Shouldn’t she wait for backup from the Veneno Conclave? 
 
    Her heart stumbled, and she made the dizzying mistake of glancing down.  
 
    The sight of the stairs snaking far below her made her vision swim. Briar pressed herself against the wall and gulped, too frightened to continue. 
 
    Who am I to think I could make a difference? I’m a poor excuse for a princess. I have no idea what I’m doing, and I’m blindly running into an impulsive, reckless plan. 
 
    Even over the pounding of her heart and her ringing ears, Briar heard the clash of Carabosso’s magic.  
 
    But I have to try. It’s better than doing nothing! 
 
    Though she moved on, doubts and worries continued to plague her. They grew more insistent the higher she climbed. The last flight of stairs creaked alarmingly, and more than once, Briar’s fear froze her in place. 
 
    When she finally reached the top of the tower, the wind ripped the cloak from her shoulders. She stumbled but clutched the leather satchel to her stomach as she staggered towards the lip of the tower, which rose to her stomach. 
 
    This high, Briar could see all of Ciane and the rolling fields surrounding it. The city spread out below her like a painting. She could see the knights moving into place around the palace and city.  
 
    Beyond the walls was chaos. Carabosso had set two different villages ablaze. Briar thought she could see Firra standing on one of the towers that marked the main gates to Ciane, trying to put them out in spite of the vast distance between them. 
 
    Flowing lines—like ants—trailed from the attacked villages. It took Briar a moment to realize they were people and animals, and they were pooling around Ciane itself, for Jewel was right. All Ciane gates were locked tight, shut against escape. 
 
    Briar wanted to scream. How could one person cause so much pain and chaos? 
 
    Her doubts were gone. There was a chance something might go wrong with the curse, and she might never wake up. There was also a chance that even if she did, her parents and grandfather would be so furious with her they would lock her up for the rest of her days and still ignore the threat Carabosso posed. 
 
    But I have to do this. If I don’t, we’ll never fight back. 
 
    Her eyes blurring from the strength of the wind, Briar searched the countryside for Carabosso. She almost fell to her knees in surprise when she realized he was near her tower, standing in a field just outside the wall. 
 
    “Carabosso!” she shouted. She didn’t think he would hear her over the thunder of his magic and the strength of the wind, but he unmistakably turned in her direction.  
 
    Shouts came from the ground below. Briar leaned out long enough to see a squad of soldiers streaming into the base of the tower. Her head swimming from the height, Briar opened the satchel with shaking hands.  
 
    She yelped when a bolt of Carabosso’s magic snapped directly above her. Compared to the magic of the legendary weapons that had pulled on her gravely, his magic felt sticky and dirty—like tar.  
 
    “Do you really think I’m afraid of you?” she shouted. She was, but that was the thing about fear: she could push past it. Being afraid wouldn’t keep her from her task.  
 
    Briar pulled the spindle out of the satchel. Her heart pounded in her throat, and dread filled her stomach. “I have to do this.” She tried to feel heartened by her own words, but fright still gnawed at her. “This is all I can do, so I will do it. I will be brave for those who can’t muster the courage themselves.” 
 
    She took a deep breath, and with shaking hands, she lifted the spindle above her head, locking eyes with Carabosso. 
 
    He froze, then gathered magic around him like a cloak. 
 
    “I will fear you no more!” Briar shouted. She lowered the spindle, then jabbed a finger on the point. 
 
    Hazy red magic, heavy like a waterfall of tar, twisted around her. It dragged at her—hot and invasive.  
 
    There was a boom, louder than any of Carabosso’s flashes of magic, and all of Ciane shook. Silver magic as shiny as polished armor blasted from the floor of the tower, swallowing the red magic like an ocean sinking a ship. It continued to swirl around Briar and the tower, as if searching for more of the red magic to devour. It found it. A part of the silver magic detached from the bright pillar and shot towards Carabosso like an arrow. 
 
    Briar’s muscles started to grow lax, but she lasted long enough to see Carabosso turn around and flee. She fell to her knees as the silver magic roared and thought, fleetingly, That was unexpected. 
 
    She lost all control of her muscles and fell face-first against the surface of the tower. Her eyes closed, her breath deepened, and she was asleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Return of the Enchantress 
 
      
 
    Isaia saw Briar drop, toppling out of sight from where she stood on the top of the tower. “No!” His shout startled Valor, who snorted and reared. He threw himself off his mare and barged into the tower. Soldiers recognized his armor and pushed themselves flush against the wall so he could pass them. 
 
    By the time he reached the top, a few soldiers had already popped out and were helplessly gathered around Briar. She was on her side with the skirts of her dress twisted around her, the spindle held in her hand with a lax grasp. She was pale—and horribly still.  
 
    The soldiers scurried away, clearing a space so Isaia could kneel at her side. Hesitating, he reached out and brushed her shoulder. “Briar?” 
 
    Briar Rose slept on. 
 
    Isaia felt like his heart had been yanked out of his chest, leaving a gaping hole. Briar! 
 
    Numbly, he gathered her up in his arms and stood. He tipped her so she leaned against him, her breath brushing his throat. He adjusted her so his armor wouldn’t pinch or poke her, then carried her carefully down the stairs. 
 
    The soldiers had retreated to the bottom of the tower, and as Isaia walked through the path they had created for him, they murmured uneasily. 
 
    Ciane was silent as he exited the tower, Briar still in his arms. 
 
    Isaia was lost in a sea of misery as he walked across the lawn and carried her back to the palace. 
 
    He should have stopped her. He should have grabbed her the instant he realized it was she who was holding Valor. 
 
    Isaia wasn’t stupid. He knew one day her curse would lash out at her…but he’d wanted to put that day off for as long as possible. 
 
    Things were going to change, for the worse. 
 
    When Briar woke up—because Isaia couldn’t fathom, couldn’t even think of her remaining asleep—her true love would be at her side. Isaia would have to step back from his role of protector and closest confidant to make room for another man. He would no longer be first in Briar’s affections. 
 
    Despair made him pause at the great front gate of the palace. Enough. I have been prepared for this day since I was knighted and took an oath to protect her. It is more important that she wakes up. 
 
    Isaia squared his shoulders and stepped into the castle. Waiting inside were Princess Alessia, Prince Consort Filippo, and Sir Artemio. 
 
    Prince Consort Filippo paced back and forth in the reception hall, wearing a path in the red carpets. Princess Alessia, positioned on the landing atop the double staircase, gripped the back of an ornate armchair. When she saw Briar, she cried like an injured bird and crumpled to the ground. “Rosalinda!” she sobbed. 
 
    Prince Consort Filippo hurried to Isaia—almost knocking Sir Artemio over at his post next to an ornate marble support pillar. The prince consort gently brushed a strand of Briar’s chestnut hair out of her face. “Daughter,” he murmured. 
 
    Briar did not stir. 
 
    Sir Artemio gently guided Princess Alessia to her husband and daughter. Her lips trembled, and tears trickled down her cheeks. “My darling…why did you—?” 
 
    A set of doors creaked open, and King Giuseppe stared down at Briar. His face was white, and a muscle on his cheek jumped. Wordlessly, the king turned around and stormed from the hall. 
 
    Princess Alessia’s crying grew louder, and Prince Consort Filippo swept his wife up in his arms, not bothering to wipe his own tears. 
 
    Sir Artemio nodded courteously to the sleeping princess, then rolled his shoulders back. “Come, Sir Isaia.” 
 
    “Where are you taking her?” Princess Alessia asked. 
 
    Sir Artemio’s armor gleamed in the dim light as he strode away from them. “Her room. Staying here does no good.” 
 
    Isaia followed the legendary knight, carrying his burden with all the gentleness he possessed. Princess Alessia and Prince Consort Filippo followed after them, exchanging murmured words of support. 
 
    It was easy to tell which room was Briar’s, for almost a squadron of guards stood outside her door. The squadron gaped when they saw the young woman Isaia carried. 
 
    The leader stepped out of formation. “But—Your Highness, Sir Artemio! She never left her room!” 
 
    Sir Artemio frowned slightly. “I imagine she never stepped through this door, but she did, obviously, leave.” 
 
    This made Princess Alessia start to cry again, sounding as if her heart were breaking. 
 
    A soldier flung open the door to Briar’s bedroom, revealing an open window—probably her escape route. 
 
    Isaia crossed the room and tenderly placed Briar on her bed. She sank slightly into the coverlets, and her neck looked uncomfortably cramped, but Prince Consort Filippo slid a pillow under her head, and Princess Alessia—with a trembling chin—fixed Briar’s skirts so they didn’t twist around her legs and waist. 
 
    “Send for her ladies-in-waiting,” Sir Artemio ordered. 
 
    A guard saluted, “Sir!” and ran down the hallway, holding his sword to keep it from hitching up his waist.  
 
    Isaia knew he should leave, but he couldn’t bring himself to turn his back on Briar. For the first time since she collapsed, he recalled her last words to him.  
 
    “I need you to wake me up when the curse hits…” 
 
    The memory mocked and teased him. Isaia was not Briar’s true love. Briar might hold him in high esteem, and she might even think she loved him—certainly she adored him, but that was not at all the same thing. She had seen very little of the world and of the noble and royal men who awaited her attention. Her heart was young and naïve. She didn’t yet know there was some more appropriate suitor who would steal her heart. 
 
    She was only seventeen, and he was her cherished childhood friend—the only male of her age she really knew. Her debut into royal life was spectacular but rough, and she had continued to lean on him as a result. Given time, she would put him behind her and step into her role as a princess and a future queen. Then she would meet someone more suitable. 
 
    The bedroom door banged open and dragged Isaia from his musings. 
 
    King Giuseppe stormed in, his eyebrows lowered and purple eyes flashing. Apparently he had recovered enough to speak. “She set off her curse.” 
 
    Princess Alessia gently pulled herself from her husband’s arms. “Father…” 
 
    King Giuseppe shut the door behind him, and his voice was as cold as winter. “Did she or did she not set off her curse herself?” 
 
    Princess Alessia cried silently. 
 
    Prince Consort Filippo tucked his arm around her waist. “Rosalinda set off the curse herself.” 
 
    King Giuseppe was unnaturally still. “Who was responsible for watching her?” 
 
    Sir Artemio stood next to the prince consort and princess in a move of solidarity. “It does not matter, Your Majesty. She would have escaped her guards no matter what was done. I doubt even the Magic Knights would have been able to stop her for long.” 
 
    King Giuseppe swung his gaze to the legendary knight. “Are you telling me my guards and knights couldn’t keep a mere girl under watch?”  
 
    Sir Artemio, a longtime friend of the king’s, didn’t flinch at the anger in his words. “Yes,” he said calmly. “She evidently inherited your own determination, Giuseppe. Attempting to hem her in is just as difficult as trying to protect you.” 
 
    The king paused by Briar’s bed. For a moment, he seemed to collapse in on himself. His shoulders drooped; his eyes glistened with unshed tears, and defeat settled into the line of his lips. He looked lost. 
 
    Oh Briar, Isaia thought. Though he may scowl at you, King Giuseppe loves you with all his heart. 
 
    “What do we do, Artemio?” King Giuseppe whispered. 
 
    Sir Artemio joined the king at Briar’s bedside. “We wait, and we hope.” 
 
    “The curse will be broken with true love’s kiss,” Prince Consort Filippo said. “Why don’t we attempt it?” 
 
    Isaia curled his hand around the hilt of his sword, but no one looked his way.  
 
    Sir Artemio frowned slightly. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Summon every eligible male of noble birth,” the prince consort said. “Have every one of them kiss her. One of them is bound to wake her up.” 
 
    Isaia yanked his eyes from the floor to the prince consort. Have everyone kiss her? He glanced at Briar out of concern. 
 
    King Giuseppe drew himself up, casting aside his sorrow and once again taking up his usual stony expression. “It will be done. Send out the summons immediately.” 
 
    Prince Consort Filippo nodded. He squeezed his wife’s hand and offered her a smile. “Worry not—we’ll soon have our Rosalinda back.” 
 
    Isaia wanted to shout at them. Did they understand their daughter so little? She would rather sleep forever than let the majority of the young nobles put a hand on her. Isaia was all for finding her a proper partner—someone worthy of her—but at least think of Briar Rose and narrow the possibilities! 
 
    His armor whispered when he shifted, and Sir Artemio—who was frowning slightly—raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    Princess Alessia gave her husband a strained smile and watched him leave. She then turned her attention to Sir Artemio. “You do not approve, Sir Artemio?” 
 
    Sir Artemio offered her a bow. “It is not my place to say, Your Highness.” 
 
    King Giuseppe snorted. 
 
    So that’s where Briar got it… 
 
    “Speak, Artemio,” he ordered. 
 
    Sir Artemio kept his expression open and even. “I applaud the reasoning behind the idea, but it seems…” He hesitated and cast a glance at Briar. “The princess has very strong opinions. I don’t know that such a wide net will work to find her true love.” 
 
    “The princess is stubborn and mule-headed,” King Giuseppe said. “But she has no way to influence who breaks the curse.” 
 
    Princess Alessia glanced at her daughter. “Doesn’t she? It must be her true love—not the man we choose for her.” 
 
    Isaia relaxed his stance slightly, daring to hope the princess would protect Briar’s purity. 
 
    King Giuseppe peered outside the window. “You are remembering the spiteful speech she gave, aren’t you? It matters not. If we cast our net on enough titled nobles, someone will work.” 
 
    “That’s assuming Rosalinda doesn’t already have a true love.” For one alarming moment, Princess Alessia glanced at Isaia, but the gaze was so fleeting Isaia assured himself she didn’t suspect his affection for her daughter. 
 
    King Giuseppe scoffed. “The girl isn’t yet eighteen and spent her life in the woods. With whom could she fall in love—her cow?”  
 
    It felt odd to hear his own reasoning spoken by the king himself—and humbling to be compared to a cow. 
 
    “There were several men with her,” the princess said, rattling Isaia. “For instance, Sir Roberto, Mage Donaigh, Sir I—” 
 
    A knock on the door interrupted her. 
 
    “What is it?” King Giuseppe asked. 
 
    A soldier opened the door a crack, and the sounds of muffled sobs crept into the chamber. “We located the ladies-in-waiting, Your Majesty.” 
 
    For a moment, King Giuseppe’s stone face buckled. “Are any of them not crying?” 
 
    The soldier briefly shut the door, then opened it several moments later. “Just one, Your Majesty. Lady Delanna.” 
 
    “Send her in.” 
 
    Isaia took a deep breath, restoring himself. 
 
    Lady Delanna entered the room with her watchful brand of quiet elegance. Though she did not cry, her bottom lip trembled when she saw Briar lying on her bed. “Your Majesty, Your Highness, Sirs.” She curtsied with lowered eyes. 
 
    “Lady Delanna, as you can see, Princess Rosalinda’s curse has claimed her,” King Giuseppe said. “You and the princess’s other ladies-in-waiting will act as chaperones as long as she sleeps.” 
 
    Lady Delanna blinked. “Chaperones?” 
 
    King Giuseppe nodded, and there was another knock on the door. 
 
    “Sir,” another soldier said. “We have the preliminary reports from the scouts who chased after Carabosso.” 
 
    “I will speak to them in the throne room. Will you accompany me, Artemio?” King Giuseppe asked. 
 
    “If you wish, Your Majesty.”  
 
    The king and legendary knight left—though Sir Artemio paused long enough to bow to Princess Alessia and Lady Delanna. 
 
    Isaia shifted, as if to follow them, but Sir Artemio shook his head, and Isaia settled back in place with some relief. He wouldn’t be able to wake Briar, but at least he could protect her.  
 
    Lady Delanna waited docilely until the men were gone, then turned to Princess Alessia. “If you will pardon my question, Your Highness, why does the princess need a chaperone?” 
 
    Princess Alessia folded her hands in front of her and tried to draw up her shoulders. “My father and husband have decided to summon every eligible noble and have each kiss Rosalinda. They feel that surely one of them will be her true love and will break her curse. It would be best if she were not alone during such a time.” 
 
    Lady Delanna did not frown, but Isaia could see a hint of displeasure in the way she pursed her lips. “I see.” 
 
    Princess Alessia seated herself on Briar’s bed with a sorrowful sigh. “I do not know that it will work—Rosalinda isn’t biddable on such matters—but I don’t know what else to do.” 
 
    Lady Delanna eyed Isaia over the princess’s head. She looked from him to Briar, then back at him, and raised her eyebrows. 
 
    Isaia kept his expression stoic. Unless Briar had told her, there was no way for her to know Briar thought he could break her curse. 
 
    She finally did frown and, once again, purposefully flicked her eyes from Isaia to Briar and back. 
 
    So much for Briar keeping her silence. Isaia shook his head. 
 
    Lady Delanna paled, then pressed her lips together in a sign of doggedness that would have made Briar proud. 
 
    Isaia needed to make his getaway before she ventured so far as to speak…but he loathed to leave Briar unguarded, even if she was only sleeping. “If you will excuse me, Your Highness, Lady Delanna. I will make arrangements to set a guard for the princess.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Thank you, Sir Isaia,” Briar’s mother said. 
 
    He bowed curtly and swept out of the room, though he glanced over his shoulder to look once more upon the sleeping Briar. 
 
    Lady Delanna is wrong. I can’t break her curse...but I wish I could. 
 
    It didn’t matter, though. He would stay with her. For while Briar was never his, Isaia had always been hers. 
 
    [image: B&B-Divider.gif] 
 
    Isaia stared at the stone wall opposite him and ignored the young lords and nobles who trooped through Briar’s bedroom. He wore his anti-magic armor, had his sword strapped to his side—which drew a few gapes from younger lords—and did his best to imitate a statue. 
 
    Though he did not agree with the king’s decree, he let no emotion leak through his guard, even when the young lord who had so insulted Briar her first night in the Sole courts kissed her cheek, almost brushing her lips. 
 
    A new possible suitor—the well-to-do firstborn of a count who wore more jewelry than Briar’s ladies-in-waiting—slipped through the open door, crouched at Briar’s bedside, and kissed her forehead. 
 
    Briar did not stir. 
 
    The young lord frowned and leaned forward, as if to try again. 
 
    Isaia unsheathed his sword as the cold edge of anger prodded him. 
 
    When the count turned towards him, Lady Delanna cleared her throat and gave the lord such a scorching, imperious look, he left more hastily than he entered. 
 
    The next lord was a young boy who couldn’t have been older than eleven. He dragged his feet and had to be bodily shoved into the room by his rather formidable mother.  
 
    The young lord screwed his face up and kissed Briar’s hand with the same enthusiasm as he would a toad. “Yuck.” He wiped his mouth off on his hand and bolted from the room. His mother caught him by the collar of his doublet and looked expectantly at Lady Delanna. 
 
    Lady Delanna glanced at Briar and shook her head. 
 
    The boy gleefully skipped away, his mother sailing serenely after him. 
 
    Isaia watched him go, a shade of desolation coloring his heart. 
 
    The entire event was depressing, for it was certainly not what Briar would want, and it wasn’t the way she deserved to find her true love. If he had been anything less than a magic knight, he would have snarled this at her father and grandfather, but now the greatest good he could do was to guard her—and forcibly remove the worst of the lords from her room when they revealed their foul natures. 
 
    Briar had been unconscious for over a week, and no one’s kiss had woken her. King Giuseppe had first paraded the young, handsome sons of the men who supported him through Briar’s room and was only slightly aggravated when none of them succeeded in waking her. Slightly less eligible men—nobles who were quiet and bookish, not the sort of man Giuseppe looked for in a king; and lords who were a little younger or older than Briar—were then given the chance. None of them were Briar’s true love either. 
 
    The royal family started to panic after lords from the outskirts of Sole finally arrived, and none of them succeeded either. Finally, old bachelors, young boys barely old enough to care for their own horses, lower nobles like barons and viscounts, and even enemies of the d’Avalas family were invited. 
 
    And Briar slept on. 
 
    Isaia’s heart began to beat wrong. He loved Briar with his very being. He loved her so much that he would stand by her even after she was married. But what if she never woke up? 
 
    He twitched and clenched the hilt of his sword. 
 
    Briar will wake up. She has to. 
 
    He drew hope from one thing: out of all the men who were paraded through her rooms, Isaia didn’t think any of them could quite match her—in spirit or cleverness. True, she hadn’t woken up, but it was because the man who could love her and rule with her would be a rare sort indeed. (Briar was special, after all.) 
 
    “Isaia?” 
 
    Isaia blinked and looked away from the stone wall that had borne his scrutiny for the entire morning. Franco—also dressed in his anti-magic armor, though he held not a sword but his halberd—smiled at him. “I’m here to relieve you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Isaia shifted, granting relief to his stiff muscles. He glanced at Briar—white and still on her bed. 
 
    “I’ll watch her,” Franco promised. “The Prince Consort and Princess Alessia want a report, though, before you join the other knights for training.” 
 
    Isaia nodded and slipped out of the room just after the next candidate—the third son of a duke who was known to be something of a flirt—entered. 
 
    He strode down the quiet hallway of the palace, making his way to the assembly hall. Most government discussions were held there, and the king, princess, and prince consort had all but lived there for the past week. 
 
    “Excuse me, Sir Isaia?” 
 
    Isaia sighed internally, but he stopped and turned around. “Can I help you, Lady Delanna?” 
 
    The pretty lady-in-waiting walked quickly to catch up with him. “Yes. You could break Briar’s curse.” 
 
    “It is impossible,” Isaia said. 
 
    “How? You have nothing to fear. The princess and prince consort care only about waking Princess Rosalinda—they do not care who does it. Even King Giuseppe is desperate. For all he speaks of only allowing titled nobles attempt it, I do not believe he would stop you from kissing her.” 
 
    “My kiss will not awaken her,” Isaia said. 
 
    Lady Delanna frowned. “Did Briar not have a chance to tell you?” 
 
    “She did,” Isaia said. “But she is mistaken.” 
 
    Lady Delanna’s frown turned sharp. “I have kept my peace because I thought you would always have her best interests in your mind, but you cannot fool me, Sir Isaia. I know you adore her. Keeping yourself from kissing her does not make you a tragic hero; it makes you a giant fool who will be the cause of chaos and disharmony in our country!” 
 
    “My feelings have nothing to do with the situation.” Isaia kept his voice dispassionate. “I may be what she thinks she wants, but I am not what she needs.” 
 
    “So you are willing to let her sleep for all eternity because you don’t think you are the best choice?” 
 
    A bit of resentment escaped Isaia’s grasp. “No,” he said, his voice dark but even. “I refrain from kissing her because I don’t wish to trap her!” 
 
    Lady Delanna blinked rapidly. 
 
    “She may love me now when she has seen so little and knows no one of her status. But if I chain her to me in this way, she will surely come to regret it once she sees more of the world and of her peers—and it will be too late for her to escape.” 
 
    Isaia cut himself off before he could go further. Briar was meant for great things, for great people. Right now, she wasn’t even accustomed to living in the palace. While he was certain she would always be Briar, he knew she would mature and grow and become the unique sort of princess only she could achieve. He could not hold her back and entrap her in marriage before she settled into herself, before she could grasp her full potential and see how small his destiny was compared to hers. Briar would need someone who could match her greatness. 
 
    Yes, he might be able to wake her—he still wasn’t certain on this point—and if he spoke to the king, he might make arrangements for a cover story to be told so Briar wouldn’t have to marry him. But if Isaia knew how soft her skin felt, what it felt like to have her pressed against his chest…he wouldn’t be able to release her, and he wouldn’t be able to stomach seeing her with another. 
 
    Isaia couldn’t kiss Briar. It would be their end. 
 
    He closed his eyes, then bowed. “If that is all, Lady Delanna.” He began his retreat to the assembly hall. 
 
    “You’ll lose her forever if you don’t act, Sir Isaia,” Lady Delanna called. 
 
    Though Isaia wanted to shake his head, he restrained himself. I lost her the moment I knew I loved her. 
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    Isaia paused outside the assembly hall. Although the doors were closed, he could hear raised voices, muffled shouts, and angry curses. 
 
    The guards posted outside the door wore the same expressions as a stone, but he could see the slight wrinkle of worry around their eyes. 
 
    If the outlook for Briar was poor, the government was in an even worse state. 
 
    When Isaia nodded, the guards opened the doors, releasing the full volume of the vehement argument taking place. 
 
    The assembly hall was long and rectangular in shape. Though it lacked the palace’s ornate decorations, the three chandeliers and crown molding marked it with elegance. 
 
    “You are sun-struck if you think anyone but a d’Avalas will sit on the throne,” King Giuseppe said. 
 
    One of his advisors shook his head. “But, Your Majesty, if Princess Alessia appoints a cousin as her heir, they will be a d’Avalas!” 
 
    “If they are not in the direct lineage, they should not rule.” 
 
    No one took notice of Isaia’s entrance, and only a few government employees glanced his way as he edged around the room. 
 
    The advisor leaned forward in his chair. “Be that as it may, you might not have a choice.” 
 
    At the dark look in the king’s eyes, another advisor added, “We are not saying the appointment must be permanent—it is merely in case the princess does not wake. We fully expect her to become queen and rule, but for the sake of stability, it would be best for Princess Alessia to appoint another heir.” 
 
    “No.” King Giuseppe shook his head. “To do so would cause unnecessary chaos and friction.” 
 
    “For whom?” the first advisor asked, his frustration growing in his voice. “Livestock? Both your court of nobility and all governmental employees have agreed to accept whomever you choose. The people are frightened due to Carabosso’s march of terror through the country, so they will welcome the steadiness. It will be as stable an appointment as any history book could hope for!” 
 
    “As long as my granddaughter breathes, I will not abide replacing her,” King Giuseppe said sharply. 
 
    “Then, Your Majesty,” an older man started—Isaia recognized him as the Chief of Finances, “you must open up the opportunity to break Princess Rosalinda’s curse to governmental workers and the Magic Knights of Sole.” 
 
    Isaia had almost managed to reach Princess Alessia and Prince Consort Filippo, but he paused in surprise. 
 
    “I will not allow anyone less than a noble to set their hands upon Rosalinda,” said the king. 
 
    “Most of the Magic Knights are sons of nobility. Sir Artemio, a legendary knight you swore in, would have been a duke,” said a skinny, nervous looking man who sweated profusely. 
 
    Isaia quietly slipped behind the princess and prince consort, placing himself in front of the wall at their backs. Princess Alessia smiled at him but shortly returned her attention to the discussion. Isaia stood by the wall and waited patiently. 
 
    “They are not nobles. They are knights. They gave up any right to nobility the second they accepted the knighthood,” King Giuseppe said. “And only a noble is fit to marry a d’Avalas.” 
 
    “Might I remind you, Your Majesty,” the Chief of Finances said, “that your greatest ancestor, the Queen of Hearts, married one of her Magic Knights.” 
 
    “Princess Rosalinda is my granddaughter,” King Giuseppe said. “It will be my decision to allow men to attempt to break her curse, and I have determined I will only allow nobles!” 
 
    The first advisor threw his hands up in the air and shook his head in frustration. 
 
    The Chief of Finances calmly folded his hands and placed them on the pillow of his belly. “Then, Your Majesty, we are at an impasse. You must either allow new candidates a chance to awaken the princess or appoint a secondary heir. We cannot sit idly by and do nothing.” 
 
    King Giuseppe looked like he was ready to throw the Chief of Finances out on his rear, and he likely would have if Princess Alessia had not intervened. “We are not without hope,” she said. “We have sent word to our allies. We expect that the princes of Arcainia, the second princes of Erlauf and Ringsted, and more might agree to come and see if they might awaken my daughter.” 
 
    Another one of King Giuseppe’s advisors propped his arms up on his desk and rested his chin on his hand. “That is very well, but how long will it take for them to arrive? What do we do with Carabosso in the meantime? He has disappeared for now—when the princess set off her curse, the magic seemed to harm him—but it is likely he will return.” 
 
    “We have already sent word to the Veneno Conclave,” Prince Consort Filippo said. 
 
    “It will take them time to respond,” the first advisor to speak said. “These are all long-term goals. The odds that they will succeed are quite low. We need to take action now.” 
 
    “You will do as I command,” King Giuseppe growled. 
 
    “Your Majesty,” another advisor protested, “think of the economic repercussions…” 
 
    The prince consort shook his head and stood, joining Isaia at the wall. “Any changes? Did she move at all?” 
 
    “No,” Isaia said.  
 
    Prince Consort Filippo sighed and rubbed at the dark circles under his eyes. He seemed to have aged twenty years in the past week. “Thank you, Sir Isaia. I will tell my wife.” 
 
    Isaia bowed slightly at the waist. “Sir,” he murmured. When the prince consort left, he edged his way back around the room, straightening with relief when he slipped out and the guards closed the doors behind him, shutting out the arguments of King Giuseppe and his advisors.  
 
    Isaia brushed the hilt of his sword for reassurance, then made his way through the palace’s twisting hallways. He firmly steered his mind away from the repercussions if the Chief of Finances got his way and allowed lesser officials to kiss Briar, and instead pondered the argument itself. 
 
    He didn’t have a mind for politics—it was why he had chosen to become a knight instead of staying to work for his older brother, who would inherit the title of viscount. He was more interested in battle, in protecting those who could not fend for themselves, in bringing about justice, and in helping his country any way he could. However, with as little as he understood about the workings of the government, Isaia knew the charged air of the assembly hall did not bode well for Sole. 
 
    When the Queen of Hearts had taken her throne, the rulers of the country were the courts of nobility—for in addition to running their own lands, most of the lords held powerful positions in the government. Corruption was rampant, and the royal family held very little sway. So the Queen of Hearts separated the governmental workings from the nobles—an unusual move, as almost every other country had moved to unite them—and founded the Magic Knights to serve as a sort of emergency response team. 
 
    She had not, Isaia was certain, meant for the royal family to swallow all the power, which was the way it was now. The Magic Knights of Sole were less independent than they wished to admit; the government could not move without King Giuseppe’s say-so, and the nobles had no power outside their lands.  
 
    It hadn’t been a problem before. Though King Giuseppe had been, perhaps, a little heavy handed with Briar, he was a wise man. 
 
    I don’t understand why he is acting so…intractable. 
 
    Isaia left the palace and glanced up at the cloudy sky with a heavy heart. He started for the training grounds, then paused. Firra and Donaigh…he hadn’t spoken to them since Briar was cursed, but when they visited her, they both wore bittersweet expressions. 
 
    Changing his mind, Isaia made his way to the stables, saddled Valor, then rode through the palace gates and joined the whirling chaos of the city of Ciane. 
 
    Hawkers calling out their wares and the clucks of chickens eased the knot in Isaia’s chest. The city air was sootier and smelled of mud, but it was also dotted with the scent of fresh bread, fish, and the zest of herbs. Watching out for small children helped keep his mind off Briar sleeping back in the palace. 
 
    After a short ride, Isaia reached the city gates, where Firra and Donaigh had taken up residence, watching for Carabosso. 
 
    They sat on cushions just outside the city gates. Isaia would have expected to find them playing cards or something diverting, but Firra frowned at the ground and played with flames in her hands while Donaigh stared grimly at the surrounding farmland. 
 
    He cleared his throat to warn them of his arrival. 
 
    Firra smiled. “Why if it isn’t young Isaia! What a delight to see you again.” 
 
    “Any change?” Donaigh asked. 
 
    Isaia shook his head. 
 
    Donaigh sighed deeply and rocked to his feet. “We shouldn’t have told her,” he said. 
 
    “She had the right to know,” Firra said. “And we had no reason to think old Giuseppe would react as he is.” 
 
    “It was a miscalculation,” Donaigh said. 
 
    Isaia glanced back and forth between the two mages. “What are you referring to?” 
 
    Firra glanced up at him and patted the cushion Donaigh had abandoned. “Take a seat,” she advised. 
 
    “We told Little Rose that Carabosso was using her.” Donaigh turned around so he could meet Isaia’s eyes.  
 
    Isaia couldn’t recall any other time he had ever seen the war mage so serious and grim. 
 
    “As long as Carabosso kept pressure on the kingdom, reminding King Giuseppe of her impending curse, Giuseppe wouldn’t involve himself with politics outside of Sole.” 
 
    “And that is a problem?” Isaia asked. 
 
    “Kind of, yes,” Firra said. “You see, the land seems to be imploding on itself, and we don’t have enough magic users in the Conclave to see to every threat.” 
 
    “The Conclave won’t risk dispatching us all, lest we are spread too thin,” Donaigh said. “Another mistake.” 
 
    Firra’s eyes took on a sharp edge, and she shook her head at him. “Normally, the Magic Knights would be dispatched to help allies—you are a rather unique fighting unit, after all. The only one to come close is Prince Rune of Arcainia, and he is only one man and lacks the equipment and organization you knights have. If the Magic Knights were dispatched, it would greatly ease the pressure on the surrounding area. But Giuseppe was worried about Briar, and so he held everyone close to Ciane.” 
 
    “You told Briar this?” Isaia asked. 
 
    Firra winced. “Yes.” 
 
    “And she must have thought it was her duty to set off her curse and get the anxiety over with.” Donaigh held onto the brim of his hat when a gust of wind threatened to carry it off. 
 
    “It is strange,” Firra said. “Briar is smart and logical. I don’t think she would have activated her curse if she didn’t have an escape route in mind.” 
 
    It would have hurt Isaia less if Valor kicked him in the gut. She did have an escape route in mind: me. 
 
    “Then her plan didn’t work, or her emotions got the best of her. Either way, we failed her. We shouldn’t have added pressure to her,” Firra finished. 
 
    “Briar will awaken,” Isaia said. Neither of the mages seemed encouraged, so he attempted to crack a joke he thought Briar herself would approve of. “Her dedication to her Easy-and-Carefree-Life will not allow her to sleep for long.” 
 
    Firra laughed. “Perhaps we should try passing gold under her nose and see if she wakes up.” 
 
    Donaigh kept his silence, but his gaze turned from grim to confused as he squinted out at the green fields. “What is…?” He stiffened. “Magic approaches.” 
 
    Firra snapped her arms in front of her, creating a blue fireball. Isaia whistled for Valor and lunged to his feet, unsheathing his sword. 
 
    A light swirled with blue and black streaked towards them. It almost looked like a shooting star, but it traveled over land. Thunder crackled loud enough it shook the ground, and the star screeched to a stop. The light disappeared, revealing a beautiful woman perched on a horse-like creature. 
 
    The woman—who wore a gorgeous dress that changed colors, dancing from sea blue to aquamarine—beamed, making her even more beautiful. “I have arrived early. Hello Donaigh, Firra! For once I have beaten calamity and come before—what happened?” She had an unworldly sort of beauty—like elves or high-ranked magic users. She could only be— 
 
    “Lady Enchantress Angelique.” Donaigh went down on his knees. “I fear I have terrible news.” 
 
    The lady enchantress leaned forward, briefly resting her head on the crest of her mount’s neck. The animal—which looked more like a celestial constellation than a horse with its flaming blue mane and tail and its black body flecked with pin-pricks of star-like light—snorted and pawed the ground, spraying sparks and creating another thunder-crash. 
 
    Lady Enchantress Angelique slid from her horse. “What is it? I have arrived before Princess Rosalinda’s birthday—Pegasus got us over the Chronos Mountains so quickly, I even had time to stop at the Veneno Conclave before coming here.” 
 
    “The princess has already been struck by her curse. She has fallen asleep,” Firra said. 
 
    The lady enchantress frowned. “That is terrible news. Have they summoned her true love?” 
 
    “The king has trooped every eligible—noble—male through her chambers to kiss her,” Donaigh said. 
 
    The enchantress’s frown grew an edge. “And he thinks that will break the curse?” 
 
    Though Isaia didn’t appreciate the king’s broad selection, he was so surprised by her statement he spoke without thinking. “It won’t?” 
 
    The lady enchantress set her eyes upon him, and Isaia felt his sword shiver and his armor activate under the scrutiny of such a magic-infused being. “No,” she said. “I didn’t use true love’s first kiss because I am a romantic fool. I used it because it is a powerful emotion that can be harnessed to shatter Carabosso’s magic. Taking a group of men and using Briar to search for the one will never work—it makes it into a task, not the act of love needed to break the curse. Doesn’t she have a true love?” 
 
    “She might, but King Giuseppe is shouting down anyone who dares to suggest she might already be in love—particularly if they imply it is with someone outside her social caste.” Firra glanced at Isaia as she spoke, but there seemed to be no hidden emotions or agenda behind the gaze. 
 
    “Firra and I estimated that if Briar’s curse would be finished off, the country would be fine. Neither the nobles nor the government officials are against letting an extra heir be named just in case—nor are they against allowing foreign gentry to approach Briar,” Donaigh said. A frown settled on his lips. “Unfortunately, though the rest of the country is amiable, King Giuseppe appears to be falling apart. Forgive me Isaia, but it is true.” 
 
    Isaia had shifted slightly at Donaigh’s frank observation, but in the privacy of his mind, he agreed with the mage. King Giuseppe had always been known for his iron will and ability to distance himself from issues in order to make unemotional decisions. Isaia had seen little of this, however, since Briar had arrived at Ciane, and now it seemed that—without her—the king was going to drag everyone down in his spiral. 
 
    Even so, his conscience wouldn’t let him make the observation verbal, so he changed the subject. “Princess Alessia and Prince Consort Filippo will wish to speak to you.” 
 
    “King Giuseppe will as well,” Firra said. “But I wouldn’t expect tears of happiness when he sees you.” 
 
    Angelique shrugged. “He wasn’t particularly happy with me when I modified the curse, so I’m not surprised.” 
 
    Donaigh’s gaze darkened. “If he lays a hand on you…” 
 
    Angelique smiled—not one of her beautiful or dazzling ones, but something that was more like an amused quirk of her lips. Though it didn’t match her dress, Isaia suspected it was a better representation of her personality than most would think. “Peace, Donaigh. I’m still in disgrace from using magic in Arcainia last year. Baiting royalty will not ease my situation. Come, let us find the royal family and get it over with. I will have to explain to the king that his system won’t work, anyway. Pegasus!”  
 
    Angelique made her way to the gates, Donaigh respectfully trailing her. The starry mount snorted and floated after her, ignoring Donaigh as if he were a fly. 
 
    Isaia watched the procession with a wrinkled brow. Donaigh was typically a carefree, easygoing man. Isaia rarely saw him serious, and he never saw him deferential. 
 
    “Donaigh greatly esteems Angelique,” Firra said. Isaia was relieved to see some of the playful light back in her dark-colored eyes. “She’s something of a personal hero to him due to the nature of her core magic.” She winked. “Come on, we don’t want to miss this meeting. It should be…flashy.” 
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    Angelique’s arrival was even worse than Isaia had imagined. While the princess and prince consort were grateful for her presence, King Giuseppe glowered at her. Angelique kept her words light and airy, though at times her smile seemed to have an edge to it. 
 
    “It is your fault we are in this situation. If you had just broken the curse off—if Lord Enchanter Evariste had bothered to work the spell himself!” King Giuseppe had sunken even deeper into coldness. His voice was icy and dark. 
 
    The edge was back in Angelique’s endless smile. “Yes, you’ve mentioned that several times, Your Majesty. So, in the interests of using my time wisely, I will go see to the sleeping princess myself.” 
 
    “We are in this situation because of your inability to properly use magic.” King Giuseppe gripped the arms of his throne, and his purple eyes were dull and disdainful. “If the country unravels, the guilt will rest on your head. You are a failure of an enchantress.” 
 
    Angelique paused in the doorway. 
 
    Isaia, standing in the hallway, could see the sharp light that entered her eyes, and the flat, emotionless line of her lips. The spells on his anti-magic armor blinked to life, until Angelique shut her eyes and relaxed her shoulders. When she opened her eyes again, her serene smile was back in place. Without a backwards glance, she glided into the hallway. 
 
    “Sir Isaia, was it? Would you be so kind as to show me to the princess’s quarters?” She asked. 
 
    Isaia bowed. “This way, Lady Enchantress.” 
 
    Angelique brushed the fabric of her skirts—which were turning from sunrise red to wine red—as they strolled down the hallway. “The title isn’t necessary. I’m only an enchantress-in-training.” 
 
    There was a scuffle behind them as Firra dragged Donaigh out of the throne room, and guards eagerly shut the doors behind them. “Well,” Firra said. “That might have gone worse.” 
 
    “He’s more emotional about this than I predicted,” Angelique said. Worry made fine lines crease on her forehead. “I thought he was sensible—but he’s locking everything out of his heart right now.” 
 
    “Briar has not brought out the best in King Giuseppe,” Donaigh said. 
 
    Firra chuckled darkly. “He is offended by her headstrong ways—which is a hoot as she’s a great deal like him.” 
 
    The wrinkles on the enchantress’s forehead deepened. “His iciness is a bigger threat than the princess’s curse,” she said. “For he could drag his country down if this continues.” 
 
    “But what if Briar never awakes?” Isaia asked. 
 
    Angelique’s expression remained even. “I must inspect the curse before I make any observations.” 
 
    The little group was quiet for the rest of the walk, speaking only when they reached Briar’s rooms. There were still a few men hanging around the hallway, waiting for their chance to kiss Briar. 
 
    “Away with you lads,” Donaigh said. When the men gave him dirty looks, he gave them a half-smile. “The Lady Enchantress wishes to inspect the princess’s curse. You’ll have plenty of times to make your fruitless attempt later. Now, off with you!” 
 
    The men grumbled but followed Donaigh’s instructions and ambled away. 
 
    Isaia knocked, then opened the door.  
 
    “Please pardon the intrusion,” Angelique murmured. She smiled at Lady Delanna and Sir Franco. 
 
    Sir Franco almost dropped his halberd when he saw Angelique, but Lady Delanna curtsied. 
 
    Angelique approached Briar’s bed, tilting her head as she studied her. She sat on the edge of the bed, then wiggled her fingers in a “come here” gesture. Silver magic fizzled around Briar, then died. Angelique glanced around the room. “This may take a few minutes,” she warned, then returned her attention to Briar. 
 
    Donaigh flopped into a chair with a yawn, and Firra leaned against the doorframe.  
 
    Lady Delanna stepped away from Briar’s bedside and joined Firra at the door. “I am surprised Princess Alessia and Prince Consort Filippo did not choose to be present.” 
 
    “We left them trying to calm King Giuseppe down,” Firra said. “Depending how warped the curse is, this might take Angelique some time. Why don’t you retire? We’ll stay with Briar.” 
 
    Lady Delanna curtsied. “Thank you, I believe I will.” 
 
    “Sir Franco, you might as well leave, too,” Firra said. “I suspect Sir Isaia isn’t going anywhere.” 
 
    Sir Franco tilted his head and looked to Isaia. 
 
    Isaia nodded. “If you would send word to Sir Artemio that Lady Enchantress Angelique has arrived—” 
 
    “Of course. He’ll want to hear what she has to say.” Sir Franco smiled encouragingly at Isaia, but gave the oblivious Angelique a sappy gaze as he left, trailing behind Lady Delanna. 
 
    The lady enchantress stood and moved around Briar. Roughly fifteen minutes later, when Sir Artemio, Princess Alessia, and Prince Consort Filippo arrived, she finally pulled herself from her observations. 
 
    “The curse modification is working perfectly,” she said after introductions were made. “It seems I might have put a little too much power in my spell—the inexperience of youth—but the only thing it has done is make the reactions slightly more…explosive. There is nothing wrong with the spell itself. When Briar’s true love kisses her, she will wake up.” 
 
    “Yes, but can she awake? What if she hasn’t met her true love?” Prince Consort Filippo’s voice was tight with worry. 
 
    Isaia waited for Angelique’s answer, almost holding his breath in worry. 
 
    Angelique eyed Briar. “Based on the weaving of the spell, I can confidently say she has a true love and is primed to wake. The only other necessary part of the equation needed is for him—whoever he is—to kiss her. The princess will be fine.” 
 
    The prince consort exhaled deeply, a smile returning to his face. 
 
    Isaia felt both relieved and slightly vindicated. This had to prove it—there was a true love out there somewhere who was right for her. 
 
    Princess Alessia clasped her hands in front of her and looked quite grave. “In that case, I ask you, Lady Enchantress, what we are to do with the rest of the country?” 
 
    Angelique smiled blandly. “I fear I cannot give you any advice. I am but a magic user; I know nothing of running a country.” 
 
    “But we need your help,” Princess Alessia said. 
 
    Angelique stiffened. “According to Veneno Conclave laws, magic users are strictly forbidden from meddling with governmental affairs.” 
 
    “You helped Prince Severin when he was cursed, and you saved the princes of Arcainia,” Sir Artemio said. 
 
    “Not in the least.” Angelique took a hasty step backwards. “It was Elle who broke Severin’s curse, and Elise saved her foster brothers. I only modified their curses—as I modified Princess Rosalinda’s.” 
 
    “That’s not entirely true,” Firra said. “In Arcainia, you tried to kill Clotilde with Gabrielle, then helped the princes get back to Arcainia and fought a basilisk.” 
 
    Angelique broke her pleasant character for a moment and glared at Firra. 
 
    Firra shrugged. “Sole is my homeland, and it’s going to crumble if we don’t do something.” 
 
    Angelique sighed. “I will hear you out, but I make no promises to act.” 
 
    “The specific problem is my father,” Princess Alessia said. “He’s lost his way.” 
 
    Angelique interrupted before the princess could continue. “I am not doing anything to affect his thinking or his mind. Such magic is only used by black mages or sorcerers.”  
 
    “We thought as much,” Prince Consort Filippo said. “But if things continue as they are, King Giuseppe will have to be removed from the throne.” 
 
    “Princess Alessia would become queen, but it would not be a peaceful transition,” Sir Artemio said. “There will be bloodshed, and our allies will likely be displeased with us as King Giuseppe was previously an exemplary monarch.” 
 
    “Then leave the king on the throne,” Angelique said. 
 
    “We cannot,” Princess Alessia said. “I love my father, but I know he will ruin this country and bring civil war to us if we let him continue.” She stood straight and proud as she set her true-blue eyes on Angelique. “Can the continent survive the chaos it would bring?” 
 
    For a moment, Angelique looked like she wanted to cry, but the expression was so brief, Isaia thought he might have mistaken it. “It survived Erlauf’s takeover of Trieux,” she said. 
 
    “I beg your pardon, Lady Enchantress, but that was several years ago. The world is in a different mess now,” Sir Artemio said. 
 
    “So what would you have me do?” Angelique asked. 
 
    Princess Alessia took a deep breath and glanced at her husband—who nodded encouragingly. “We ask that you tie all of Ciane to Rosalinda’s curse.” 
 
    Angelique stared at her, let out a short bark of laughter, then took another step back. “You are serious?” 
 
    The princess bowed her head. 
 
    Isaia was surprised but not shocked. He knew the situation with King Giuseppe was rapidly eroding. 
 
    “If the seat of the government sleeps with the princess, it will forcibly smother all conflicts,” Sir Artemio said. “We have a number of knights and government officials standing by, ready to leave Ciane. While the rest of us sleep, they will keep the country running and circulate through the countryside and cities. Already, the ambassadors who had returned home to celebrate Princess Rosalinda’s arrival have left and returned to their posts.” 
 
    Angelique blinked. “You want me to put your royal family and the majority of your government under a spell so they sleep until Princess Rosalinda wakes up?” 
 
    “Some of us Magic Knights would remain in Ciane and sleep as well,” Sir Artemio said. “If we all left, King Giuseppe would suspect something.” 
 
    This part of the plan did astonish Isaia. He had assumed all knights would remain awake—Ciane would need to be guarded, after all. He hesitated, then glanced at Briar. Her sleeping face spurred him into speaking. “What of Carabosso? He is still at large and will pose a danger to Ciane.” 
 
    Donaigh made a noise of approval. 
 
    “We have been assured that we will receive more help from the Veneno Conclave,” Sir Artemio said.  
 
    “As loyal as I am to the Conclave,” Donaigh said, “I must warn you it is not known for acting with haste.” 
 
    Sir Artemio nodded. “Perhaps, but I am confident those knights who remain awake will be able to manage while we wait.” 
 
    “If the princess does not swiftly wake up, things could go very badly very quickly,” Angelique said. 
 
    “Then, in that case, we will remain sleeping until the continent is more peaceful and enough enchanters can visit to remove the spell,” Princess Alessia said. 
 
    Angelique shook her head. “Some believe things are going to grow worse.” 
 
    “I agree. This does not seem right,” Donaigh said. “In fact, it smacks of what Carabosso sought all along—keeping Sole pre-occupied with its own problems.” 
 
    “Be that as it may, what other choice do we have?” Sir Artemio asked, a chord of anger in his voice. 
 
    Princess Alessia smiled sadly at the war mage. “If we leave things as they are…my father will ruin us all.”  
 
    Silence reigned for several tense moments. 
 
    “I have heard that Princess Cinderella and Prince Cristoph of Erlauf are to visit Prince Severin and Princess Elle of Loire. I assume they are among those who believe things will grow worse?” Prince Consort Filippo asked. “If that is the case, it is even more important that we quiet Ciane. If the chaos continues, Sole will only degenerate faster.” 
 
    Angelique studied the princess, prince consort, and Sir Artemio. She must have read the same determination in their eyes as Isaia had, for she turned to Firra and Donaigh. “The Veneno Conclave will be very upset,” she said. Though her voice was rich and warm, there was a note of bleakness to it. 
 
    “I know as mages we’re supposed to stay out of governmental matters, but I am reasonable enough to admit my bias for Sole,” Firra said. “If we attempt to wait it out, it might thwart Carabosso in some manner, but I fear it will be at the cost of Sole itself. I, for one, would rather minimize our losses with the proposed plan.” She hesitated. “If Lord Enchanter Evariste were here, perhaps we could do something differently, but he’s not. Please, Angelique.” 
 
    The lady enchantress looked to Donaigh. 
 
    He scratched his chin, then smiled with his eyes. “I will respect whatever decision you make, for I understand that your path is a hard one to walk.” 
 
    Angelique shut her eyes and raised her hand to cover them. She was silent for several long moments. “Very well.” Her voice was low but firm. “Send those you wish to remain awake outside of Ciane. I will set up the spell and add some natural defenses so Ciane cannot easily be broken into.” 
 
    Tears gathered in Princess Alessia’s eyes. “Thank you, Lady Enchantress. You have saved us.” 
 
    Sir Artemio tipped forward in a bow. “If you will excuse me. Isaia, come with me.” 
 
    Isaia followed Sir Artemio into the hallway and waited until the door was closed before speaking. “I request permission to remain in Ciane, awake.” 
 
    Sir Artemio tilted his head back to look up at him. “You wish to guard the princess?” 
 
    “Yes. And someone will need to stay here to guide the foreign princes and dignitaries to Princess Rosalinda.” 
 
    Sir Artemio grunted. “You are correct, but I had planned to leave a team in place.” 
 
    “The knights will be thinly spread as it is,” Isaia said. “They will have to guard the entire country and keep order. If Lady Enchantress Angelique puts in the defenses she mentioned, I should be the only one needed.” 
 
    “It will be a lonely assignment,” Sir Artemio warned. 
 
    “I don’t mind.” 
 
    Sir Artemio slapped his back, rattling his armor. “You’re a good knight, Isaia.” 
 
    “Thank you, Sir.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Sleeping Beauty 
 
      
 
    Isaia, mounted on Valor, stood with Lady Enchantress Angelique and her eerie mount. Valor kept snorting at the supernatural creature and tried sidling away from it while keeping a watchful eye on the small clusters of horses and riders that trickled from Ciane. 
 
    Donaigh and Firra were settled about twenty feet away, squabbling like children as they waited. 
 
    “Alright, I have something in mind,” Donaigh said. 
 
    “I don’t care about that stupid word game. I should have burned Rumpelstiltskin to a cinder for teaching it to you,” Firra grumbled.   
 
    “Aren’t you going to ask questions to try and figure out what it is?” 
 
    “No, because you cheat!” 
 
    “I never!” 
 
    If all was going as planned, Princess Alessia, Prince Consort Filippo, and King Giuseppe were taking afternoon coffee, and the king would be completely oblivious of what was about to happen.  
 
    Lady Enchantress Angelique turned her mount in a circle. “I believe everyone is clear. Prepare yourself, Sir Isaia. Your mount might spook.” 
 
    Isaia shortened his reins and drew Valor a reasonable distance back behind the magic user. He tensed, waiting for the spell. 
 
    Angelique started speaking in lolling, twisting words of magic he couldn’t understand. When her hand extended towards the castle, a silvery mist crept over Ciane, obscuring the farthest parts of the walled city from view. 
 
    Guards standing on the walls drooped over—thankfully none of them were close to the edge—birds flying in the air landed and stuck their heads under their wings, and soon all was silent. 
 
    As the fog began to burn away under the onslaught of the afternoon sun, the enchantress turned her attention to the surrounding fields. Again she spoke in the language of magic, and the ground started to rumble. Brambles and thorns burst out of the earth, forming an enormous hedge that enclosed all of Ciane.  
 
    Valor had merely pawed the ground at first, but now, as the thorns grew higher and higher until they were almost the same height as the castle’s walls, and nearly as thick as trees, she reared. Isaia understood her concern. The brambles formed such a tight weave, it was impossible to crawl through. 
 
    Angelique woozily made for her horse, leaning against it for support. “There,” she croaked. “Everything is asleep—including all animals—and there’s a preservation spell layered in. It will preserve the moment in time so nothing in the city will spoil or rust, and the weather shouldn’t change.” 
 
    “Are you alright, Lady Enchantress?” Isaia asked. 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine. Just feeling a little ill.” 
 
    Donaigh and Firra ended their fight and joined them. “Are you certain?” Firra asked. “That was a much more complex—and powerful—spell than I was expecting.” 
 
    Lady Enchantress Angelique managed to drag herself on top her mount. “I’m fine. It just used quite a bit of magic.” She looked a little green, but her animal, for all its showy snorts and pawing, stood patiently as she draped herself over its neck. “You’ll need to hack your way through the thorns, Sir Isaia, to re-enter Ciane. They will replace themselves after a time, so have no fear of cutting them back too much.” 
 
    Isaia bowed while mounted. “Thank you, Lady Enchantress.” 
 
    Angelique waved faintly—still draped over her mount’s neck. “Happy to help,” she said. “What next, Firra, Donaigh?” 
 
    “We planned to look for Carabosso next,” Donaigh said, “as we’re not too anxious to return to the Conclave and get a lecture. Also, King Giuseppe put a bounty on Carabosso’s head, and I never say no to money.” 
 
    “If you will excuse me,” Isaia said. “I shall begin making my way to Ciane.” 
 
    “Of course.” Firra smiled at him. “Donaigh and I will try to drop by frequently to share intelligence. I hope the princes arrive swiftly!” 
 
    “Take care of Little Rose,” Donaigh said. 
 
    Isaia nodded and wheeled Valor towards the wall of thorns. The mare wasn’t exactly thrilled to approach them, but he could feel her relief at leaving Angelique’s strange mount behind. 
 
    When they reached the hedge, Isaia dismounted and unsheathed his sword, then began hacking a pathway inside. The thorns sheered easily under his magic-infused sword, but he would have to sharpen the blade after the repetitive use.  
 
    It took him about an hour to make a pathway big enough for both himself and Valor, and the mare’s nostrils flared red as he led her through the hedge that was thicker than a castle wall. 
 
    When they broke through, Isaia remounted Valor and rode into the city. 
 
    Just as Angelique promised, everything was silent, still, and asleep. 
 
    People and animals alike were slumped over, leaning against buildings, and sprawled in the streets—unnaturally silent. There wasn’t even a bird to chirp or a chicken to squawk.  
 
    Instead of stabling Valor in the Magic Knights’ stable—where any remaining horses would be sleeping—Isaia led Valor to a small private barn that usually housed horses for couriers but had been cleared out for the mare. 
 
    Leaving Valor safely stowed and chewing on some hay, Isaia made his way through the palace, checking rooms and hallways as he went. 
 
    He found the royal family. Princess Alessia and King Giuseppe were seated at the table, a tea tray set in front of them. The prince consort was splayed on the ground near the window—he had probably been looking outside the window before the spell hit him. Isaia took a moment to heft the older man into a chair. 
 
    Finally, Isaia checked on Briar. 
 
    She was alone—for Isaia had passed Lady Delanna on the ground with a basket of apples and had moved her to a settee for her comfort. 
 
    Isaia peered out a window at the cloudless sky. The early fall felt pleasant, and the leaves on the trees hadn’t yet changed colors, but soon fall would come in full force, and the air would turn cool—it was a good thing the lady enchantress had added the preservation spell. 
 
    Soon, hopefully, the foreign princes would come, and surely one of them would be worthy of Briar and bring the right love for her bright future. They had to.  
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    Isaia twirled his sword, lunged forward in a stabbing motion, then whirled and swung his blade. Though it was midwinter and outside Ciane the thorn hedge was dusted with snow, inside the city it was as warm as a mild fall day.  
 
    Angelique’s spells held strong, and as Isaia—performing his training routine—whirled up and down the hallway, he wondered just how powerful the lady enchantress was that she could place such a powerful spell on an entire city. 
 
    To finish his routine, Isaia climbed the east tower and stood on the top, wiping sweat from his face with a towel as he looked out over snow-covered fields. As he scrutinized the land, he thought he saw movement and shielded his eyes from the glittering sun. 
 
    He retrieved the spyglass he kept in the tower and, after several still moments—for the few birds that had moved into the city since the spell was cast spent their time pecking around in the castle courtyard—he was able to confirm. Over a mile away, shuffling across the snowy field, came several figures bearing a black and gold flag emblazoned with a white swan—the Arcainian standard. 
 
    Isaia hurried down the tower and returned to the palace to reclaim his swords and winter gear—which he would need outside the city. He roused Valor, who—disgusted with their quiet life—happily tore through the palace grounds and clattered down the cobblestone roads of Ciane. 
 
    She neighed loudly when Isaia slipped off her to open the city gates, and snorted when they left the mild temperatures of Ciane and joined the rest of Sole in winter. Valor pranced over to the small pathway Isaia maintained in the thorn hedge, kicking up snow. 
 
    He dismounted so he could lead her through the trail, cutting back the few thorns that had encroached since he’d cleared the path the previous week. He had to cut back the entrance—he usually tried to drag thorns to cover it so less than savory folk wouldn’t notice it—and popped out of the hedge with ample time to remount Valor and ready himself to greet the Arcainian emissaries. 
 
    Roughly eight men composed the party—all mounted on sensible, sturdy horses that looked like they would be comfortable even in the icy Kozlovkan or Verglas winters. Five of the eight wore the uniforms of soldiers. Out of the remaining three, one wore fashionable clothes that—though warm and covered with fur—would not look out of place in Sole. The other two were identically built—broad shouldered and nearly as tall as Isaia. 
 
    It was a smaller group than he’d expected, given that there were seven Arcainian princes and only one was married. (It was rumored another was spoken for, though nothing official had been announced.) 
 
    “What-ho, Magic Knight!” one of the broad-shouldered men chirped. “How goes the life of the knightly hermit?” 
 
    Valor snorted and bobbed her head. Isaia patted her neck. “You are aware of the situation?” 
 
    “That all of Ciane sleeps with your dear princess until she is awoken from her curse? Yes.” 
 
    “Nick.” The second broad-shouldered man said. “Shut up.” 
 
    “Forgive my uncivilized brothers,” the court dandy said. “I am Prince Gerhart—youngest son of King Henrik of Arcainia. These are my brothers, Prince Mikkael and Prince Nickolas. How do you do?” He bowed—still on his horse—with flawless manners. 
 
    Isaia was impressed but not fooled. All the royal family of Arcainia was involved in running the country. They had eschewed the usual cushy court positions, and instead ran the place like true government officials. Prince Mikkael and Prince Nickolas were in charge of national security, namely the army. Prince Gerhart was said to be preparing for a career in the Foreign Affairs Department, explaining his charismatic charm. 
 
    “I am Sir Isaia, a Magic Knight of Sole. Welcome to Ciane.” 
 
    The worst part of this role, Isaia reflected, is not all the lonely hours, but having to play host to princes and the like. In his short time as a host, he had learned that royals seemed to fear silences and had to fill every moment with words, a practice not embraced by knights. It made for stilted visits. 
 
    Isaia turned Valor back to the wall of thorns and led the way to Ciane. He did not miss the way Prince Mikkael signaled for their escort to remain behind. 
 
    Prince Gerhart, pulling his mount along, was the first to follow him. “Which royals have visited so far?” 
 
    “Prince Johann of Erlauf, the King of Torrens, and Prince Viggo of Ringsted.”  
 
    Viggo had almost passed out in relief when his kiss to Briar’s hand did not awaken her, and Prince Johann had asked Isaia with a small amount of confusion if the princess had a sister who lived in the country. 
 
    “A fair showing.” Prince Gerhart’s voice was warm and friendly. “Prince Toril—King now, I suppose—is off the market as he will be married to a lady of his lands next spring, but there are a few candidates left.” 
 
    Prince Nickolas snorted. “Like who?” 
 
    Prince Gerhart ducked a branch. “Crown Prince Lucien of Loire.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. That idiot would be a lovely contender. He’s even worse about his clothes than you are, Gerhie,” Prince Nickolas said. 
 
    Isaia led Valor through the last bit of brambles and turned around to see Prince Gerhart glaring at his older brother.  
 
    The idea of Briar with anyone made Isaia’s heart twist, but as he knew it was an unavoidable fate, he tried to think of it from a tactical perspective. Prince Nickolas is probably not the one. He is too carefree—he’s certain nothing will happen. Prince Gerhart perhaps…but Prince Mikkael would likely be a better match. He studied the trio, slightly surprised when he realized Prince Mikkael was giving him the same treatment. 
 
    Isaia nodded to him and led the way to the city gates. “This way.” 
 
    As they entered Ciane, the princes shed their hats and gloves, and eventually shrugged off their jackets and cloaks. When they reached the palace, he showed the princes where they could stable their horses, then began escorting them to Briar’s room. 
 
    “I thought only two of your brothers are…spoken for,” Isaia said. 
 
    “Yes,” Prince Gerhart said. 
 
    “Then will your other two brothers come separately?” 
 
    “No.” Prince Nickolas jumped up the last step with a jaunty smile. “We’re not actually here to try and awaken your princess—well, little Gerhie is, but Mikk and I are just his guards.” 
 
    Isaia blinked and stopped striding down the hallway. “I beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Steffen—that’s Crown Prince Steffen—said we should tell you this whole business of summoning men who have never met Princess Rosalinda to kiss her and see if they are her true love is idiotic and ineffective. He says true love requires sacrifices and unbreakable bonds. Mind you, Steffen has become quite the romantic since our swan curse forced him to be away from his wife for a season and—” 
 
    Prince Gerhart practically jumped him, slapping his hands over his brother’s mouth. “Shut up, you fool!” he hissed. “I don’t care what romantic drabble Steffen declared. Sole is still an important ally and the only country we don’t have a loan out against. If we alienate them, Elise will kill us! That is why we came instead of sending a messenger.” 
 
    Judging by the hushed voice the young prince used, Isaia was not supposed to hear this. It filled him with a mixture of dread and hope—for now he really didn’t want Briar to awaken for any of them, but he did so miss her mischievous smile and her deep belly laugh, and he would have given anything for her to just open her eyes and crack a joke. 
 
    Isaia opened the door to Briar’s bedroom and motioned for the three princes to enter it. His heart burned when he glanced and saw Briar, as motionless and still as she had been since the day her curse hit her, arranged peacefully on her bed. 
 
    Prince Gerhart approached the bed and bowed to the unconscious princess. He then dropped to one knee and, with the manners of a courtier, kissed Briar’s knuckles. 
 
    He did not seem at all surprised, or disappointed, when Briar did not stir. “She is quite beautiful. I am certain one day she will do Sole proud, and it is my sorrow that I am not her true love,” Prince Gerhart said. The young prince turned around and leveled his brothers with a look of fire. 
 
    Prince Mikkael sighed and crossed the room. He also kissed Briar’s hand—although he did so without the pomp and ceremony his little brother had used. He paused long enough to determine Briar did not move, then retreated to the door. 
 
    Isaia, Prince Gerhart, and Prince Mikkael turned to stare at Prince Nickolas. 
 
    The prince rubbed his nose—which looked like it had been broken a few times. “What?” 
 
    Prince Gerhart looked ready to strangle him. “It is your turn, Nick.” 
 
    Prince Nickolas laughed. “Oh, no. I’m already engaged.” 
 
    “Captain Meier remains unaware of and unconcerned with your feelings,” Prince Mikkael rumbled. 
 
    “Well, Captain Meier is just as attached as I am—she just hasn’t acknowledged it yet.” 
 
    Prince Gerhart pursed his lips. “There’s nothing for her to acknowledge. She dumped you in a trough the day before we left.” 
 
    “Oh Gerhie, you’re so young and foolish. You can’t understand such noble concepts like love.” Prince Nickolas preened. 
 
    Prince Gerhart scowled and grumbled under his breath. “What I understand is that I am related to an imbecile.” 
 
    “We are sorry the princess sleeps on,” Prince Mikkael said, ignoring his siblings’ squabbling. “And I regret to confirm Gerhart’s words: our other brothers will not come.” 
 
    Prince Gerhart hastily inserted himself into the conversation. “What he means to say is that we experienced what an act of love can do when we were cursed ourselves. And…well…this is not it. I’m sorry, Sir Isaia, and I apologize.” Prince Gerhart’s eyes were genuinely pained as he glanced at Briar. 
 
    Sir Isaia nodded quietly. He couldn’t keep himself from taking a step towards Briar’s bed, his heart sinking with their words. 
 
    Prince Nickolas was quiet for once and stared at the door—clearly wishing he could leave. 
 
    Prince Mikkael, however, looked from Isaia to Briar with a quirked eyebrow. “I think it will not be long until she awakens,” he said, “if her true love can muster the courage.” 
 
    Isaia suspected the prince meant to imply something about him and his loyalty to Briar, but he was not moved. It still remained that he loved Briar enough that he wouldn’t trap her, but he was selfish enough and not desperate enough to put himself through the bittersweet act of kissing her when he knew he couldn’t have her—not yet anyway. 
 
    “Thank you for coming,” Isaia said—forcing politeness in spite of the disappointment that the princes had not succeeded. “I will escort you back to your companions.” 
 
    The princes trooped out of Briar’s bedroom, and Isaia closed the door behind them. He wanted to train until he was too exhausted to think; he wanted to occupy his mind and his heart so they would stop howling from disappointment. 
 
    Briar will wake up. She has to. 
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    Isaia sat in a straight-backed, wooden chair he had placed in Briar’s room and used a whetstone to polish his sword. He was in the process of oiling the whetstone when he saw a flare of fire puff up from the courtyard outside Briar’s room. 
 
    Someone yelped. “Was that really necessary?” 
 
    “I wanted to warn Isaia that we’re here.” 
 
    “You burned off my eyebrows!” 
 
    “Accidents are bound to happen when you carelessly play around with your speed magic.” 
 
    Isaia set his sword down and crossed the room so he could peer outside the window, confirming what he suspected.  
 
    Firra and Donaigh sauntered across the palace lawn. Donaigh barged inside, but Firra paused long enough to wave. “We’ll be right up!” she called. 
 
    A few minutes later, the pair busted into Briar’s room, bringing with them the scent of flowers, growing grass, and singed hair. Spring was in full bloom outside the city walls. The small trickle of foreign dignitaries had almost dried up, and Briar slept on. 
 
    “Happy spring, Sir Isaia,” Firra said. 
 
    Donaigh ambled idly in her shadow, his watchful eyes taking in Briar’s unmoving form. (His eyebrows did look a little burnt.) “There are no changes, I expect?” 
 
    “None,” Isaia said. “Any news on Carabosso?” 
 
    Firra grimly shook her head. “No. The Magic Knights scramble to stamp out goblins, trolls, and the odd Chimera, but no one has seen Carabosso. He’s gone underground since Briar’s curse.” 
 
    Donaigh rubbed his chin. “It’s strange. This is his hour of triumph…why disappear?” 
 
    “Prince Severin and Princess Elle of Loire are hosting a summit in the beginning of summer,” Firra said. “They mean to discuss the state of the continent.” 
 
    “Is Sole sending a representative?” Isaia asked. 
 
    “No,” Donaigh said. “Or at least that is what they had decided when we last ran into Sir Artemio. They may have changed their minds.” 
 
    “It would be too tricky to send someone when they cannot speak for the crown, the army, or the knights,” Firra said. “But Donaigh and I plan to go. Though the Veneno Conclave is not specifically involved, a number of us magic users will attend as concerned citizens. We’ll pass on what we learn to Sole officials.” 
 
    “Could you request any single, royal males to present themselves to Briar?” Isaia asked. 
 
    Donaigh tilted his head. “Hasn’t everyone come?”  
 
    “No. Neither of the Kozlovkan princes have, and they are both unmarried.” 
 
    “Not surprising.” Donaigh scratched his chin. “I heard they were having trouble with a rogue sorcerer.” 
 
    “We’ll do what we can,” Firra said. “But as much as it pains me, many countries are still scrambling to protect themselves or are recovering from an attack of their own.” 
 
    “I understand,” Isaia said. 
 
    He did, but it didn’t make it any better. Though his mind saw the sense of it, desperation bore down upon him more and more with each passing day. 
 
    “Don’t lose hope,” Donaigh said, as if he could read Isaia’s thoughts. (The surprisingly astute man probably saw them in his face.) “We haven’t had a chance to send the Magic Knights through to test and see if her true love is any of them. Who knows? Maybe Briar sports a secret passion for one of the legendary knights.” 
 
    The thought paralyzed Isaia for a moment. A legendary knight might be a proper partner for Briar. He would be able to protect her better than any man on the continent—except, perhaps, for a magic user. But for Isaia, it was perhaps one of the worst possible outcomes. For her to love a prince or a foreign hero was one thing, but to have her love a fellow magic knight? It would kill him. His doggish loyalty would have to end, and there would no longer be a need for him to stand at her side as her guard. 
 
    “The youngest legendary knight is Sir Lucio, and he is at least fifteen years older than her,” Firra said flatly. 
 
    Donaigh raised an eyebrow. “I was under the impression you favored older men.” 
 
    “No,” Firra said. “I find them to be fools who get their eyebrows burned off.” 
 
    “How cold!” 
 
    The fire mage ignored him. “We’ll remain in Ciane for a few days, Isaia. We mean to give you a chance to get out of here and take Valor for a ride. It would do you some good to see the countryside.” 
 
    Isaia looked back and forth between the pair. “I am content to guard Briar.” 
 
    “Of course you are,” Donaigh said. He reached up to try and throw an arm over Isaia’s shoulders. “But Briar would burn my hat if she woke up and heard you had stayed with her the whole time.” 
 
    Unconvinced, Isaia stared at him. 
 
    “That’s a worry for tomorrow,” Firra said. “Come, we smuggled some cookies away from a friend of ours.” 
 
    Isaia appreciated the mages’ visit. It bolstered his lagging spirits. But more than anything, Isaia wished Briar’s true love, perhaps the rich lord on the white horse she had always described when plotting out her Easy-and-Carefree-Life, would arrive—preferably before it came down to testing the Magic Knights of Sole. 
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    Outside of Ciane, lightning lit up the sky, and thunder shook the earth in a torrential downpour. Ciane lay undisturbed, preserved in its moment of time. 
 
    Isaia sat in his chair and watched Briar. 
 
    It was midsummer. No potential men had come to see Briar for weeks. 
 
    His hands twitched. “Steady,” he murmured to himself. 
 
    Isaia would guard her as long as he breathed. He would never leave her. But it hurt to be so close to her and to have her asleep. 
 
    Her laughter and playful banter haunted his dreams. He missed her so much that if he closed his eyes for however brief a moment, he would see her eyes—mischievous, smiling, and dazzling. 
 
    Isaia forced himself to exhale deeply. 
 
    He missed her with the strength of a broken heart. 
 
    He stood and picked up his chair. Slowly, he took several steps closer to her bed until he almost could have reached out and touched it. He set his chair down, seated himself, and waited. 
 
    He would wait as long as it took for Briar to open her eyes again. 
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    Isaia looked up from the book he was perusing half-heartedly and glanced out through the open window when he thought he heard voices. 
 
    He couldn’t see any trees, but he knew they were painted bright orange, gold, and crimson. Once again the temperatures had turned cooler, and it had been more than a year since Briar fell asleep. 
 
    Isaia set the book aside and went to the window, but he saw no one. He returned to his chair and juggled the book back and forth. 
 
    His original plan had been to read it out loud for Briar, but thus far he hadn’t been able to read more than a page. It made him feel like an idiot—not reading to a sleeping princess, but just reading out loud in general. Reading the entire page had possibly been more words hooked together than Isaia had spoken in his lifetime. 
 
    He glanced outside and set the book aside. Valor needed to be ridden around the courtyard to stretch her out. 
 
    It was the routine that saved him. The silence and stillness of Ciane didn’t bother him—though Firra complained about it every time she visited. As long as he stuck to his routines, he could get through the day with a little more ease. If he let himself think about Briar, he would go mad with grief. 
 
    He automatically started for the door, but he made the mistake of glancing back at Briar. Seeing her on her bed, knowing how vibrant she’d been, cut him so deeply he stopped to lean against the doorframe. 
 
    He hesitated, then slowly returned to Briar’s bedside. “I’m sorry.” He tried to smile, but failed. “I’m sorry I’m not enough. I wish I were with everything I have, but…” He bent over slightly, and the pain in his heart made him brush her cheek with the back of his hand. “I’m just your loyal dog. I cannot be your true love as you reign.” 
 
    Unhearing, Briar slept on. 
 
    The merciless silence almost crushed him. Unbidden, her last words to him surfaced in his mind. I need you to wake me up when the curse hits…  
 
    He stared at her, beautiful but silent. When would she get up and laugh and speak again? Her absence was a gaping hole in his heart. He thought he could stay with her as long as needed, but this was torture. Sole needed her; the world needed her; he needed her! Why wouldn’t she wake? 
 
    This wasn’t right. Waiting for random men to wander into Ciane to see if they would be worthy of her—none would ever be able to wake her. Her curse would break with true love’s kiss…  
 
    The Princes of Arcainia were right. It was an expression of love that would break the curse, not an empty kiss. And who could ever love her more than he? 
 
    Briar had been right all along. He could break her curse, but not because of the feelings she held for him, but because of the endless love he had for her! 
 
    Something in him snapped, shattering like a flooded river dam. He had to wake her. He still couldn’t marry her—he still had that much honor, at least, and he doubted King Giuseppe would ever approve anyway. But it didn’t matter if he couldn’t have her; it was far worse to sit by her and never hear her voice and her laughter, to never see the mischievous glint in her violet eyes or the sly smirk that made her look almost pixie-like. 
 
    Even after she found the man worthy of her…he would always be her knight. 
 
    He leaned over her, resting his forehead gently against hers. “I will love you forever,” he whispered. Every part of his soul screamed at him to end this pain and wake her even as he dreaded and savored every moment. He kissed her lightly on the lips—his heart thudding painfully in his chest as the chivalry that was so etched into his life sputtered and choked in shock. 
 
    Like a shattering mirror, the curse broke.  
 
    A tremendous crash sounded, and the palace hummed as Angelique’s preservation spell and sleep spell crumbled. Playful sparks of light whirled around Isaia and Briar, and her lips moved against his. 
 
    Shocked, he pulled back—unable to breathe as Briar’s purple eyes flickered open. She smiled shyly at him, and Isaia felt his world heave with joy…and with a desperation even more heart-wrenching than the past year. For now she had woken—and he was going to lose her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    An Unexpected Outcome 
 
      
 
    Briar felt the curse lift, slowly tugging her from her sleep. She was comfortable and warm, and the lightest touch brushed her lips. 
 
    Isaia. 
 
    She struggled to open her eyes in the bright light. She was in her bedroom, and Isaia was the only one present—though there were silver flecks of light. Leftover from the spell, perhaps? 
 
    He had listened to her—he had woken her up! Relieved her mad scheme had worked, and more than a little embarrassed at what being woken up by her childhood friend implied, Briar smiled shyly. 
 
    Her smile dimmed a little when she read the sorrow on his face. His mouth was slightly opened, as if he were trying to find the right words, and the sadness in his eyes was unpleasant to witness. 
 
    But he woke me. That’s what matters most right now. 
 
    “Thank you for listening to me,” Briar said. Her voice was rusty, and she coughed to clear it. She grimaced as she struggled to sit up in her bed and rubbed her eyes. “And thank goodness it’s over. Now Grandfather, Mother, and Father will stop nattering over my curse, and we can really nail Carabosso. What happened to him? Did he run off?” 
 
    “He hasn’t been seen since the onset of your curse.” 
 
    “So?” Briar asked. “It’s been what, a few hours? A day?” At the moment she didn’t care a bit about Carabosso and what he had accomplished during her brief nap, but the stricken expression on Isaia’s face increased Briar’s desire to stay far away from the topic of why Isaia had been able to break her curse. 
 
    She would try bringing it up to him later—when he didn’t look so conflicted. She scooted to the edge of her bed as Isaia backed up to the far wall. 
 
    “Briar,” he said, “it’s been a year.” 
 
    She froze. “What?” 
 
    “You activated your curse and fell asleep a year ago,” Isaia said. 
 
    Words escaped her. Her ears rang as she processed his response in shock. A year. She had been unconscious for a year? “Did Grandfather forbid you?” she asked. 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    “Did my parents forbid you?” When he shook his head, she floundered for a legitimate excuse. “The other knights, then? You Magic Knights do brag about your independence and detachment…”  
 
    Isaia stared at the ground.  
 
    “Surely there must be a reasonable explanation. Someone must have kept you from following my request.” 
 
    “The Lady Enchantress Angelique, who modified your original curse, came shortly after you fell asleep and placed a spell on Ciane so the entire city slept with you. I stayed awake to guard you.” Isaia finally raised his eyes to meet Briar’s gaze. 
 
    Briar gripped her coverlet. “And you waited a year to kiss me?” 
 
    “I didn’t think I was your true love.” 
 
    His response was a sword to Briar’s heart. He hadn’t believed her. “But you didn’t think to try for an entire year?” Briar asked, her voice cracking against her will. 
 
    “I thought you were mistaken in the depth of your feelings for me.” 
 
    True love or not, Briar would have happily stabbed Isaia with the very knife he had given her at that moment. “Isaia, this whole situation was bigger than us. I set off my curse because I knew without a doubt that you could wake me up that same day, and I asked you to do so. I took the risk because we had to cast off the terror Carabosso placed on the country. But it’s been a year?” Briar almost flopped back in her bed. “I’ve made things so much worse.” 
 
    She tried to stand and stumbled. Isaia lunged forward to help her, but Briar swatted him away. “No. You don’t get to help. Why didn’t you believe that I would know my own heart?” 
 
    Briar could tell he itched to steady her, but she didn’t care. She had asked him to wake her up—which was about as close to blurting out that she loved him as she dared to come and keep her sense of pride. And he hadn’t considered it to be true—for a year? 
 
    “I imagine you hold me in affection, but I couldn’t—I can’t be your true love,” Isaia said. 
 
    “And why is that?” Briar was barely able to keep the snarl out of her voice. 
 
    If Briar had not spent nearly half of her life around the taciturn magic knight, she might have missed the flicker of bottomless misery in his green eyes. It was there for only a moment before Isaia smoothed his expression over. “Because I am not worthy of you.” 
 
    She could have screamed. “Isaia, you are the most honorable person I know!” 
 
    “But I cannot hope to match you as you change and grow into your role.” 
 
    Briar’s world fell out from under her, and the moment of his misery was forgotten. “Change. Grow? You think I’m not fine the way I am?” 
 
    “No, that’s not it—” 
 
    “You—like everyone else in this festering castle—think I need to change? Hah! Do you also think I need someone to make me whole, like my mother and grandfather?” She didn’t wait for an answer. She was so hurt and angry, her words poured from her. “Well, I have a revelation for you: I don’t need another person to prove my worth!” 
 
    Briar took a shaky breath and tried not to cry. Yes, it had hurt her when she was young and Isaia had kindly rebuffed her. Her heart ached that he was so near and yet not hers. But she still enjoyed his friendship. She still counted on his loyalty, and she thought he valued her. But now…he thought she needed to change? And he believed her so little that when she told him he could wake her, he waited a year? 
 
    Bitter tears stung her eyes. “Get out.” 
 
    Isaia did not move. 
 
    “I said get out!” 
 
    Before Isaia could move, the door swung open. Princess Alessia smiled brightly—though Briar could see her face was a little wan. “Darling—you’re awake!” 
 
    Briar marched over to her mother, threw her arms around her in a fierce hug, and tried not to break into ugly sobs.  
 
    Princess Alessia smoothed Briar’s hair away from her face. “I’m so glad you’re finally awake, darling. But who broke your curse?” She peered around the room, as if Briar’s true love would naturally hide. Her eyes skimmed over Isaia twice before she realized the implications. “Sir Isaia?” 
 
    Briar kept her mouth shut—a rare occurrence. 
 
    “Oh, darling.” Princess Alessia hugged her again. “You cannot…the king won’t allow it.” 
 
    Briar didn’t miss the way Isaia’s hand inched towards his sword hilt. She wondered at the show, but it reminded her of her brief interlude with the legendary two-handed sword in the hall. 
 
    She pushed the memory away. Later. 
 
    Princess Alessia sighed. “We better inform your father—and your grandfather. Come, Sir Isaia. You’ll need to be present as well.” 
 
    As Princess Alessia led the way, she explained to Briar why and how the sleeping spell came to be cast upon Ciane. The realization only deepened Briar’s guilt. She hadn’t thought the king would react so emotionally, and now the entire city had lost a year because of her impulsive plan. 
 
    A part of her heart wanted to snarl at Isaia. None of this would have happened if he had just believed her! But as much as his reasoning hurt, Briar knew that truly, she could only blame herself. 
 
    “Donaigh and Firra arrived just as the curse broke,” Princess Alessia said. “It was they who explained that a year had passed.” 
 
    “How has King Giuseppe reacted to this knowledge?” Isaia asked. 
 
    “We presented the mass spell as more of a precaution for Briar than a…safety measure. I’m sorry, Rosalinda, but we told him that we felt you would have been alarmed to wake up and find that things had changed around you.” 
 
    Too late for that. Briar shrugged. “He’s going to be angry already with me for pricking my finger—what’s a little more rage to top it off?” 
 
    Princess Alessia made a noise of distress, but they had reached the correct room, so Briar went in without waiting to hear her protest. If she waited much longer, she would lose her nerve. 
 
    Briar was not above baiting her grandfather. She enjoyed irking him with little things that didn’t matter—the occasional snappy phrase or insult to a mouthy lord. She knew by the suspicious twinges around his eyes that even he found humor in them—though he coldly corrected her. 
 
    This was not going to be one of those times. In fact, if he did not chain Briar to her room, she would be surprised. 
 
    “Greetings, everyone.” She breezed inside with as much false bravado as she could muster. Her father stood at a window, speaking with Donaigh and Firra who smiled broadly when they saw her. 
 
    King Giuseppe, however, wore an iron-hard frown. “Rosalinda.” 
 
    Briar curtsied. “I hope you are refreshed after your nap?” 
 
    Prince Consort Filippo crossed the room and embraced her. “I’m so glad you’re awake.” 
 
    “Who woke you?” King Giuseppe asked. 
 
    Isaia ghosted into the salon with Princess Alessia. 
 
    King Giuseppe’s face went from hardened to ice. “No.” 
 
    “No, what?” Briar asked. 
 
    “No, he cannot be the one who woke you. He is not your—” King Giuseppe enfolded his hands and peered down his nose. 
 
    “I believe he shares your sentiments.” Though her throat ached with unshed tears, Briar kept her voice light and airy. “But his protests and your temper will not change the fact that Isaia is my true love.” 
 
    The king stood. “What do we tell the people?” 
 
    “Why, the truth I suppose,” Donaigh drawled. 
 
    King Giuseppe lowered his icy-purple eyes to the mages. “You two, leave or be silent.” 
 
    Donaigh scratched his chin but said nothing. Firra leaned up against the wall and made a show of studying her nails. 
 
    Her grandfather clasped his arms behind his back. “We will tell everyone your mysterious true love does not yet wish to be revealed.” 
 
    “What will that accomplish?” Briar asked. She looked back and forth between her parents, surprised they weren’t asking questions as well. They avoided her gaze. 
 
    “It will give us the time we need to find a proper marriage candidate.” 
 
    Briar frowned, her anger with Isaia momentarily pushed aside. “You don’t intend to reveal it was Isaia.” 
 
    “Of course not,” the king snapped. “You can’t possibly marry him!” 
 
    “Why not? He’s my true love.” 
 
    “I told you before, Rosalinda,” King Giuseppe said. “I will determine your marriage partner.” 
 
    Briar gaped at him, too shocked. 
 
    For all their rambling on, Briar knew her father, mother, and grandfather all respected Isaia. She didn’t expect them to give their blessing—and as it stood, Isaia seemed like he would be a very unwilling groom—but she had not thought they would be upset with him. Instead, it was as if they thought she loved him just to spite them. 
 
    “It will be for the best, darling,” Princess Alessia said. 
 
    Her father couldn’t look at her. 
 
    Briar spun around, expecting Isaia to chime in that he didn’t want her anyway. To her surprise she saw…resignation in his eyes. 
 
    “Though Sir Isaia is an honorable man, he cannot provide what you need,” the king continued. 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “Someone to rule the country for you.” 
 
    Briar laughed harshly. “I see. Still displeased that I’m not the perfect princess you want me to be.” 
 
    “Rosalinda, darling.” Her mother took her hands. “You’re upset.” 
 
    “Yes, I’m upset! You intend to lie to the country and bend me to your whims—marrying me off to someone because I am not what you think I should be.” 
 
    “This is one of the things you must trust us in,” Princess Alessia said. “It is for the good of everyone.” 
 
    Briar felt like the floor fell out from under her. She had gone and stuck herself with the spindle to begin repairing the country…so why did she feel like everything was worse? 
 
    “If you will excuse me, Your Majesty, Your Highnesses.” Sir Isaia bowed. 
 
    “Of course. Thank you, Sir Isaia,” King Giuseppe said. “Though the world will not know what you have done, we appreciate your loyalty.” 
 
    Isaia hesitated at the door, his hand gripping the frame. He nodded without turning around and slipped into the hall. 
 
    His retreat took the last bit of fight out of Briar. She choked on a silent sob.  
 
    “Now, Rosalinda. We’ll have to move fast to procure a proper husband for you,” her mother continued. “We will keep you informed, of course, but we have a few top candidates.” 
 
    “I thought no one liked me because I am so rustic,” Briar spat. 
 
    Her grandfather pushed a teacup across the table. “It seems your little act against Carabosso gained you a bit of respect.” 
 
    “Indeed!” her mother chattered happily. “Like Lord Bettino. He’s the heir to a dukedom and Sir Artemio’s nephew. He spoke up in your favor the day before the spell was cast on Ciane.” 
 
    Prince Consort Filippo spoke for the first time, though he still stared at the door Isaia had left through. “Isn’t he a little old for her?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Princess Alessia said. “But he has an excellent lineage, lands of his own, and experience in ruling.”  
 
    Briar closed her eyes and tried to shut everything out as her heart shattered. She wished Isaia had never woken her up. 
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    “Pst, Little Rose.” 
 
    Briar, sitting in a cushioned armchair in front of her sitting room fireplace, stirred to find Donaigh and Firra peeping in at her from the cracked door. 
 
    She offered them a brittle smile. “Come in.” 
 
    They slipped inside with the silence of mice. Briar almost cried when Donaigh picked her up as he used to and hefted her high. When he set her down, Firra hugged her. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Briar,” Firra said. “You were so brave and…” She trailed off and kissed Briar’s temple. “You knew it was Isaia?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Donaigh adjusted his hat. “So you set it off, thinking he would wake you up shortly after?” 
 
    Briar mashed her lips together, but a few tears escaped her control. “I asked him to wake me up. I told him.” 
 
    Firra sighed. “It was the right idea. With Isaia in place, it would have spared you, your family, and the country quite a bit of drama.” 
 
    “But it failed,” Briar said. “Isaia ignored my request, and the city was put to sleep for a year.” 
 
    “It seems odd to me that it took Isaia a year,” Donaigh said. 
 
    Firra shot him a look. “Not now, Donaigh.” 
 
    “No, no, I mean it. Isaia’s bones are made of honor and justice…yet it took him a year to kiss Briar and awaken her? He treasures you, Briar.” Donaigh ignored her snort of disbelief. “I know you are hurt right now, but think of all the moments he has stayed with you. He spent a year alone—and it wasn’t because it was the just or honorable thing to do. But…a year?” 
 
    Briar sniffed and wiped tears from her eyes. 
 
    “I hate to do this to you, Little Rose, but Donaigh and I are leaving,” Firra said. 
 
    Briar pulled back from her. “You’re leaving? Now?” 
 
    “We’re going to seek out Angelique and ask her to return to Sole. She might be able to help smooth over some of the problems now that everyone is awake,” Firra said. “And we’re hoping she might have news of what happened to Carabosso.” 
 
    “And between your grandfather’s strange insistence over your husband-to-be and Isaia’s dodgy attitude, something isn’t adding up,” Donaigh added. 
 
    “Why is it strange?” Briar asked bitterly. “Grandfather is insistent in everything that pertains to me.” 
 
    “That is the oddity.” Donaigh thoughtfully rubbed his chin. “Your mother chose her husband—they were heralded as a great romantic story when they were married. So why is he so strict with you?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Isaia has rejected me anyway.” She tried, but couldn’t keep the bitterness from her tone.  
 
    Firra smoothed Briar’s hair. “We won’t be long,” she said. “Last we heard, Lady Enchantress Angelique was in Loire. With luck, she’ll still be there. But stand strong, Little Rose. I know you are tired and upset, but you can’t let them flatten you like this.” 
 
    Briar shrugged. “Maybe they’re right.” 
 
    “They’re not,” Donaigh said firmly. “They’re just being foolish.” 
 
    “Take care,” Firra said. “Our hearts are with you.” 
 
    The pair slipped from Briar’s sitting room as stealthily as they had entered. 
 
    Briar sat in her chair and listened to the crackling fire. Her mind felt as mashed and listless as unsweetened gruel. She didn’t even know what she wanted anymore. She liked who she was, but with so many people dissatisfied with her it was hard to bear. 
 
    So who was right? The royal family, or the mages? 
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    “Stony silence is not much better than being glib and freely insulting, Your Highness. Many will interpret your silence as haughtiness if you do not wear a gentle look or a smile,” Briar’s manners instructor said. “Your conduct towards Lord Bettino was reprehensible. Responding in monosyllables is rude and inelegant.” 
 
    Briar sat on a settee with her hands folded on her lap. 
 
    “Do you understand, Your Highness?” The teacher—a male this time—stood in front of Briar with his hands propped up on his hips. “Your Highness. Princess Rosalinda!” 
 
    “I understand,” Briar said.  
 
    The teacher looked unconvinced, but he turned his back on her and continued his lecture. 
 
    Briar sat listlessly, unmoving and unbothered. It had barely been a week since Firra and Donaigh had left, and she was ready to give up. 
 
    She was tired of being a disappointment, tired of being a failure. She didn’t want to change her personality to suit her grandfather’s ideal, but the fight in her was gone. 
 
    Isaia avoided her; her grandfather imposed an even stricter lesson schedule on her, and her mother had portraits and paintings of possible suitors to show her at every meal. 
 
    Perhaps I really am unlikeable. 
 
    “Please excuse my interruption, but I have a very important question,” Velvet said. 
 
    The teacher frowned. “What is it?” 
 
    “Do you believe Loire fashion will soon impact Sole? Its styles have reached as far as Ringsted, after all,” Velvet said. 
 
    The teacher’s frown turned into a scowl. “Ringsted takes its cues from Loire because it is an inelegant country filled with merchants and fishermen. Sole is a noble country—famous for our knights and chivalry. We create our own fashions!” 
 
    He rattled on, but Briar stopped listening when Jewel sat down on the settee next to her—something she had never done before.  
 
    “Your Highness, are you well?” Jewel asked in a low murmur. 
 
    Briar blinked. “I’m sorry…what?” 
 
    “You’re…subdued,” Jewel said. She glanced at Velvet and Silk, who were working together to keep the teacher distracted. “That is, you don’t seem like yourself.” 
 
    Briar smiled wryly. “Perhaps it is only that I am taking everyone’s wishes to heart and am molding myself into the princess they desire.” 
 
    Jewel tipped her head. “But why would you want to do that?” 
 
    Briar blinked again, dumbfounded by the honest question. “What do you mean why? Isn’t that what everyone wants?” 
 
    “What everyone wants is not important,” Jewel said. Briar could barely hear her over Velvet’s airy laugh. “What do you feel is right?” 
 
    Flabbergasted by Jewel’s insight, Briar gaped at her. She was saved from responding by a gentle tap at the door. 
 
    Delanna opened the door and curtsied. “Excuse me, I’ve been sent to summon Princess Rosalinda to the throne room—by the king’s command.” 
 
    The instructor gave a long-suffering sigh. “Very well, go on. You’re not even listening to me anyway—I can tell by that dopey look on your face. When you return tomorrow, I expect you to be full of vinegar and spite, as usual.” The way he said it, it sounded almost…fond. 
 
    Briar paused in the doorway, but the instructor had already retreated to the far side of the room. Shaking her head, she joined her ladies-in-waiting in the hallway. “What does my grandfather want?” 
 
    Delanna closed the door and smiled cheerfully. “I lied. You haven’t been summoned.” 
 
    Velvet and Silk gasped. 
 
    “Delanna,” Jewel said in a warning tone. 
 
    She shook her head. “The ends will justify the means in this case. Mage Donaigh and Mage Firra returned with Lady Enchantress Angelique and some of her companions. They are in the throne room.” 
 
    “And?” Briar asked. She was surprised by the quick pace Delanna set as she led the way down the hallway. 
 
    Delanna flicked her skirts into place. “It is not going well.” 
 
    Briar raised an eyebrow. “So you thought adding me—the surest way to set my grandfather off—into the situation would help?” 
 
    “Though you do not see it, your grandfather is absurdly fond of you,” Delanna said. 
 
    Briar laughed harshly. “Oh, is he? What has he ever done that has given you that idea?” 
 
    “Lady Delanna is right,” Silk said. “You have only known His Majesty for a few months. We have been visiting the palace since we could walk. We know he loves you based on his conduct when you were gone.” 
 
    Briar shook her head. “Fondness doesn’t mean anything helpful. If my mother can’t talk any sense into him, I won’t be able to either.” 
 
    “You are wrong. Your mother is too gentle to go against his wishes,” Velvet said. “If he is angry, she will not succeed.” 
 
    “God bless her soul, Princess Alessia does not have your fire. If anyone can stand against him, it is you,” Delanna added. 
 
    Briar was tempted to turn back down the hallway when they reached a staircase, but when her friends ran ahead of her, she sighed and trailed after them. 
 
    They reached the throne room. Briar could hear the uproar even with the doors closed. The guards posted there bowed to her and hurried to open the doors. 
 
    “Magic users—enchantresses included—are to refrain from meddling in the affairs of countries,” King Giuseppe growled. 
 
    Those standing at the back of the throne room turned to see who had joined them and instantly parted when they saw Briar. 
 
    King Giuseppe was seated on his throne, and Princess Alessia was on hers, with Prince Consort Filippo standing behind her. The king’s face was a mask of fury as he glowered down at a beautiful, breathtaking woman. 
 
    “I know that.” The beautiful woman spoke at a normal tone, but her words were just as loud as the king’s. Her back was stiff with anger. “If Carabosso hadn’t ravaged six of your villages and towns, I wouldn’t be here. But as you have not moved, I am forced to come here and plead on behalf of your own people—do something!” 
 
    Briar’s heart froze at this statement. Carabosso had returned? She had been repeatedly assured that he had disappeared after she nearly blew up the tower with the activation of her curse.  
 
    Delanna brushed Briar’s elbow to get her attention, then shifted her eyes to the beautiful woman. “That’s Lady Enchantress Angelique.”  
 
    Angelique…the enchantress who had modified Briar’s curse when she was a baby and had saved her life. Briar studied her with new interest. Angelique appeared to be approximately Isaia’s age—which was not a surprise given that enchanters aged slowly and lived far longer than regular humans—and wore an exquisite dress that seemed to change colors. 
 
    Firra and Donaigh were nowhere to be seen—odd, considering it was they who had brought the enchantress to Ciane. But I don’t see any of the lady enchantress’s companions either… 
 
    “My orders stand. The Magic Knights will be consolidated and posted in the biggest cities with the army. Our greatest resources must be protected.” 
 
    “Your greatest resource is your subjects,” Lady Enchantress Angelique said. (If Briar had felt any less defeated, she would have applauded her.) “If you abandon them, Carabosso will continue his slaughter.” The enchantress looked furious with her narrowed eyes and grim expression.  
 
    Briar had always imagined that enchantresses were beautiful, genteel women—perhaps similar to her grandfather’s ideal princess in temperament. But, though Lady Enchantress Angelique was undoubtedly beautiful and elegant, she had an edge Briar didn’t expect. It didn’t make her dark or dangerous…it just reminded her of the legendary weapons in Aeternum Hall: breathtaking and earth-shattering. 
 
    Briar was nudged from her thoughts when she noticed the nobles standing closest to her looking back and forth between her and King Giuseppe. Waiting for an outburst from me, I imagine. She leaned into Delanna. “So Grandfather isn’t going to protect his people, nor does he intend to stop Carabosso?” 
 
    “He is determined that the best tactic is to remain on defense,” Delanna said. 
 
    “And the Magic Knights?” 
 
    “Will follow his orders.” 
 
    That was not their purpose. Briar returned her attention to the argument. It was clear that Angelique was not gaining any ground, and the conversation was only serving to make King Giuseppe more stubborn. 
 
    Why is he acting this way? He was a model monarch until this year. 
 
    “At least allow the Magic Knights to face Carabosso,” Angelique said. “He is gathering companions. If his company continues to grow, even your fortified cities will suffer.” 
 
    “Sole has outlasted magical attacks before. We will do it again,” King Giuseppe rumbled. “Moreover, Carabosso is a rogue magic user—by default he is the responsibility of the Veneno Conclave.” 
 
    “I have sent word to the Conclave, but it will take time for reinforcements to arrive,” Angelique said, “during which, hundreds of your people will die.” 
 
    Jewel placed a hand on Briar’s shoulder. “Please, Your Highness, you must intervene.” 
 
    “If I do…” Briar trailed off. If she did speak out, King Giuseppe would be furious. Princess Alessia would be disappointed, and Prince Consort Filippo would give her that sad smile he wore whenever he was regretting her childhood. 
 
    Yes, her grandfather was wrong, and the people needed to be protected. But she had already tried to fix the brokenness of the monarchy, and in repayment she slept for a year and lost Isaia.  
 
    She was so tired. Tired of the disapproval, tired of the petty remarks, tired of being resented because of all the things she wasn’t. The easiest course was to give up and become the princess everyone wanted her to be. 
 
    Jewel’s words echoed in her mind. But why would you want to do that? 
 
    Briar shifted in place. She loved her childhood. She loved the people she’d befriended then—people who would be in danger if her grandfather carried through with his plan. 
 
    “Enough!” King Giuseppe shouted, cutting Briar’s thoughts short. “You may be a lady enchantress, but you will not question how I choose to rule my country. Leave Ciane, or I will have you dragged out.” 
 
    Gasps tore from the crowd, and Briar bit her tongue to keep from squawking in protest. 
 
    Magic users were seen as esteemed guests and were always to be treated with respect due to the aid they provided. To treat one as the king had just threatened…the Veneno Conclave wouldn’t stand for it! 
 
    Angelique was not cowed by the threat. She faced him with continued serenity. “The blood of innocents will be on your hands, Your Majesty.” 
 
    “Yes, for it will be done as I have said,” King Giuseppe said. 
 
    Anger roared in Briar’s ears as his words broke her last bit of hesitation.  
 
    Her family might be disappointed, but sacrificing people was not worth a stupid thing like approval, nor was remaking herself to suit others’ desires the right way to live. If they don’t like who I am, that’s their problem. As long as I do what’s right, I can be—no—I should be me! 
 
    “Grandfather, you are making a grave mistake.”  
 
    There was a collective exhale of breath as Briar finally glided down the path the spectators had opened for her and joined Angelique in standing in front of King Giuseppe’s throne. 
 
    He stood. “Rosalinda, you should be in your lessons.” 
 
    Briar offered Angelique a smile before she rolled her shoulders back and prepared for a shouting match. “Yes. I’m afraid skipping lessons is just another one of the many weaknesses you’ll have to add to the list of my failures.” 
 
    King Giuseppe narrowed his eyes. “Return to your class—this does not concern you.” 
 
    “Quite the contrary—it very much concerns me,” Briar said. “Not only will I one day inherit this kingdom, but I also happen to be one of your subjects who once lived in the country.” Briar’s smile turned brittle. “So, if that were still so, would you mean to let me die, Grandfather?” 
 
    “That is enough, Rosalinda,” King Giuseppe said. 
 
    “No, it’s not. Not by half.” Briar shook her head and glanced at her parents. “You are the king. You have been entrusted not merely with land and resources, but with lives. The people pay your taxes and follow your laws because they trust you to guard them. This is how you mean to repay them?” 
 
    “You speak of things that you know nothing about,” King Giuseppe said. 
 
    “Wrong again! Perhaps if I was raised in this festering place that would be true, but I happened to receive a fine education as a child, and I can confidently say that what you are about to decree is not what a good ruler would do.” 
 
    The king clenched his jaw. “You dare to speak out against me—to humiliate our family in this way—in public?” 
 
    “If I had a hope you could be reasoned with in private, I might have waited.” No, I wouldn’t have, Briar internally admitted. This is too important. “Or if someone else had spoken out…but no one will because you have them too browbeaten!” 
 
    “Guards! Remove the princess and take her to her chambers!” King Giuseppe snapped. 
 
    “At least let the Magic Knights go,” Briar said. “This is what they were created for, to protect the people and react quickly—not to standby like nursemaids!” 
 
    “The knights will do as I say,” King Giuseppe said. 
 
    “That’s not how it is supposed to be,” Briar argued. 
 
    “Enough, Rosalinda! You are a foolish child, and you will be held responsible for your careless manners!” The king’s stone mask was back as he looked down on Briar as if she were a bug beneath his notice. 
 
    “Father…” Princess Alessia quietly started. 
 
    “Silence!” 
 
    Princess Alessia sank back into her throne, looking chastised. 
 
    The exchange infuriated Briar. A glance behind her confirmed the soldiers were moving—at roughly a snail’s pace, but they were coming for her. 
 
    Briar’s anger and fury over the situation got the best of her. She searched her mind for the most poignant, perhaps even hurtful way she could make her point. Just as the soldiers stepped behind her, she lifted her chin and spat. “You, King Giuseppe, have the same death grip, the same twisted hold, the nobility used to have on Sole before the Queen of Hearts. Mark my words, just as she wrested control from the nobles, if you do not change, someone will rip it from you!” 
 
    Briar whirled around and stalked out of the throne room. The soldiers’ relief was palpable as she voluntarily left—her ladies-in-waiting gliding behind her. They bowed to her as she marched down the hallway, still boiling with anger. 
 
    “Where will you go next?” 
 
    “To the Magic Knights of Sole. Let us hope they can be reasoned with.” It took Briar several strides before she realized it was the Lady Enchantress Angelique who had asked her the question and walked with her side-by-side.  
 
    “Lady Enchantress Angelique!” she yelped. 
 
    Angelique smiled. “Indeed. It is nice to finally speak to you, Princess Rosalinda.” 
 
    The name was slightly more palpable when the enchantress said it, though it still made her shiver. “Thank you for everything you have done—for me and for my family,” Briar said. 
 
    “It has been my honor.” Angelique twitched her skirts as they continued down the hallway. “If the Magic Knights do not listen to you, what will you do?” 
 
    “Then I will go myself,” Briar said grimly. 
 
    Velvet and Silk gasped. 
 
    “Your Highness,” Jewel started as they trotted down a staircase. 
 
    “I am not so stupid as to think I can face Carabosso, but I can help evacuate citizens,” Briar said. “In fact, whether or not the Magic Knights listen, it is my intention to help.” 
 
    “Evacuate?” Silk asked. 
 
    “They do it for bad weather and floods,” Briar explained. “Farmers and those who live in smaller communities will evacuate with their families and livestock and retreat to fortified areas. We evacuated twice when I lived on Sir Roberto’s lands. It’s a chaotic, hectic time, and any help would be appreciated.” 
 
    “Your Highness, it’s still too dangerous,” Velvet protested. Her voice echoed as they entered a long hallway. 
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Delanna said. 
 
    “Delanna,” Jewel growled. 
 
    “The princess is right. We cannot leave those people to die,” Delanna said. 
 
    Velvet and Silk joined arms and exchanged frightened glances, but Jewel’s chin rose. “Very well,” she said in a shaky, frightened voice. “If you believe we can help, we will come, too.” 
 
    Briar blinked as a strategy began to form in her mind. “Actually, I would prefer you stay in Ciane, though it will be a great social risk for you.” 
 
    Jewel gripped her skirts with white hands. “You wish for us to cover your flight.” 
 
    “I do,” Briar said. “If King Giuseppe realizes what I am prepared to do, he will have the whole army camped outside my door.” 
 
    Jewel tapped her lower lip. “I think we could arrange something. We will be waiting for you at the stables.” She grinned—the most roguish smile Briar had ever seen on her—and directed Velvet and Silk up an alternate hallway. 
 
    “Firra, Donaigh, and my companions will come with us. I will leave you here so I may go warn them, but is there anything you require my assistance with before I do so?” Angelique asked. 
 
    Briar shook her head “No, I don’t believe so—” 
 
    Faro. 
 
    The pull of the magical-and-slightly-creepy legendary weapon almost knocked Briar into the display case of an ancient shield and sword. Oops. I forgot about that. When she regained her feet, she realized they were just a short distance from Aeternum Hall. She threw back her shoulders and prepared to march away—forcibly yanking herself out of its orbit—when the shadowy touch of the weapon’s magic pulled back and was replaced with a bloom of warmth. 
 
    Isaia. 
 
    Briar stilled. Was the two-handed sword, one of the exalted legendary weapons, meant for Isaia? 
 
    Magic hummed in the back of her mind, pleased. 
 
    If it was, how could she give it to him? If anyone saw her walking around with it they would tell her grandfather, and it was not an inconspicuous, easy-to-hide weapon. 
 
    “Your Highness? Did something happen?” Delanna asked. 
 
    Briar took a shaky breath. “I may have spoken too soon. Lady Enchantress…you know of the legendary weapons?” 
 
    “The weapons of the original Magic Knights of Sole that hang in Aeternum Hall? Yes.” Angelique tucked a stray hair away from her face with a pleasant smile. 
 
    Briar’s nerves made her spine tingle. “There is a particular weapon from there that I need, the two-handed sword. Do you think you could remove it from Aeternum Hall and smuggle it from Ciane without anyone knowing?”  
 
    Angelique’s smile turned introspective. “You know to which knight it should belong?” 
 
    Briar hesitated, and was, again, almost pushed over with the strength of the sword’s magic and the warm memories it incited of Isaia. “Yes.” 
 
    “Consider it done. My companions are just the people to successfully retrieve it. I will also take my leave so I can explain the situation to them. It seems the stables will be our meeting place?” 
 
    Briar took a deep breath and began walking again. “Yes.” 
 
    “Excellent. Until then, good luck.” The lady enchantress also branched off, taking with her some of the lightness and courage that had held Briar up. 
 
    “Am I making a mistake, Delanna?” Briar asked her friend as they slipped out of the palace and strode towards the training ground. “And I don’t mean in standing up against my grandfather. I mean in essentially asking Lady Enchantress Angelique to steal a legendary weapon.” 
 
    “No, Your Highness,” Delanna said. “Another legendary knight would be a great boon to the country.” 
 
    “Perhaps, but my grandfather is not going to like who it is,” Briar grumbled. 
 
    “It is not his choice to make. It is the weapon that determines who wields it,” Delanna said. 
 
    Briar made a face. “Magic weapons that make their desires known—it makes my spine shiver.” 
 
    “Mine as well,” Delanna said as they reached the edges of the training ground. “But they are wondrous.” 
 
    Briar wasn’t so sure she agreed with that, but she shifted her attention to the white, stone administration building. It was odd, but there weren’t any knights out training. She didn’t even see any in the stables. 
 
    A sick feeling uncurled in the pit of her stomach as Briar stalked around the white marble fountain of a mounted knight on a prancing horse, hurried up the few stairs, and barged into the building. 
 
    A young knight was waiting there.  
 
    “Where are they?” she asked. 
 
    “Your Highness, you must make an appointment if you wish to be here,” the knight stammered. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” Briar repeated. 
 
    “The assembly room—no! You cannot go there!” 
 
    Briar ignored his protests and sailed down the hallway. She had to convince the Magic Knights. If they didn’t move, if they didn’t protect the people, Sole would suffer greatly. 
 
    Keeping that revelation in the front of her mind, Briar paused when she reached the end of the antechamber. She sucked in a breath, rolled her shoulders back, and pushed a door open. 
 
    The Magic Knights of Sole were waiting for her. They were dressed in their anti-magic armor, making them such a dazzling and inspiring sight Briar’s heart hurt. They glittered in the sunlight that shot in through skylights and windows and were arranged in evenly spaced rows and columns, filling the four levels that ringed the room.  
 
    The four legendary knights stood in the center, four steps down from the entrance. Each of them held his legendary weapon, which—Briar was pleased to see—actually did seem to sparkle oddly. 
 
    These were the heroes of the country. Surely they would save the people! 
 
    Briar licked her lips. “Magic Knights of Sole,” she began. 
 
    “We know why you have come, Your Highness,” Sir Artemio said. 
 
    “Then will you save them?” Briar asked. 
 
    Sir Artemio’s gaze was level and even. “No.” 
 
    The response shocked Briar. No? She paced a small circle, trying to recollect her thoughts. She glanced back at the door and wanted to roll her eyes at the giant portrait of the Queen of Hearts that hung over the door. In this one, she was younger—perhaps only a few years older than Briar. 
 
    Briar’s attention was pulled back to the discussion when Delanna spoke. 
 
    “But Sir Artemio,” Lady Delanna said. “Can’t you send out at least a few teams?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” Sir Artemio said. 
 
    “But why?” Briar asked. 
 
    Sir Virgilio shifted. “We were forced to act against the king’s wishes when you were cursed, Princess Rosalinda, and had Ciane put under a spell for the good of the country. The king was most displeased with us, as is his right,” he said. 
 
    “How is that an explanation?” Briar was so mad she almost sputtered. “You’re the Magic Knights of Sole! In cases of disaster—magical, natural, or otherwise—you can operate independently of the crown.” 
 
    “I am sorry, Your Highness, but we cannot,” Sir Artemio said. 
 
    Briar’s shoulders grew rigid. “So the vows you take as knights—when you promise to protect and serve—do they mean nothing?” 
 
    “Tread carefully, Your Highness. We do not have the same love for you that His Majesty has,” Sir Lucio growled. 
 
    “Then help me understand! Why do you refuse? What does my grandfather have over you that would make you forsake your vows?” 
 
    “This is the way things are, Your Highness,” Sir Artemio said. “We follow the crown. We are loyal to the d’Avalas family and always will be.” 
 
    Briar propped one hand on her hip. “I see. It’s because of her is it?” She jabbed a finger at the portrait of the Queen of Hearts.  
 
    “We have an obligation to follow her family,” Sir Jacopo said. 
 
    “I am of her family!” 
 
    “But you are not the ruling d’Avalas,” Sir Jacopo said. 
 
    Briar was so angry she could have spit. “You honor her so, but do you think she’d want you to act like this? She made you to be heroes! Right now you’re little better than an expensive army.” 
 
    Some of the knights began to exchange angry murmurs, but Briar was too enraged to care. How could they cling to a misplaced sense of duty when there were lives at stake? 
 
    “We are no army,” Sir Virgilio said. 
 
    “Then why do you not fight?” Briar clasped her hands together and lifted them, pleading. “If you will not come as a unit, can’t you come as individuals?” 
 
    The room was oppressively quiet, and Briar gave up almost all hope. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Relief coursed through Briar. She knew that voice, and she should have expected it. Isaia breathed honor, after all. She turned to smile at her childhood friend. 
 
    The tall knight murmured for a moment to his companions—Sir Roberto and Sir Franco, who both looked reluctant but understanding—then broke away to approach Briar. (She was a little surprised Roberto did not come with, for Isaia had inherited his steadfast belief in honor from him.) 
 
    Isaia went down on one knee before her. “Your Highness, my sword is yours.” 
 
    The awkwardness and hurt of their previous discussion faded, and Briar smiled fondly. Whether he believed in her love or not, he was still Isaia. “Thank you, Sir Isaia, for your courage and for your help.” 
 
    “Don’t do this, Isaia,” Sir Virgilio said. He took a step towards them, but Jacopo placed a hand on his shoulder to stop him. “I know you are loyal, but she cannot possibly be worth this.” 
 
    “If you insist on going, Sir Isaia, there will be consequences,” Sir Artemio warned. 
 
    “Consequences?” Briar whispered under her breath. Visions of dungeons and chains began to haunt her. 
 
    Isaia offered her a half smile. “Lack of promotions, the worst of the assignments, that’s all.” He raised his gaze to the legendary knights and offered them a bow. “I thank you for the warning, but my honor is worth more than anything you could ever take from me. I will go with the princess not because of the affection I hold for her, but because she is right. To turn our backs on the people now is to forsake what it means to be a Magic Knight of Sole.” 
 
    Sir Virgilio angrily shook his head, but Sir Lucio’s expression turned thoughtful. 
 
    “Very well. In that case, I ask that you and your companions leave the training grounds, Your Highness,” Sir Artemio said. “Or we will send word to the palace and inform the king of your…speech.” 
 
    We need to avoid that—or the grumpy old man will realize what I intend to do! 
 
    “As you wish. But remember this.” Briar stood as tall as she could and lifted her chin. “Those weapons you hold were given to men because they were judged to be loyal and wise. They were used to stand between the worst this world can offer and the innocents of our country. Do you really think you are fulfilling your vows by staying behind walls, while children, men, and women are murdered by the kind of evil you were meant to fight?” 
 
    She did not wait for a response. She turned around and swept from the room, her anger almost palpable. Delanna and Isaia went with her without a second glance back. 
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    When they were gone, the doors closed, and silence reigned.  
 
    Briar hadn’t known it, but as she uttered her last remarks, she had stood directly beneath the portrait of the Queen of Hearts. Her eyes, bright with passion, were almost mirror images of the purple eyes that stared out at the knights from the painting. 
 
    Sir Artemio swallowed as he stared up at the image. Although the Queen of Hearts was smiling, he could almost see her disappointment in the tilt of her lips. 
 
    His weapon—the legendary mace—slipped from his grasp. “What have we done?” he uttered. 
 
    Sir Roberto smiled and stepped down to join the legendary knights on the lowest level. “What indeed?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Crossing Carabosso 
 
      
 
    Briar filled Isaia in on the finer points of the plan as they made their hurried exit from the Magic Knights’ administrative building. 
 
    “So Lady Angelique will meet you at the stables?” Isaia asked. 
 
    “Yes. We have to leave as quickly as possible, or Grandfather will lock us all in Ciane.”  
 
    He nodded. “Very well. I will retrieve Valor and meet you at the royal stables.” 
 
    Briar wanted to say something—to thank him, to tell him how grateful she was—but the words wouldn’t come. He smiled at her, as if he understood her hesitation, and separated, striding for the stable of the Magic Knights. 
 
    Briar shook her head and returned her focus to the present matter. “I hope we’re able to make it out.” 
 
    Delanna chuckled. “Trust in your ladies-in-waiting. We’re much more wily than you would think.” 
 
    They clattered into the stables, almost running into Firra and Donaigh who were leading their mounts out. 
 
    “Lady Enchantress Angelique is behind the barn with her steed,” Donaigh said as he pulled himself up into the saddle. “We’ll wait there with her.” 
 
    “Thank you!” Briar called over her shoulder. 
 
    Lady Delanna hurried down the stable aisle. “Do you want the gelding you rode outside Ciane? Or there’s a sweet mare that’s got a fair amount of stamina.” 
 
    “Neither,” Briar said. “There’s one particular horse I want.” 
 
    “Your Highness!” Velvet, Silk, and Jewel tumbled into the stable, carrying what looked like table linens. 
 
    Jewel set her bundle down and flipped it open, revealing a plain dress. “We have the distraction.” 
 
    Briar blinked. “A gown?” 
 
    Velvet giggled and clasped her hands to her lips. “No, silly! One of us will dress up as you, and we’ll lead everyone away.” 
 
    Briar gaped at her ladies-in-waiting, surprised by their devious streak. 
 
    Silk winked. “Don’t worry, Your Highness. We’ll keep them off your back.” 
 
    “Perfect. We can put the fake princess on the horse I normally ride,” Briar said. 
 
    “Which horse do you want then?” Delanna asked as she pulled her horse—a tall, leggy gelding—from his stall. “I’ll brush him whilst you swap clothes.” 
 
    Briar couldn’t hold back her grin as she pointed. “That one.” 
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    Silk, in Briar’s dress and an elbow-length cloak that covered her hair and shielded her eyes and face, nudged Briar’s usual gelding and rode it out into the palace lawn.  
 
    “Your Highness!” Jewel shrieked, whisking out of the stable in the perfect image of feminine horror. “Princess, please!” 
 
    Silk—the best horsewoman out of Briar’s ladies-in-waiting, cued her horse into a canter and rode off in the opposite direction, towards the palace.  
 
    “Your Highness, haven’t you said enough? The king will be furious,” Velvet shouted. 
 
    While the ladies made a commotion at the front of the barn, Briar and her little band slipped out the back, joining the mages. 
 
    Briar, wearing a plain dress with her hair tucked up in a handkerchief, gaped a bit at the enchantress’s strange mount. She clicked her jaw shut when she realized everyone—including Isaia and Valor—was present.  
 
    “I suggest our first order of business would be to get out of Ciane?” Lady Delanna posed the question in an artlessly innocent voice as she slung a quiver of arrows over her back. 
 
    “Agreed. Let’s go—before they shut the gates.” Briar directed her horse to the great, ornate gate that separated the palace grounds from the rest of Ciane. 
 
    Angelique and her fiery, night-sky mount pranced through first, then came Donaigh and Firra, then Briar and Delanna, and Isaia was last. 
 
    “Where are your companions?” Briar asked. 
 
    “They’ll catch up with us,” Angelique said. “They need a bit of time to acquire the item you asked for.” 
 
    “What if Ciane is locked down? Won’t they be trapped?” Lady Delanna asked. 
 
    The corners of Angelique’s lips turned up. “Not them. They will catch up with us, guaranteed. They always make their deliveries.” 
 
    Briar blinked. “What sort of folk are your friends?” She shut her mouth when she realized that people—average citizens—were stopping on the streets and staring at her. Briar had thought her disguise was pretty good, but she realized she had been failing to drop her gaze and shield her unusually colored eyes. 
 
    Guiltily, she glanced around and hunched her shoulders with worry. 
 
    The bystanders looked from Briar, to Angelique, and then to Isaia, and smiled.  
 
    Children giggled, and a few dogs began to bark. 
 
    To Briar’s surprise, many adults beamed with pride when they saw Briar’s mount, Misfit. 
 
    The horse, neither palfrey nor warhorse, stuck out even when compared to Angelique’s mystical mount, for he clearly did not match the extravagance of the other horses, even though he was a fine-looking steed. 
 
    Briar had taken Misfit for her own sake, but a small part of her hoped people would see him and would realize what she meant by choosing him. 
 
    She was not a fierce warrior. She would not be a princess who would be able to fight with her armies or even devise great tactics. Nor was she the beautiful royal who possessed elegance, polish, and a mind for court maneuverings. 
 
    Like Misfit, Briar was a strange mesh of two very different worlds. She was half farmer’s-brat and half learned-princess. And while the rest of the continent might look down on her—including her own court—she would never again let herself forget who she was. 
 
    Taking strength in their approval, Briar pushed her shoulders back and rode Misfit with pride as the road snaked its way between stone buildings and around public fountains. 
 
    Though Briar sweated with the worry that soldiers would come racing after them at any moment, they reached the city gates without a problem. Silk must be leading them on quite a merry chase! 
 
    They remained in their formation, with Angelique at the front and Isaia taking up the rear. Briar took care to look down and slouch back as if she hadn’t a care in the world when she passed the two guards stationed at the gates. 
 
    Isaia began passing through the gates just as a guard on a sweaty horse tore down the street. 
 
    The guard flung himself from his horse. “Princess is gone—don’t know where. King says to close the gate.” 
 
    The hair on Briar’s neck prickled as Misfit’s hooves hit the wooden walkway with dull thuds. She risked glancing backwards and saw the guards staring at them pointedly. Her heart froze in her chest when she caught their eye—she knew her gaze revealed her purple eyes. 
 
    The three soldiers stared at her, then one by one, they turned their backs to her. 
 
    “Better close the gate then,” one guard said. 
 
    “Yeah. And we didn’t see nobody who looked like the princess pass through here,” another said. 
 
    “We’re gonna be lucky if we only get latrine cleaning duty for a month instead of a year,” the rider sighed. 
 
    The rest of their conversation was obscured as they began to shut the gates. Briar laughed in relief even as the rest of her companions nudged their horses into a trot. 
 
    [image: B&B-Divider.gif] 
 
    Briar gnawed on a hunk of cheese and scooted a little closer to Delanna. Gathered in a circle—they were taking a brief break to eat some dinner and decide where they should go. Though the sunset was still a few hours away, it would be safer to spend the evening in a village than the countryside.  
 
    “Tavo is the closest village. It’s a five- or ten-minute ride from here. But I believe we could—and should—push on to Vino,” Isaia said. 
 
    Though he had opted to come, and Briar was certain of his friendship, they were still shuffling around each other awkwardly. I should talk to him about it, but I don’t think now—when we’re running from my grandfather and towards a vengeful magic user—is the best time. 
 
    Donaigh adjusted his straw hat. “As far as we know, Carabosso is north and moving southwest.” 
 
    “When did you last hear so?” Briar asked. 
 
    “The Lady Enchantress saw him herself. She was on her way to Ciane to warn King Giuseppe when we met up with her,” Firra said. “We haven’t gotten any new information since, though Angelique estimated he was half a day behind her at a normal riding pace.” 
 
    Briar nodded and separated from the group so she could tighten Misfit’s girth. 
 
    “The lady enchantress’s mount is very…unusual,” Delanna said. 
 
    “He’s not really her mount so much as he is her friend,” Donaigh said. “He was originally a companion of her master—though he’s traveled with her for so long I believe he’s spent more time with her than he ever did with Lord Enchanter Evariste.” 
 
    “He can run very fast,” Isaia said. 
 
    Briar snorted. At a full gallop the night-spattered horse looked like a streaking comet. Not even an elf horse would be able to keep pace with him! No wonder Angelique had volunteered to scout ahead. 
 
    “I should hope so. He is a constellation,” Firra said. 
 
    Briar finished adjusting her saddle. “A what?” 
 
    The ground shook and a rumble crawled through the air. Moments later Angelique, clinging to her steed, streaked across the open field, spraying dirt and tufts of grass when he skidded to a stop. 
 
    “It’s Carabosso,” Angelique said. “He’s here.” 
 
    Shock and fear squeezed Briar’s lungs. 
 
    Firra leaped to her feet. “What?” 
 
    “He’s attacking a nearby village,” Angelique said. 
 
    “That’d be Tavo.” Isaia grimly swung up onto Valor’s back. “Do we engage?” 
 
    “We can’t beat them. He has several magic users working with him, four Chimera, and, somewhere, he acquired a bunch of goblins.” Angelique said. “There are too many of them.” 
 
    “But if you used your core magic…” Firra trailed off when Angelique shook her head. 
 
    “We cannot ask that of her,” Donaigh said firmly. “Particularly as she has already done so much to help us that will displease the Conclave.” 
 
    “So what do we do?” Delanna was already mounted on her horse and loading an arrow into her crossbow.  
 
    “We could keep them distracted and try to evacuate any survivors,” Briar said. 
 
    Angelique turned her mount in a tight circle. “I think he’s coming for you, Princess,” she said. 
 
    Briar wanted to snarl. She had set off her curse to end the hold Carabosso held over her family, but her grandfather had played directly into his hand with his stubbornness! 
 
    “When I fought with him in the north, he was taking his time moving from east to west,” Angelique continued. “To reach Tavo, he must have started traveling south immediately after I got away. I doubt he did so to follow me. As it stands now, he is on a straight path towards Ciane.” 
 
    Isaia nodded. “Briar has been his target thus far. I doubt he would change tactics, given that he waited years for her to grow up.” 
 
    Briar scowled as she clambered into the saddle. “I’m still going to help with the evacuation.” 
 
    “Yes, but you cannot help fight,” Isaia said. 
 
    Briar scoffed. “Of course not! I might be able to defend myself from any suspicious men in the forest, but I am not so stupid as to think I could face a magic user.” Frankly, she was a little insulted he thought she would insist upon it. Briar had a perfectly reasonable sense of self-preservation that matched her courageous streak. Of course she wouldn’t go prancing into battle! 
 
    “I’ll go with Briar—I can pick off anything that might try to attack us,” Delanna offered. “Besides, our horses are the only ones not used to combat. If we get too close to the fight, we might lose control of them.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Firra said. “The rest of us can stand between. Briar, keep your handkerchief over your hair. The last thing we need is for Carabosso to recognize you.” 
 
    When the group was prepared, they set off for Tavo, scrambling in hopes that some of the village residents could still be saved. 
 
    Briar could smell the stench of the fight before she could see it. The scent of smoke and sulfur hit her like a wall. They reached the crest of a hill, and she could not hold back her cry of dismay. 
 
    Tavo, a prosperous farming town, was in flames. Goblins ran through the streets, shrieking with joy as they stabbed their weapons at fleeing villagers. 
 
    Firra heeled her horse and took off like an arrow for the town, shouting words of magic as she went. The hungry, orange flames turned blue. 
 
    A woman clothed in dark purple robes stood near Tavo. She raised her hands, and the flames again turned crimson.  
 
    Apparently Firra was not standing for that, for Briar heard her shout, and the flames turned a white-hot blue, and then were snuffed out. 
 
    The woman, a sorceress it seemed, pointed at the village—a few flames tried to burn again, but wilted and died under the force of Firra’s magic. 
 
    Donaigh and Angelique were not far behind the fire mage. Donaigh leaped from his horse and blinked in and out of sight as he tapped his magic and ran, zipping from goblin to goblin, taking them out with his knives and daggers. 
 
    Angelique and her horse waded through a band of goblins, attempting to reach the magic users. Eventually she slipped off her horse, raised her finger towards the sky, then flung her hand down towards the ground, shouting in the language of magic. 
 
    The goblins were flung backwards, and flopped head over heels when they hit the ground again. Working together, the three good magic users stemmed the flow of green-skinned creatures. 
 
    “I’ll go ahead of you—be careful,” Isaia said. 
 
    “You, too,” Briar said. 
 
    Isaia hesitated with his mouth cracked open. He shook his head and pulled his helm on, then spurred Valor. The mare gratefully lunged forward, plowing towards smoldering Tavo. Isaia—with a shield fastened to his back—twirled his sword and then started slicing through the remaining goblins. 
 
    “Ready, Your Highness?” Delanna asked. 
 
    Briar felt for the familiar shape of her knife cinched to her belt. “You’re stuck calling me Briar now—you’ve joined my show of rebellion after all.” When Delanna gave her a sour look, she smiled. “Yes, I’m ready. Let’s go.” 
 
    Delanna and Briar approached Tavo at a much slower pace than their companions. Delanna’s horse shied away a little, but Misfit trotted into the smoking streets without hesitation. With the smoke clogging the air, Briar pulled her kerchief down over her mouth and listened for cries.  
 
    It didn’t take her long to hear high-pitched sobs. She turned Misfit down a smoldering alleyway, and spotted a young woman crouched behind some barrels. 
 
    Briar hopped off Misfit and hurried to her. “You can’t stay here—come on, I’ll get you out.” 
 
    The scared woman let Briar boost her onto Misfit’s saddle with wide eyes. Briar climbed up behind her—there was plenty of room on Misfit’s broad back—and backed out of the alley. 
 
    Delanna waited for them in the street and nonchalantly shot a green-skinned goblin. She re-loaded her crossbow. “If we want to save more people, we’ll have to move faster than this.” 
 
    Briar nodded grimly. She sucked in a breath and shouted. “Sole, Sole, Sole! At arms for Sole!” She choked on smoke and stopped shouting long enough to recover. 
 
    Isaia would likely kill her for drawing attention to herself, but she had to let people know help had arrived! 
 
    The woman riding in front of her took a rattling breath, then she shouted “Sole! To the south—for Sole!” 
 
    When she had to stop, Delanna took up the cry. “Sole—evacuate to the south! To the south!” She shot two goblins without so much as blinking while she shouted. 
 
    Her respect for Delanna’s archery skills increasing every moment, Briar swung Misfit around in the streets. “Are there any horses we can set loose so people can ride out?” 
 
    “There’s a stable two streets up,” the woman said. 
 
    “I’ll drop you off here—you can escape to the south,” Briar said. 
 
    “No—I want to help.” The woman twisted around so she could look Briar in the eyes. “Please!” Though her cheeks were smudged with ash and streaked with tears, determination shone in her gaze. 
 
    “Fine, let’s go!” Briar cued Misfit into a velvet-smooth trot. 
 
    The stable was—thankfully—untouched by fire, though the frightened horses flashed the whites of their eyes. 
 
    Delanna stayed in the street as their guard—still shouting for evacuees—and Briar and the woman threw rope halters and lead ropes on the animals. There was no time for saddles or normal bridles. They tied the lead ropes off to make a poor imitation of reins, then led two horses outside each. 
 
    A few villagers had gathered outside by Delanna—an older couple, a set of parents and their children, and across the courtyard, a guard dragged an injured man along. 
 
    Though the pilfered horses rolled their eyes and nervously stomped their hooves, they seemed to calm slightly as people gathered around them. 
 
    “Go to the forest southeast of here,” Briar instructed as she helped the soldier heft the injured man onto a horse. One of the children, a young boy whose chin trembled, climbed up in front of the man and took the horse’s reins—the injured man could barely stay on the horse. “If you can’t get any farther, hide there, but at least one of you must continue east and warn the next village over—and send word to Ciane.” Briar looked from the injured man and little boy to the older couple—who were perched on the back of a placid draft horse. 
 
    “Yes, Miss,” the little boy said. 
 
    “Come, child. This way.” The old couple smiled at the boy, and led the way south while Briar helped the husband and wife mount the remaining two horses, and then she passed up their younger children to them. 
 
    The wife screamed when two forest goblins popped up at the end of the street. 
 
    Though her horse shied away and reared, Delanna shot the first goblin before it could move. The second one ran forward a few steps and began to heave its spear at them. The guard fumbled for a weapon as the goblin shrieked, but Delanna downed it before it could finish its throw. 
 
    Both goblins fell with a croak. 
 
    At any other time, Briar would have whistled. To shoot two targets—one of them moving—from the back of a spooking horse? Delanna must have taken it hard when she learned the Magic Knights didn’t take on girls. 
 
    Briar forced herself to return her attention to the couple. “Southeast, to the next village,” she reminded them. 
 
    The guard peered around the street, leaving a trail of ash wherever he walked. “I’ll sweep north and tell anyone I can find to come to the stables.” 
 
    “Should I go with you?” Briar asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “No—get more horses ready.” 
 
    The woman Briar had saved was already in the stables, preparing another string of mounts. 
 
    Briar took them from her and led them outside. “How’s the mage fight?” she asked. 
 
    Delanna wiped sweat from her forehead. “Can’t tell—but no magic users have descended on the village, and the flames have stayed down, so they must be holding out.” 
 
    “More goblins are getting through than I would like,” Briar said. 
 
    “I’d rather face goblins than a magic user or one of those Chimera,” Delanna said as she downed another one of the green-skinned monsters. It died with a shrieking gurgle.  
 
    Two young boys tore out of a charred building.  
 
    “Goblins behind us,” the first boy—a tall, lanky lad—said. 
 
    “A pack of ’em,” the other—who was almost as ashen as the building they had burst out of—shouted. 
 
    Delanna grimly prepared arrows. “Get on Misfit, Briar.” 
 
    The ash-covered boy shouted and toppled over—a goblin arrow poking out of his shoulder. 
 
    “Adso!” his friend yelled. 
 
    “Briar—no!” Delanna shouted too late. 
 
    Briar ran down the street, reaching the boy as the first of the goblins burst out of the barn. They could only file out one by one due to the small door, but there had to be at least ten of them.  
 
    The taller boy had not left his fallen friend, but his eyes were clouded with tears. 
 
    “Help me carry him,” Briar said as she hefted the boy up by his pants. 
 
    Delanna dropped the first two goblins. “Briar!” she shouted. 
 
    The tall boy grabbed his friend’s uninjured shoulder, and together they dragged him down the street.  
 
    A goblin squirmed in between his pack mates—which were dropping like flies under Delanna’s onslaught—and made it past. He ran towards Briar and the boys, darting out of Delanna’s range.  
 
    The goblin smiled—revealing razor-shaped teeth smeared with red—and hefted a rusted, rudimentary sword above its head. 
 
    “Briar!” Delanna’s screamed. 
 
    Bracing herself, Briar reached for her dagger, but a dark shape appeared behind the goblin, grabbed it by its scrawny neck, and threw it into the wall of a building. 
 
    Briar gaped up at Misfit in shock. The even-tempered horse snorted and circled Briar. Though he did not chase after the goblins clustered at the barn door—as any warhorse would have—Briar could sense his intent clearly enough. 
 
    He would attack anything that came close to them. 
 
    Lightheaded with relief, Briar dragged the injured boy the remaining distance to the stables. She and the woman carefully hefted him onto a horse, and his friend clambered up behind him. 
 
    “You’ll have to go with them,” Briar told the woman. “That arrow will need to be taken care of.” 
 
    “It’s just as well—these are the last of the horses.” The woman gestured to the four mounts she had brought out in Briar’s absence. 
 
    “Thank you,” Briar said as she helped her onto a horse. 
 
    She shook her head. “No, thank you, Your Highness. Come, boys!” The woman led the pair down the street, disappearing quickly into the swirl of ash and smoke. 
 
    Delanna shot the last goblin from the swarm that had chased the boys. “I’ll need arrows if we keep this up,” she said. 
 
    “Can you retrieve them?” Briar took a drink from the water skin Delanna had attached to Misfit’s saddle for her. 
 
    Delanna shook her head. “Too dangerous in these conditions.” 
 
    “Sole! For Sole!” The guard ran down the street, a small cluster of people trailing behind him. He coughed and slowed down when he reached Briar and Delanna. “North is cleared,” he rasped.  
 
    Briar offered him her water. 
 
    He took a grateful slug. “Found two other guards from my squad—they’re moving south and clearing out parallel streets.” 
 
    “These are the last of the horses,” Briar said. 
 
    “Are the goblins still coming?” Delanna asked. 
 
    “Yes,” one of the evacuees—a man wielding a pitchfork—said. “Though there’s a Magic Knight holding most of ’em back.” 
 
    Briar exhaled tightly. “Isaia.” She swallowed sharply. “What else can we do to help?” 
 
    “Check the next street over. Ottone is searching that street. He could use the help,” the guard said. “I’ll organize these folks.” 
 
    Briar hopped onto Misfit, landing on his back with more force than necessary. The horse gave no indication of his previous bout of blood-thirst and good-naturedly nibbled on Briar’s shoe. “Good luck,” she said. 
 
    “To you, as well.” The soldier pointed to the path that would connect to the next street. 
 
    Briar and Delanna urged their horses down the road. 
 
    “How many arrows do you have left?” Briar asked. 
 
    “About a dozen,” Delanna said as they careened into the next street, almost skidding. “Look out!” 
 
    The sorceress in the purple robes was positioned at the top of the street, riding a sickly- looking horse. She smiled and threw a fireball at them. 
 
    Delanna dragged her horse back into the connecting road, and Briar kneed Misfit so he shot across the street—avoiding the fireball. 
 
    “Prin—” Delanna cut herself off with a panicked look at the sorceress. 
 
    “My, oh my. It seems I am in the presence of royalty. How lucky for me!” Her black hair and black eyes seemed to pull in any light that touched them, giving her an empty look. 
 
    “Briar!” Delanna shouted. 
 
    Briar immediately squeezed Misfit, who leaped into a canter. She continued down the road she and Delanna had been riding, leading the sorceress away from her friend. Briar risked a glance over her shoulder to make sure the magic user was following and almost got her hair scorched when the woman threw another fireball at her. 
 
    They loped up and down streets, steadily moving west. If I can’t shake her, I can at least drag her back out by Firra and Donaigh—they’ll pull her off me. 
 
    Briar and Misfit shot past the edge of town, reaching the open fields that surrounded the city. Her heart beating faster with a combination of adrenaline and fear, Briar almost whooped! I made it! She looked north, where the fields were spattered with everything from lightning to fire to the barely discernible blur that was Donaigh. 
 
    She was so intent on searching for the mages, she didn’t notice the sorceress charging a new spell until it was too late. 
 
    A ball of orange lightning hit Briar and Misfit dead on. 
 
    Briar was tossed from his back, and Misfit fell with a thump. 
 
    Her ears rang, and her spine jolted as leftover bits of the shock jumped up and down her back. Everything hurt. Briar groaned and tried to sit up, but the breath had been knocked out of her. “Misfit,” she muttered. She had to get to Misfit—the sorceress would be on her soon! 
 
    Briar managed to prop herself up to her elbows. Misfit was some distance away, also struggling to stand. 
 
    She tried to crawl towards him, but the sorceress’s cruel laughter pinned her in place like a spell. She peered over her shoulder, her heart in her throat as the sorceress dismounted and approached her, a malicious smile folding her lips. 
 
    The sorceress raised a hand encased with black magic and laughed. She flung her arm at Briar, throwing the magic at her. 
 
    Isaia stepped between them and thrust his shield up, bracing himself. 
 
    The bolt of magic hit his shield and spit sparks. The shield glowed white-hot, but its anti-magic spells tore the attack to shreds. 
 
    The sorceress grit her teeth and spoke—not the light and powerful words of magic that Angelique and the others used, but black, tarry words that smelled like blood. She shot bolt after bolt of magic at Isaia. 
 
    The shield repelled them one by one, but Briar could see in the taunt line of his body the exertion it cost Isaia to keep the shield steady. She crawled to her feet and looked wildly around for Misfit but couldn’t find him. 
 
    “Go!” Isaia yelled. “I can’t hold her back much longer!” 
 
    “I’m not leaving you!” Briar shouted over the hungry roar of the sorceress’s attacks.  
 
    “I’ll be fine,” Isaia said. 
 
    Liar. Magic Knights were meant to work as a team. Alone, Isaia’s armor and shield wouldn’t hold up under the onslaught of a sorceress. 
 
    Briar shielded her eyes and looked for Donaigh or Firra. The field to the north was a blast of noise and colors as the magic users fought. She couldn’t make out anyone—not even Angelique. 
 
    Isaia grunted, and his body jolted—the sorceress had cracked a corner off his shield and struck him in the shoulder. 
 
    Briar moved to run towards the main fight, and the sorceress blasted a fireball at her. 
 
    Isaia lunged in front of Briar and grabbed her with his free arm, pulling her to his chest. His shield was hot from the strain, though it kept blocking the spells, but she could feel his body shake as he tried to hold out. 
 
    The shield would give soon, and neither of them would survive. 
 
    Someone help us! 
 
    As if summoned by her thoughts, two men in elaborate armor appeared on either side of them. Each lifted a massive shield from their back and thrust it into the ground. The shields glowed white, and a strand of light shot from their shields to Isaia’s, forming a line of three. 
 
    Instantly, the strain on Isaia’s shield dissipated, strengthened by the others. 
 
    Briar whirled around. Coming up behind them, mounted on warhorses covered in gleaming armor, was a band of at least twenty Magic Knights. One of them blew a horn five times, and off in the distance Briar could see another group of knights come galloping up over a hill to the west. 
 
    The sorceress cursed and ran back to her horse, fleeing to the other battle line. 
 
    Sir Lucio and Sir Roberto rode at the front. Roberto lifted his sword and shouted, “Form your lines!” 
 
    Briar cried with joy as the Magic Knights thundered past them in a tight, organized formation. The runes on their armor and weapons glowed as they activated the spells. 
 
    As one, the knights roared. “For Sole—for the Briar Rose!” 
 
    Sir Lucio pulled out ahead of the group and flung a dagger at a pack of goblins. The dagger struck the ground and flooded the area with an explosion of light. The goblins shrieked and grabbed their eyes, stumbling blindly into one another as the light faded and the knights descended upon them. 
 
    The other squad, led by Sir Artemio and Sir Virgilio, pushed in from the west. They fell upon the Chimera—awful creatures that had the body of a lion and three distinct heads—a lion, a goat, and a serpent. 
 
    Sir Virgilio’s lance glowed gold as he lowered it and thundered towards one of the Chimera. The creature tried to launch itself at his horse, but Virgilio thrust his lance forward, and a shield of white light appeared in front of him. The Chimera smacked into it and was thrown backwards. 
 
    Briar had thought the thirty or so Magic Knights would easily be able to mow over Carabosso, the sorceress, and the two dark mages with them, but the knights had arrived in the nick of time, for Donaigh was sprawled on the ground, and Firra was fast running out of power. 
 
    We could still lose. 
 
    “Rosalinda!” Angelique shouted. She was fighting with the two dark mages, and behind her the sorceress threw dark orbs on the ground. Each erupted into another Chimera. “Look up!” 
 
    Briar spun around, and her heart sang. Flying overhead were three swans. They wore an ingenious hookup of ropes that allowed them to carry a sword suspended between them. They circled, and Isaia squinted up at them. 
 
    “Is that…?” 
 
    He didn’t get a chance to finish, for bright light enveloped the swans, cutting the ropes off them.  
 
    The sword fell and struck the ground blade first. 
 
    The three swans—now impossible to see in the white light that surrounded them—hurtled like rocks and hit the ground with tremendous cracks that made bits of dust and debris spiral around them. 
 
    When the light faded, it was not swans that stood before Briar, but two women and a man. One of the women was clothed in a white shirt and a black pinafore. Her bangs drooped over her eyes, but when she grabbed a spear from a fallen goblin and twirled it, she did it with such skill, Briar couldn’t help but gape. 
 
    The other girl wore black trousers, a white shirt, and was barefoot. She shoved her hair—ash blonde at the roots and corn silk at the tips—out of her face. “That was beyond dangerous. We are never doing that again! Angelique, do you hear me? We are smugglers—not thieves!” 
 
    “Technically, it was not stealing as the princess has a right to the sword.” The lady enchantress jabbed a finger at the dark mage that was attempting to loop chains of black magic around her, smacking him in the face with a wet fish. 
 
    The attack was an odd one, but it admittedly stunned and distracted the mage. 
 
    “Oh, is that why you told us under no circumstances could anyone find out what we were doing?” the beautifully wild blonde girl snorted. 
 
    “Princess, meet Nadia and Misha of the Black Swan Smugglers, and their leader, Odette, the Swan Queen.” Angelique crouched, missing another chain of black magic. 
 
    “Stop calling me that!” Though her words came out as a snarl, the Swan Queen caught three daggers the man—Misha—threw at her. With reckless abandon, she waded into the thick of things after Nadia. The woman fought with great ease though she was barely armed and still barefoot. 
 
    Briar lunged for the legendary sword, almost giddy with glee when she recognized the blue and gold edging. She touched it, shivering when she felt its whispery magic brush the back of her mind, and pulled it from the ground with a grunt. “Isaia!” 
 
    Isaia, having hooked his shield on Valor, was about to plunge back into battle with his two-handed sword. When he saw what Briar held, he took a step back. “No. Briar—Princess Rosalinda—you can’t!” 
 
    “Too bad, my blood says I can.” Briar stubbornly dragged the sword towards him. 
 
    “It will hurt you!” He backed away. 
 
    “No, it won’t,” Briar said. 
 
    Isaia removed his helm and shook his head. Briar hated the disbelief she saw in his eyes. “It will. I’m not worthy—it won’t accept me.” 
 
    She wanted to wring his neck. Again he didn’t believe her! But as the sword warmed her hands, it occurred to her. Is it me, or himself he’s doubting? Briar glanced at the chaos of the battlefield—the sorceress had Angelique pinned and was using her to keep the knights away from her. Carabosso was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Isaia, you told me once I would be the perfect queen—the queen Sole needs. Do you still think that?” 
 
    “Of course,” Isaia said. 
 
    “Then you have to believe me when I say this sword is yours. I’m not giving it to you because I love you. I’m giving it to you because you are what a Magic Knight of Sole is supposed to be. The sword recognizes you. I recognize you. The only way this will end badly is if you don’t recognize it in yourself.” 
 
    Isaia’s forehead wrinkled as he stared at the sword Briar tilted hilt-first in his direction. 
 
    “Do you trust me?” Briar asked. 
 
    “Always,” Isaia said. 
 
    “Then take the sword.” 
 
    Isaia yanked his sea green eyes up to meet her gaze. He swallowed sharply, and Briar could still see the fear in his eyes, but he reached out in trust and grasped the hilt, keeping his eyes on her. 
 
    Briar smiled. “Thank you.” She looked down at the sword. Now how do I do this?  
 
    The magic in the sword tickled her mind, and Briar placed her left hand on the blade and lightly squeezed. The edge bit into her fingers, dotting the blade with her blood. 
 
    “Blaze…Faro!” Briar shouted. 
 
    She and Isaia were encircled in a column of light. Tufts of grass and rocks began to float around them, and Briar couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was looking at her, inspecting her soul. Something clicked into place, and the sword sucked up the light and burned white hot. 
 
    Isaia turned toward the magical battle and swung the sword—which produced a white light that sliced through the earth as it sped towards the sorceress, hitting her straight on. 
 
    She screamed as the attack flung her backwards. When she collapsed, she lay there, smoldering and racked with spasms. The ground between her and Isaia was gouged as if a giant had dragged a sword and made a ditch. 
 
    “Well.” Briar blinked at the deep ridge. “That worked nicely.” 
 
    Isaia lifted the sword and stared at it. “Stay here,” he ordered Briar. He swung up on Valor, her white dapples gleaming in the faint light, and galloped towards the battle. 
 
    Briar sagged with relief. With three—now four—legendary knights fighting, there was no way they would lose. Briar scanned the area, looking for Misfit, and thought she saw her horse trot back into Tavo. 
 
    Every muscle in her ached, but Briar forced herself to jog after her misplaced mount. “Misfit,” she called as she reached the edge of the town. “Misfit!” She didn’t see him, so she climbed through the wreckage, walking two streets into the empty town. “Misfit?” 
 
    “Hello, Princess.”  
 
    Briar whirled around.  
 
    Carabosso had walked out of her nightmares and stood between her and the way she had come—the way back to the knights and mages. “I’ve been waiting for you.” He might have been handsome with his dark hair, fine robes, and fair complexion, if not for the wrongness that enveloped him like a cloud. His disturbing black eyes were empty—any humanity in him had long been broken—and the red mark branded into his forehead seemed to glow for a moment. He was worse in reality than in her dreams, for the nightmares hadn’t conveyed the depth of the darkness in which he was content to dwell. 
 
    Briar swallowed. “Carabosso.” Her voice shook. 
 
    He smiled. “What great luck. Here I thought I would have to introduce myself, and that would be terribly awkward.” He tilted his head. “You’ve been a pest, you know. You’re worse than a spider. You should have gone down with the hellhound, down with the curse, down so many times—but you keep living. Terribly impertinent of you.” 
 
    “Why are you so fixated on me? I can’t do anything—I’m not a threat.” Briar backed away, wondering if she dared to turn her back to him and run. Could I scream for help before he kills me? Maybe Delanna is still here. 
 
    “Correct. You are nothing, little more than a speck of dust in the scheme of things. I said as much, but they insisted I use you to turn Sole on its heels.” Carabosso rolled his eyes. 
 
    Briar froze. Though her fear screamed at her to run, she knew she had just stumbled on something important. “They?” 
 
    Carabosso lifted an eyebrow and looked down his nose at her. “There’s nothing at all special about you. You’re a princess in name only; you have no hidden powers, no loyal country at your bidding, and you certainly aren’t a tactical genius. But it seems in their obsessive studying, they have become paranoid. So you are my assignment.” His expression turned dark and he snarled, “But you won’t die, and that makes me look like an idiot!” 
 
    More than ever, Briar burned with the knowledge that she had to survive. What Firra and Donaigh suspected…it could only be the tip of the iceberg if Carabosso was assigned to attack her. I have to tell them—I have to tell Angelique! 
 
    Briar bolted, aiming for an alleyway. “Misfit! Delanna!” 
 
    “Oh, no you don’t.” Carabosso snapped his fingers and murmured dark words under his breath. Red strands of magic rose up from the ground and grabbed Briar like a bear trap. They wrapped around her arms and legs and held her in place, burning wherever they touched. 
 
    “You can’t do anything to defeat me, Princess Rosalinda Talia d’Avalas.” Carabosso circled her like a hungry wolf. “You are powerless. Though you may claim royal blood, you’re not royal at all.” 
 
    Pain made Briar’s vision swim, but she could feel her knife cinched to her belt. Could she…? If she lured him in close enough…She grit her teeth and forced herself to speak, even though the burning of his red magic was so bad she could barely form words. “You seem to think I find all my worth in being a princess. I don’t.” 
 
    “Are you certain?” Carabosso laughed. “Because if you’re not a princess, what are you? A mere girl who can’t do a thing to save the country she loves.” 
 
    Briar laughed, then sucked in air from the pain her display had cost her. “If you think it is only princesses who can do anything, you are sorely mistaken.” She shifted. The pain increased, but she could still move. 
 
    Carabosso strolled closer so he could lean close enough to her face that his breath touched her. “Then show me, Princess. What can you—one who is disliked and rejected—do as a mere girl?” 
 
    “This.” Bracing against the pain, Briar snatched the knife from her belt and, as Firra had taught her, stabbed Carabosso in the shoulder. 
 
    He cried out with pain, but Briar wasn’t done. Though his burning magic wrapped around her, the endless drilling with Isaia kicked in. She reached up and jabbed her thumbs in his eyes, wrapped her hands around his forehead and yanked his head so his nose smashed into her skull. 
 
    Stabbed, blinded, and most likely sporting a broken nose based on the crunch it had made, Carabosso shouted with pain. He spat a word of dark magic, and Briar felt the tendrils of his magic start to cut into her skin. 
 
    Frantic, she kneed him in the gut then pushed him away. He collapsed with a groan…but Briar couldn’t run.  
 
    The pain was so intense she could barely breathe, and she fell to the ground, perilously close to blacking out.  
 
    Carabosso sat up and wrenched Briar’s knife from his shoulder. “You wretch!” He tried to stand but fell again, his eyes watering from her jab. 
 
    Once again, he sat up, but a crossbow bolt hit him exactly where Briar had nailed him, and he toppled over, screaming. 
 
    Delanna appeared with a whirl of skirts. “Leave her alone!” She yanked Carabosso up by his shoulders then slammed him into the ground again and again as she continued to scream. “Leave the princess alone!” 
 
    Briar could tell the moment he lost consciousness, for his red magic dissipated, and she could breathe again. “D-Delanna.” She grimaced—even speaking hurt. 
 
    Delanna dropped Carabosso, who flopped over, and scrambled to her side. “P-Princess? Briar? Can you hear me?” 
 
    Briar shakily raised her hand and, giving Delanna a thumbs-up, said, “Good job.” 
 
    Delanna abruptly sat. “I thought I was too late.” 
 
    “Nope. Ugh. Perfect timing.” Briar groaned as she tried to move without much success. “You haven’t happened to see my horse around, have you?” 
 
    Whether it was the long day, the sheer relief, or the dissipating adrenaline, both of the girls started laughing. 
 
    When Firra found them, they were still laughing, and the handsome Carabosso—banged up, bruised, and bleeding—was still unconscious.  
 
    The fire mage whistled. “Remind me not to pick a fight with the two of you.” 
 
    Briar—still having a hard time breathing without pain—laughed. “Idiot magic user didn’t bother to learn any self-defense.” 
 
    “Magic,” Delanna solemnly said. “It can be a crutch.” 
 
    The girls erupted into laughter again, and Firra scratched the back of her neck. “I think I should summon Angelique to come take a look at you two.” 
 
    “Have her look for my horse, too,” Briar said, giggling. 
 
    Firra held her hand up and blasted a blue ball of fire into the sky. “Of course, Little Rose. Just sit back and rest for now.” 
 
    Briar finally managed to uncurl herself, and she stretched while she waited for the beautiful lady enchantress to arrive. As Firra stroked her forehead, she watched Delanna prod Carabosso in the cheek with an arrow. And she drifted off to sleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    A Happy Ending 
 
      
 
    The rising sun cast pink and orange hues over the quaint village of Ippari. It was a balm to Briar’s soul as she stroked Misfit’s neck and watched the sea of colorful tents the Magic Knights had pitched for medical spaces and the evacuees. 
 
    It was over. Carabosso had been defeated, and the other dark mages and the sorceress had fled. A small contingent of knights had chased them all the way to the Loire border. They were gone. 
 
    Briar still ached from Carabosso’s attack. She had nothing to show for it but a few bruises and cuts, but Angelique had explained to her—when she woke up as they were transporting her to Ippari the previous night—that the spell used on her was one of the nastier spells in a dark mage’s arsenal, and that it was incredible she had been able to move while it was cast on her. She would likely be in pain for a few days, even with Angelique’s healing powers. 
 
    She leaned into Misfit and gratefully breathed in his horsey scent. Today she would return to Ciane, to her grandfather. Even though Briar knew he would be furious, she didn’t regret her actions. 
 
    After she had left, Sir Roberto and Sir Franco had talked the Magic Knights of Sole around. Briar was not sure exactly what was said, but a majority of the knights left Ciane to ride north in search of Carabosso. That was how the group Sir Lucio and Sir Roberto led had found them and been able to signal to the group led by Sir Artemio and Sir Virgilio before joining the battle. 
 
    Moreover, Isaia had been welcomed heartily into the ranks of Legendary Knighthood. He was the youngest in two generations—or so Sir Franco had told Briar in the hours of twilight, trying to distract her as Angelique applied her soothing healing magic—and it was apparent Faro, the sword, was a perfect match for him. He had expelled more power during the battle than the other three legendary knights combined. 
 
    Privately, Briar suspected it was because Isaia put more of his heart on the line when he fought, and she would not be surprised if suddenly the other legendary knights found they were more powerful as well. 
 
    She did not know how permanent the change in morale would be for the Magic Knights of Sole. She would know for certain when she returned to King Giuseppe and saw for herself how they reacted to his ire. But she was selfishly grateful Isaia was a legendary knight, for no one—not even the king—could punish a newly minted legendary knight who had played a key role in defeating Carabosso. 
 
    How generous the king would be to his thieving granddaughter, Briar did not know. She did not have much hope.  
 
    Briar sighed and patted Misfit’s side. 
 
    “Are you in pain?” 
 
    Briar peered over her shoulder and smiled fondly at Isaia. “Not unbearably so. I think everyone is nursing some sort of ache after yesterday. Poor Delanna’s fingers are worse for the wear.” 
 
    Isaia joined her, looking out at the peaceful picture Ippari made. He wasn’t wearing his armor, but boots, trousers, and a loose-fitting black doublet that was unbuttoned, revealing his white undershirt. “There were very few casualties from Tavo. It appears we arrived just in time.” 
 
    “I’m glad—though I fear the majority of their town is little more than wreckage,” Briar said. 
 
    “Your grandfather will send aid so they can rebuild,” Isaia said. 
 
    “I’m glad you, at least, are confident in his generosity,” Briar said. 
 
    Isaia pressed his lips together but said nothing more. 
 
    Briar sighed again—a much deeper sound that was close to a groan. I have to talk to him about my curse, or things will never clear up between us. “I-I spoke impulsively when I first woke after the curse broke,” she said. “I was surprised so much time had passed…and I was hurt you trusted me so little. But it is still no excuse. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Isaia rested his hand on the hilt of the legendary sword, as if drawing strength from it. “No, it is I who should apologize. I must be honest and admit it was my own fear and selfishness that kept me from waking you earlier, not any disbelief in you.” 
 
    Briar squinted up at him in surprise. “Oh?” 
 
    Isaia was quiet for a few unbearably long moments. “I was afraid I would never be worthy of the call placed on your life. I knew it when I fell in love with you when you were simply Briar Rose and I was simply Isaia. I knew I could never have you…and I didn’t think I could bear letting you go if I did kiss you.” 
 
    She had to focus to keep her jaw shut. He had been in love with her that long? How had she not noticed? Isaia was taciturn and unemotional, yes, but he was her closest friend! 
 
    “I thought I needed to stand aside so you could find someone who could bring honor to you.” Isaia shifted his stance slightly and stared at Ippari. “But I should have known better. You have never cared about such things, and your loyalty is as strong as my own. I apologize, Briar. I allowed my fears to cloud what I knew about you.” 
 
    Briar swallowed and finally found the strength to talk again. “You love me?” she squeaked. 
 
    A slight smile curled on Isaia’s lips, and he gazed down at her. “Since you confessed to me when you were fourteen.” 
 
    His words and the unmistakable tenderness in his eyes made Briar blush and want to go hide in a hole. But this is everything I’ve ever wanted! She looked down and noticed the way his hands twitched. 
 
    “I don’t know that I’ll be given the chance to tell you again,” Isaia said. “So I want you to know that you are my true love. It has always been you. It will always only be you. As a magic knight, it is my honor to protect the country, to protect you. I will do everything in my power to see that you are safe and happy.” 
 
    “But what if I would be happiest being with you?” Briar asked. 
 
    His hands twitched again. “There is nothing that would bring me more joy, but I’m afraid such a thing is beyond me.” His voice was lined with regret. 
 
    Maybe so…but it is not beyond me! Caught by the thought, Briar perked. A half-formed idea twirled in her mind. Perhaps there was a way to maneuver her grandfather into accepting a marriage with Isaia. 
 
    “Do you mean it?” she asked. She was afraid her heart was in her face as she looked up at him, her chest tight. 
 
    He smiled sadly. “I would marry you in a second if I didn’t think your grandfather would punish you horribly and break it off. You are my world,” Isaia whispered. He brushed her cheek with his thumb, and Briar could have sworn she felt both yearning and gentleness in that one light touch. 
 
    She bit her lip. “If I can…would you trust me? Would you believe that I can make a place for us?” 
 
    “He will punish you.” 
 
    Briar chuckled wryly. “Oh, no he won’t. He won’t have room to disapprove! Court life has been good for me. I am much better at carrying out my plans now. But…do you really want it? Us, I mean?” 
 
    “Of course,” Isaia said. “It cuts that you doubt me—though I do deserve it.” 
 
    Her cheeks heated again. “Well, it’s just the one time we kissed, you seemed pretty despondent,” she said. His hands are twitching again—maybe Angelique should check him over? “And Donaigh hugs me more than you do, so I wondered—” 
 
    Before she could finish, Isaia swept her up in his arms and kissed her soundly. She didn’t know what shocked her more: that Isaia clearly knew she was too short to reach him without his help, or that the twitching problem was most likely a symptom of him fighting to keep his hands to himself. But neither mattered, for she felt overwhelming love and tenderness as he held her in his arms and kissed her with enough strength to make her toes curl in her slippers.  
 
    Relief and joy burned in her heart. 
 
    Isaia’s insistent lips, emboldened embrace, and frantically beating heart told her more than any words could. 
 
    She was not alone in her adoration. Sir Isaia—the Legendary Knight of the Two-Handed Sword—loved her. She had been awakened and desired by her true love. 
 
    Sorry, Grandfather. You aren’t going to win this one. 
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    Isaia could not help the love in his eyes as he watched Briar, riding a content Misfit, giggle with Lady Delanna.  
 
    He rode with Sir Virgilio behind the pair, and though he could not hear their conversation, it was clear both girls were in high spirits. 
 
    “I must apologize, Sir Isaia.” Virgilio’s brow was furrowed, and he stared at the backs of his horse’s ears. “I have been rather unfair to you.” 
 
    Isaia pulled his attention away from Briar and studied his fellow legendary knight. “In what way?” 
 
    “I cast judgment on you because of your devotion to Princess Rosalinda,” Virgilio said. “I couldn’t comprehend what she had done to deserve your loyalty. Now…I do.” 
 
    Isaia smiled fondly. “She is incredible.” 
 
    Virgilio lifted his gaze to the sky. “She has a strength and conviction that has long been lost in this country. She sees things the way we should, and will not rest when she realizes it is not the way things are. And she is strong enough to stand when no one will join her.” He offered Isaia a thin smile. “She really will be a magnificent queen.” 
 
    “I don’t think we’ve seen such a monarch since the Queen of Hearts,” Sir Artemio said as he joined them. 
 
    “But she’s different,” Sir Lucio added from directly behind them. “The Queen of Hearts played the game of crowns. She swindled everyone and won.” Sir Lucio’s eyes narrowed. “Princess Rosalinda…she won’t buckle or budge. She’ll tell the world straight to its face that it’s wrong.” 
 
    The other knights fell silent, but Isaia leaned back in his saddle, encouraged for Briar’s sake. He had always seen in her the ability to be great, and it had pained him that many of the other knights did not. But if they could see it, too…the Magic Knights of Sole would support her. Isaia knew this in his soul. 
 
    “Things will change in Ciane, and in Sole,” Sir Artemio predicted. “The princess is right. We must take the initiative to serve and protect. It is our purpose and our honor.” 
 
    The group was quiet, and from the back of the escort, Isaia could hear Donaigh complaining. 
 
    “It was not my fault I dropped first—they cheated. When I threw up one of my shields, they unleashed a backlash spell.” 
 
    “They were dark mages. They only cheat. It’s your fault for falling into their trap,” Firra said. “So it is for your own good that I will be forced to remind you of your shameful failure for the next decade.” 
 
    “Can we do something to help her?” Virgilio asked, shattering the knights’ silence. “Something to lessen whatever blow King Giuseppe will deliver to her?” 
 
    Sir Artemio frowned thoughtfully. 
 
    “We can trust her,” Isaia said. “She told me she will bring us through this. I believe her.” 
 
    A shallow smile returned to Virgilio’s face. “If her own legendary knight says it, we can only fall in line.” 
 
    Sir Franco trotted past them on his horse and piped in. “It might be explosive!” 
 
    Sir Lucio raised an eyebrow. “It might be fun.” 
 
    “The princess was raised by Magic Knights,” Sir Artemio said. “Previously I did not see the value in that, but I think now we all do.” 
 
    Isaia’s heart squeezed with painful hope. Briar promised him she would get her grandfather to agree to their marriage. He believed her…because he knew she was that kind of woman. 
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    As a flood of messengers had been sent back and forth between Ippari and the capital during the few days Briar and the Magic Knights recovered, all of Ciane knew what had happened and knew what Briar had done—what the knights had done.  
 
    In fact, the day Briar and a contingent force of the knights were due to return, Silk, Velvet, and Jewel were sent to meet them. The reunion was a joyful one. Briar was relieved to learn her ladies had not been more than sternly lectured for leading the guards around on a fruitless chase. (She was less relieved that they had brought with them a beautiful violet gown and sapphire earrings and bracelets.) 
 
    So Briar looked remarkably respectable as she rode into Ciane, her ladies-in-waiting behind her and the knights riding ahead and behind. 
 
    Crowds gathered up and down the streets. People cheered—for the new legendary knight, for the princess, for the defeat of Carabosso! Children threw down wild flowers some men and women played harps and flutes, and everybody was laughing. 
 
    Briar smiled and waved, doing her best to ingratiate herself with the people. It was they who would be the key in securing her future with Isaia. 
 
    Their procession wove through the streets of Ciane and eventually reached the gates to the palace. They passed through, entering the palace lawn where all the Magic Knights who had remained behind were turned out in their armor. Dozens of guards were there as well. The knights and guards were organized in separate formations, and they saluted as Briar and her little band waltzed by. 
 
    Lords and ladies were arranged in front of the palace, much the way they had been when she first arrived. Her family waited on the top of the entrance stairs, wearing fine clothes and their crown jewelry. 
 
    Briar glanced over her shoulder to ascertain that the commoners of Ciane had indeed flowed into the palace grounds so they could watch His Majesty receive Briar and the knights. 
 
    She tried to swallow, though her mouth felt pitifully dry as she slipped off Misfit and began to climb the stairs. Though she knew Delanna, Isaia, and the other legendary knights were behind her, she felt alone as she reached the top. 
 
    Her mother—tearful but smiling—and her father—grinning so big it looked like his face might split in half—embraced her. 
 
    “I was so worried,” her mother cried. 
 
    “We’re so proud,” her father said. 
 
    Again, Briar felt it hard to swallow—but this time not from fear. “Mother, Father…I’m home,” she whispered.  
 
    Her parents laughed, and the three of them almost knocked heads before Briar pulled away.  
 
    She turned to her stiff, formal grandfather, and hesitated. Do I hug him? Do I offer him a curtsey? His face was its usual expression of stone, so he didn’t appear angry, but Briar was willing to bet that he was seething on the inside. 
 
    In the end she decided to smile widely at him, and she performed the most elegant curtsey she could produce. In return, King Giuseppe gravely inclined his head to her. “Princess Rosalinda, daughter of my daughter Princess Alessia, my granddaughter, you have returned home in victory.” His voice was audible over the chatter of the crowds, silencing them as they craned their necks and listened. “Please, say a few words.” 
 
    Precise instructions had arrived with Silk, Velvet, and Jewel that outlined exactly what she was supposed to say. She was not to even mention that she and the knights had gone out without his permission, and instead was supposed to praise everyone for working together and strengthening the kingdom, perhaps say a few words about the battle, and introduce Isaia as a legendary knight. 
 
    Briar followed his instructions…almost exactly. 
 
    “The Magic Knights of Sole did our country proud in battle. They faced several Chimera, dark mages, and goblins with the aid of the Lady Enchantress Angelique, Mage Firra, and Mage Donaigh.” 
 
    Angelique had declined to come to Ciane with them. Reinforcements from the Veneno Conclave had arrived just in time to take charge of Carabosso, so she and the Black Swan Smugglers had whisked away after confirming the fleeing mages and sorceress had left Sole. Firra and Donaigh had returned, though, so Briar gestured to them as she spoke. 
 
    “Additionally, I am happy to announce that I had the great honor of bestowing a legendary weapon upon a worthy magic knight. Please allow me to introduce you to Sir Isaia—the Legendary Knight of the Two-Handed Sword!” 
 
    The commoners erupted into cheers, whistles, and stomps, and Briar was once again very glad they were present. Isaia joined her on the top of the staircase, as was planned, and bowed. He moved to leave, but Briar grabbed him by the hand and did not let go. 
 
    Feeling her grandfather’s questioning gaze on her, Briar rushed to add, “Additionally, I am happy to announce that it was Sir Isaia, my true love, who broke my curse and woke me—woke us—from our year-long sleep, and it is with my grandfather’s blessing that we will marry.” 
 
    She wrapped her arms around Isaia as the applause began. 
 
    “This is your plan?” Isaia murmured. 
 
    “Uh-huh. If they support us, do you really think Grandfather can afford to separate us?” Briar asked. She tilted her head up so she could peer into his eyes. “But this is it, Isaia. You might love me, but I know you don’t love the throne. This is your last chance to back out of marrying me.” Briar wasn’t stupid. Marrying her would be an act of open rebellion against the king—something outside of Isaia’s temperament. If he followed through with her, the honor he fought so hard for might never be recovered. 
 
    Isaia smiled and bent over her until his lips grazed her ear. “I will never let you go.” He kissed her there, in front of the nobles, in front of her family, in front of all of Ciane. This kiss was just as passionate as their previous one, but Briar could feel his possessive streak in the way he slid his arms around her and pressed his lips against hers. 
 
    No matter what happened next, Isaia would be with her. 
 
    When they finally parted and faced their audience with embarrassed smiles, there was less than a heartbeat before the cheering resumed with even greater enthusiasm. 
 
    The citizens of Ciane went crazy. Their cheers were so loud Briar could barely think, and her ears rang. The lords and ladies clapped politely, although they looked quite shocked. 
 
    There, she thought smugly. Even King Giuseppe wouldn’t dare make me marry anyone else after this. 
 
    If he did, the people would likely riot. Still, the move was not without its risks. She was afraid to predict what her parents would think. When she pulled back from Isaia, she looked up into his green eyes.  
 
    He smiled and squeezed her hand. 
 
    Encouraged, Briar took a breath and turned towards her family. 
 
    Prince Consort Filippo grinned widely. “I give you my blessing.” he said when the crowd’s deafening roar quieted to a noisy cheer. “I will rest easier knowing my darling has married a man who can keep her safe.” 
 
    Princess Alessia looked surprised by Briar’s declaration, but she was also politely clapping. “Is this what you want?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “It means a great deal more work for you,” Princess Alessia said. “As a Magic Knight, Isaia cannot help you rule.” 
 
    “I know,” Briar said. “But I love him.” 
 
    Princess Alessia nodded thoughtfully and looked back and forth between them. “Then Sir Isaia, I give you my blessing as well. For you are worthy of my precious daughter.” 
 
    Briar squeezed Isaia’s hand so tightly, she hoped it did not hurt him. She shivered when he pulled his hand from hers and instead curled an arm around her shoulders. She leaned into his side, drawing strength from his presence. Then, almost afraid to breathe, Briar turned to her grandfather. 
 
    King Giuseppe’s eyebrows were arched, and he looked perhaps a little more sour than usual. “It appears my congratulations are in order,” he said. “Although it seems I have already given them.”  He nodded gravely at Isaia and raised Briar’s hand to his lips for a kiss.  
 
    Briar was so relieved she almost felt lightheaded—he wasn’t going to stop her. It was a little alarming that he had given in so easily, but Briar knew him well enough to believe that he wouldn’t do anything dishonorable to break them apart. 
 
    It was settled. Isaia and Briar—finally free of everything that had worked to keep them apart—would marry. 
 
    Briar laughed and had to jump to wrap her arms around Isaia’s neck. He lifted her again, and his lips lingered near hers before he kissed her forehead. 
 
    Briar thought her heart would burst with joy as she leaned into Isaia and listened to the cheer of the crowds. 
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    Later, Briar braced herself for King Giuseppe’s retaliation. 
 
    It never came. 
 
    So when a great engagement feast was thrown at the end of the week, she was more than a little exhausted. 
 
    “Is anything wrong?” Isaia asked. He and Briar strolled the perimeter of the room, arm-in-arm, smiling at the many well-wishes and congratulations. 
 
    “I’m just a little confused about Grandfather,” Briar said. “I was prepared for a fight. He just…gave in.” 
 
    “You could ask him about it,” Isaia said. 
 
    “And invite trouble? Hah!” Briar deviously raised her eyebrows and peered around. No one was looking in their direction, so with great stealth she directed Isaia to one of the forever-abandoned patios connected to the hall. 
 
    Briar breathed deeply in the muted quiet of the outdoors. “Winter will come soon.” Their wedding was to be held in winter—so all the other countries could be alerted as to what had taken place in Sole, and so a small group of knights led by Sir Lucio could ride to Loire and inquire what they could do for the good of the continent. 
 
    “Not,” Isaia murmured, “soon enough.” 
 
    Briar smiled shyly up at him, and Isaia gently traced her jaw with his thumb and leaned over her. He froze when he was barely a hair’s breath away, then suddenly straightened with a frown. 
 
    Curious as to what made him stop, Briar turned just in time to see King Giuseppe leave the ballroom and join them on the patio. 
 
    Isaia bowed suavely. “Your Majesty.” 
 
    “I would like a few moments with my granddaughter, Sir Isaia.” 
 
    “Of course.” Isaia squeezed Briar’s hand and moved towards the ballroom, but the light in his eyes promised he wouldn’t be far. 
 
    Briar breathed deeply and smiled. “Thank you for the party, Grandfather.” 
 
    King Giuseppe stared at her with his usual rock-face expression. “Have you really loved Sir Isaia for so long?” 
 
    Briar had to clasp her hands together to keep from twiddling her thumbs. “Yes.” 
 
    “And what of your desire for an Easy-and-Carefee-Life?” 
 
    Briar blinked in surprise. It seemed like she had last thought of her scheme decades ago, and she didn’t know that she had discussed it with anyone since she arrived in Ciane. How did he come to learn of it? “It was something I invented because I didn’t think Isaia would ever have me.” 
 
    “So it was your second choice?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    King Giuseppe’s eyes barely slanted down. “Then I’m afraid I have done you a grave disservice.” 
 
    Briar tried to smile. “What do you mean?” 
 
    King Giuseppe looked out at the darkened palace lawn. “Sending you away was one of the hardest things I have ever done. It was difficult…to read about your growth in reports. But the more they described the warmth of your character, your intelligence, your joy…” He sighed. “Raising you away from the palace had to be done to save your life, but the transition from country life to princess would be difficult for anyone…and above that you would carry the weight of the country on your shoulders with your curse. You would be forced to deal with issues no other royal has. It didn’t seem fair to you.” 
 
    He rubbed his eyes. “So when I read of your desire to have an easy-going life…I thought you would hate it here. You were too smart not to know what being a princess would mean.” 
 
    Briar winced. She had been horrified to learn she was the cursed princess. 
 
    “The only thing I could think of doing was give you what you wanted: as easy a life as I could find. We could push your husband to rule.” King Giuseppe and Briar locked eyes. “The life of a monarch is difficult. You must weigh every action you make and ask if it is for the best for the country. And when you fail, as I have recently, you must live with the knowledge that lives were stolen—ruined—because of your selfishness. I couldn’t let Carabosso take you from me again, Rosalinda.” 
 
    Briar’s heart melted. She had thought King Giuseppe was her greatest obstacle. But perhaps it was really that he knew her better than she ever believed, and though she had spent most of her life never knowing who he was, he had always known she was his precious granddaughter. 
 
    Her eyes teared up. “Oh, Beppe,” she whispered. She threw her arms around him, startling the brusque man. 
 
    He was stiff, but after a moment or two, he thawed and gruffly patted her back. 
 
    Briar pressed her face into his solid shoulder. “When everyone told me who I really was, I knew life would never be the same…but I accepted it. It meant I had a family—I was loved. All I wanted was to be accepted into the family. I’m not afraid of work—I’m a d’Avalas!” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    Briar pulled back so she could take his hands in hers. “And I have you to teach me. As a little girl, I knew we had a good king. Now, though we butt heads, I am proud to call you my grandfather. So please…please let it be more than in name only.” 
 
    King Giuseppe nodded, his eyes just as tear-filled as hers. “Of course, Rose. Of course.” 
 
    Things would change in Sole, for the following day, grave King Giuseppe (who had for so long shouldered the burden of protecting his family), welcomed the courageous Princess Rosalinda Talia d’Avalas—the Briar Rose—into the governmental meetings. 
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    Briar paced up and down Aeternum Hall, trying to settle her nerves. 
 
    “Your Highness,” Jewel tisked. “You are going to step on the train of your gown if you keep twisting like that.” 
 
    It was her wedding day—her long-awaited wedding day. Ciane was stuffed with government officials, lords, ladies, and commoners who had stormed the city to see the wedding of the much-sighed-over couple. The Briar Rose and her legendary knight Isaia had been welcomed and accepted as possessing the most romantic love story Sole had ever heard. 
 
    Foreign royals were present—thankfully not Prince Johann of Erlauf, as no one, not even him, had figured out how she had once scorned him—as were a slew of mages. 
 
    Briar’s joy was so great she could hardly contain it! 
 
    …But the ceremony didn’t start for another ten minutes. So Briar kicked up her heels out of sight in the Aeternum Hall, wearing her wedding gown of white and gold with an overdress of costly lace. 
 
    Delanna stopped her so she could adjust the veil pinned in Briar’s chestnut locks. “Don’t worry, Your Highness. You look lovely. And Sir Isaia wouldn’t notice if you pranced down the aisle in the pig-girl’s kirtle anyway.” 
 
    Briar chuckled and resumed her pacing, though at a much slower rate. She strolled along the wall that held the gleaming legendary weapons, eyeing the halberd as she passed it. 
 
    For some weeks now, she had felt its whispery pull. She had more than a small hunch it was meant for Sir Franco, but she wanted to wait until she was certain. 
 
    She sauntered on, then froze when she felt a new whisper in the back of her mind. Shocked, she whipped around to stare at the weapon: a gleaming crossbow. 
 
    A smug smile spread across her lips and threatened to break her face. Unable to keep her mirth in, she laughed outright. 
 
    Velvet smiled fondly.  
 
    Silk shook her head in exasperated affection. “She is so excited about her wedding.” 
 
    Briar strolled on, barely able to contain her glee as she grinned at Delanna, who gave her a puzzled frown. 
 
    Beppe is going to die when I tell him I’m going to have the first female magic knight—and the Legendary Knight of the Crossbow! 
 
    The End 
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