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      If my sister is the queen, what does that make me?

      Well, I’m still her sister.

      It’s been more than 5 months since Briar Rose married Prince William and ascended to the throne, becoming the queen of our kingdom. Last winter was nothing short of extraordinary. How did we manage to overcome it all? From a talking bear knocking on our front door to being kidnapped by a warlock, uncovering Mother’s hidden powers, her tragic death, her resurrection, breaking the warlock’s curse, and the astonishing revelation of the bear’s true identity as the prince of our kingdom.

      What a winter it had been!

      After Briar Rose’s coronation, she and her husband, King William, graciously extended an invitation for Mother and me to live with them in the castle. However, Mother politely declined the offer, asserting that we ought to lead our own lives. Briar Rose’s life was now intertwined with royalty and fortune and she should relish it. Meanwhile, we should continue on our own paths.

      I wholeheartedly agreed with Mother’s decision.

      Life in the castle undoubtedly had its allure, but it wasn’t what I desired. Yes, I yearned for more, for something beyond my current existence, but not within the confines of royalty. Besides, Mother wouldn’t have allowed it, even if I had wanted to pursue such a path. She had always been protective of my sister and me, especially after Father’s passing. Rarely did she permit us to venture far from home. That’s precisely why I found solace in the company of animals around our house—they listened without telling you what to do.

      “Thank you, Mr. Squirrel,” I expressed my gratitude as the nimble creature on the lemon tree handed me the last lemon hanging from a branch. With Mother occupied with laundry, I took it upon myself to make lemonade for both of us. Hurrying to the kitchen with the lemons in my basket, memories of the days when Briar Rose and I used to prepare this delightful beverage during the winter flooded my mind. Not last winter, though.

      Oh, how I missed her!

      After I finished making the lemonade, I carried the tray with utmost care, ensuring not a drop of lemonade spilled. I headed to the backyard where Mother was busy with her laundry. As I approached her, a man dressed in attire befitting the castle handed her a letter. Curiosity piqued, I hastened to inquire about its contents. “What’s that, Mother?” I asked, a tinge of excitement in my voice.

      “It’s from your sister, and it’s meant for you,” she replied.

      “Oh, I wonder what has happened!” I handed her the tray of lemonade, simultaneously accepting the letter. Carefully tearing open the seal, I began to read aloud. “Dear Rosalba, my beloved sister, it has been far too long since we last laid eyes upon each other. You and Mother have not graced the castle with your presence. Nevertheless, I write this letter to share splendid news. Prince Jacob will be departing for La Sorbonne to study Humanities and Social Sciences and Law. I thought, perhaps, you would be interested in joining him. Come visit me at the castle and let’s discuss it. Please, bring Mother along—I miss her dearly. With all my love, Briar Rose.”

      La Sorbonne—a place I had heard Father mention in his teachings of medicine.

      I looked at Mother, searching for approval in her expression before even voicing the question. “Mother?”

      Regret and sorrow filled her eyes as she replied, “I’m sorry, my dear.” A wave of sadness washed over my face, threatening to spill as tears. “That school is very far,” she added.

      “But Mother,” I pleaded, my heart sinking. “My whole life… I’m just here. I’m alone, imprisoned, Mother,” I met her gaze, tears welling up in my eyes. “I want to have a life. I want to explore the world outside. But that doesn’t mean I have to leave you. After all is done, I’ll come back home to you. I promise.”

      Mother gently held my face, wiping away my tears with her finger. “My dear,” she said, her voice filled with a mix of tenderness and hesitation.

      “Please, let me,” I implored, desperation evident in my voice. “I can’t live like this anymore. You won’t even allow me to visit her,” I pleaded, my emotions reaching a breaking point.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice heavy with sadness.

      I felt my hope fading away, resigned to the thought of staying imprisoned within the walls of our home.

      “Tell your sister I miss her,” she suddenly said, her words causing confusion to surge within me.

      Was she granting me permission to go?

      I looked into her eyes, seeing a bittersweet smile accompanied by tears.

      “Mother,” I uttered, my voice filled with a mix of confusion and hope.

      “I’m sorry that I made you feel that way. I just wanted to protect you.”

      “Oh, Mother! Thank you! Thank you so much!” Overwhelmed by excitement, I rushed forward, embracing her tightly. However, in my exuberance, I inadvertently caused the lemonade to spill, staining our dresses. “Oops, I’m so sorry. I’ll go and change.”

      “Ahem,” a polite cough interrupted our moment.

      To our surprise, the man who had delivered the letter stood by his carriage, still present. “Lady Rosalba, the Queen eagerly awaits your arrival. She has sent this carriage to escort you and your mother to the castle,” he declared.

      “Just give me a moment,” I replied hastily, rushing to my room to change my dress.

      Oh, how I anticipated this reunion with my beloved sister!
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      The walls of the castle never failed to amaze me. The last time I had set foot here was during my sister’s wedding last spring. The ceremony had been beautiful, but the memories of the night party that followed remained a nightmare for me.

      UGH!

      I despised even the thought of it. I’m a timid girl by nature. My mind may be expressive, but my thoughts rarely find their way to my lips. Words tend to remain locked within me. But that night had been an exception. I had done the unimaginable, at least unimaginable for someone like me. I had cursed at Prince Jacob. Yes, I cursed at a ROYAL. To his face, with my voice echoing throughout the castle.

      Why?

      Why had I done such a thing?

      And of all people, why him?

      Well, Prince Jacob—oh no, let me rephrase that—DRUNK Prince Jacob, had been completely out of control, reveling in his intoxicated state and having the time of his life to ruin mine!
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        * * *

      

      *TING TING TING* A glass rings. All eyes turned towards Prince Jacob as he called for everyone’s attention, champagne glass in hand.

      “Everyone, I’d like to make a toast,” he began. “My brother, William—no, King William. Brother, I’m genuinely happy for you.” His voice clearly betrayed his drunken state. “Truly, I am. My brother and I are incredibly close. We share a small age gap of just five years, so we practically grew up together” His face carried a tinge of sorrow.

      “We did everything together. We played together, learned together, and often got into trouble together. Most of it was because of my own mischievousness.” The crowd chuckled, seemingly familiar with the prince’s antics. “But now, our mother is gone, and my brother has found the love of his life, his queen to care for and love. I’ll be left behind once again. I’ll be alone. I’ll be—” Prince Jacob’s voice cracked, on the verge of tears, but King William interrupted him.

      “Hey, hey,” King William interjected, holding Prince Jacob’s face gently, tapping it softly. “That’s enough now. You’ve had too much to drink.” He tried to guide his brother into his arms, but Prince Jacob resisted.

      “No! You’re leaving me, just like everyone else did!” Prince Jacob exclaimed, breaking free from King William’s grasp. As he stumbled backward, he collided with a chair and tumbled into the three-tiered cake, enveloping me in the process. Yes, he fell—onto me hugging the cake. I had only been there to grab a slice of cake; I did not expect to receive the entire package.

      The crowd fell into stunned silence. Every gaze was fixed upon us on the floor, like a sandwich with the cake between us. Embarrassment overwhelmed me, causing my thoughts to slip away. And so, I uttered the words, “You son of a bitch!” The onlookers were shocked, more so than when we had fallen into this mess. I had dared to curse the prince, and maybe the late queen too. Though it was a wasted effort since he had been unconscious when I uttered those words.
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        * * *

      

      I hurried away that fateful night, the cake’s icing smeared all over me. Embarrassment had become an integral part of my existence and ever since that incident, I had avoided exposing myself to the eyes of others.

      “Sister!”

      “Aaaahhh!” I screamed.

      My thoughts were abruptly interrupted as Briar Rose tapped me on the shoulder. My startled voice reverberated to the towering castle walls, and she burst into laughter. “You always try to startle me!” I exclaimed.

      “And I always succeed!” she playfully replied.

      “Well, you seem to possess the perfect talent for it,” I teased. I regained my composure, noticing how resplendent she looked in her crimson gown and shimmering crown. I straightened my posture and greeted her formally.

      “I apologize for my behavior, my Queen,” I said, bowing my head.

      She gently lifted my chin with her finger as I inclined myself in a bow. “Enough of that. And don’t ever do it again. We’re sisters! Besides, you’re technically a princess,” she declared.

      “A princess? No way! I could never fit the mold of a princess. Just as Mother said to you, I respectfully decline the offer.”

      We both chuckled as I mimicked Mother’s words.

      “Come here. I’ve missed you so much!” Briar Rose exclaimed, embracing me. I reciprocate the gesture, feeling the depth of my own longing for her.

      “Where is Mother?” she inquired.

      “Briar Rose, Mother insisted that if you missed her, you should visit her yourself,” I replied.

      “Well, she’s still my mother. No queen could ever surpass the role of a mother. I will visit her very soon. Please convey my message, okay? I’ve also prepared some gifts for both of you. I’ve packed a few new dresses made from fabrics imported from Paris. Would you like to try some of them?” she said.

      “Really? Dresses like yours?” I pointed at her exquisite attire.

      “Oh no, dear! This is just a glimpse. There is a wide variety of colors and designs to choose from! Come!”

      Just as we were about to head toward the dresses, our attention was caught by the sight of King William standing behind us as we turned around.

      “Your Majesty,” I said, bowing respectfully.

      “Nice to see you, Lady Rosalba. Is your mother here with you?” he inquired.

      “No, Your Majesty. She has some matters to attend to,” I replied.

      “In that case, let’s drop the formalities,” he whispered, sharing a chuckle with Briar Rose.

      Confusion crept over me, unsure of what was unfolding before my eyes.

      “To me, family is family,” he stated warmly. “Join us for lunch,” he invited.

      We proceeded into the grand dining room, a space of opulence and splendor. The lofty ceilings adorned with magnificent chandeliers cast a warm glow over the room, while rich tapestries adorned the walls, adding a touch of elegance.

      Guided by a maid, I followed the path that led me to my designated seat at the long, polished table.

      As I settled into my chair, my eyes widened with anticipation at the feast laid out before me. The table overflowed with a cornucopia of savory delights, tempting my senses with the aroma of roasted meats, freshly baked bread, and an assortment of vibrant seasonal fruits. It was a banquet fit for royalty.

      As a result of excitement, I picked up a piece of fried chicken from the table and savored its deliciousness. In the midst of my delight, I noticed a peculiar sight. Both King William and Briar Rose had closed their eyes, their hands gently clasped together. Positioned at the head of the table, King William’s voice resonated through the room, initiating a moment of prayer that embraced us all.

      Realizing my misstep, I swiftly set down the golden, crispy fried chicken I had begun to savor, a blush coloring my cheeks. Embarrassment washed over me, wondering if my inadvertent action had caught anyone else’s attention.

      In that moment, as if the universe delighted in irony, my gaze met Prince Jacob’s. He entered the dining room, his eyes fixed on my direction. The corners of his mouth twitched, fighting back a chuckle. It seemed that wherever Prince Jacob was present, embarrassment lurked closely behind to attack me.

      I averted my gaze, my face growing warmer with each passing second. My stolen glances in his direction sought clues to his reaction. Did he find my blunder amusing? Or was he merely deriving entertainment at my expense? The uncertainty fueled my frustration.

      With the conclusion of the King’s prayer, Prince Jacob’s voice resounded, breaking the silence. “You may now resume enjoying the fried chicken, my Lady,” he declared, mischief dancing in his eyes as his words were directed specifically at me.

      Heat flooded my cheeks, intensifying my embarrassment. I was rendered speechless, unsure of how to respond. Laughter filled the room as King William and Briar Rose joined in, finding amusement in the situation.

      King William, ever the mediator, interjected, addressing his brother. “Enough of your jesting, brother. Let us partake in the meal.”

      Relieved by the diversion, I gratefully returned my attention to the feast before me, savoring the delectable flavors while attempting to recover from the momentary humiliation. I tried to stay silent as possible and pretended that didn’t happen.

      My stomach had reached its limit, signaling that it was time to curb my indulgence in the mouth watering feast spread before me. However, my taste buds and cravings still clamored for more. These dishes were a rare luxury we never had at home, so I couldn’t resist seizing this opportunity.

      In the midst of savoring each delectable morsel, King William called my name, abruptly pulling me from my culinary reverie.

      “Rosalba, did you receive your sister’s letter?” he inquired.

      “Yes, Your Majesty, it’s why I came,” I replied.

      His expression held a touch of bewilderment, as if he had something important to convey.

      I recalled his earlier mention of dropping formalities, and it dawned on me that he wished to establish a more casual rapport.

      “I’m sorry, I just don’t know how to address you,” I explained.

      “Well, William is fine,” he suggested.

      “Okay, William. It still feels strange, but if that’s your preference,” I responded.

      “So, have you considered it?” he asked.

      Do I consider it?

      Well, I did, and that’s why I’m here.

      Until now, when I suddenly realized that all I was thinking when I received that letter was getting away, going somewhere else, leaving the suffocating home I’ve been trapped in for a very long time, and having a life of my own in my own ways and wants. The cost of it never comes to mind. And now, it does. I don’t think I can afford getting to that school. It’s very far and I don’t have the means to support myself. Plus, I don’t speak French. It’s gonna be hard.

      “Rosalba has always wanted to study in college, haven’t you, Sister?” Briar Rose interjected, joining the conversation.

      “Yes, but…”

      “Well, La Sorbonne can make that dream a reality,” he declared, swiftly cutting my words off.

      “I know, but…”

      “Father would be so proud of you,” Briar Rose interrupted me this time as she chimed in.

      “I’m just…”

      “And where is your mother, by the way? The last time I saw her was at our wedding,” once again King William interrupted me.

      “She’s occupied with something,” I replied, feeling my patience wearing thin.

      “Tomorrow afternoon, you can leave with Jacob, Rosalba. I’ll assist in your preparations,” Briar Rose proclaimed.

      “Yes. So, are you ready, Rosalba?” King William asked, but before I could respond, Briar Rose interjected once more.

      “In four years’ time, you’ll become whoever you wanted to be, Ros-”

      “Wait!” I exclaimed, my voice reverberating, cutting Briar Rose off mid-sentence. I couldn’t contain myself any longer. Their voices are fighting in my head racing to reach my understanding. The room fell into an astonished silence. All eyes were on me, including the maids, who seemed to be watching with keen interest. “I’m sorry, but for once, you need to listen to me,” I added. My voice pleading in frustration.

      “Sister, what’s gotten into you?” Briar Rose asked, her expression reflecting disappointment.

      “I apologize. Perhaps I overwhelmed you with all this discussion,” King William interjected, attempting to diffuse the tension.

      “No, I should be the one apologizing for my behavior. I’m sorry,” I replied, mustering the courage to speak my mind. “La Sorbonne is far away and likely expensive. I lack the means to support myself and finance my education there.”

      “Your sister is the queen, for God’s sake,” Jacob muttered, still engrossed in his plate.

      “No one asked for your opinion, Your Royal Highness, thank you,” I retorted sarcastically, causing Prince Jacob to pause his eating and shoot me a glare. “Moreover, I don’t want to rely on my sister for my life and future.”

      “Rosalba, that’s what families do — they help each other. It’s perfectly fine,” King William reassured.

      “I appreciate your offer, but I can’t just rely on my sister. I believe I need to work for what I should get,” I firmly stated.

      Briar Rose’s face hardened as she stared at me. “You are going to study in La Sorbonne, Rosalba,” she declared.

      I met her gaze, unwavering in my stance. “You’re starting to sound like Mother. I can’t afford it, so I won’t go,” I said. My words seemed to strike a nerve as her brows furrowed in anger.

      “So, you’re content to remain confined to our home, with no purpose or ambition? Trapped in that little house, spending your days talking with animals all day? Is that the life you truly wanted?” Her voice rose and her face flushed with frustration.

      “Rose,” King William interjected, reaching out to hold her hands, his touch a gentle attempt to stop her.

      “It’s my life, not yours. I’ll do what I can to live on its terms. Unlike you, I can’t live the life of someone I’m not,” I said, my gaze striking on Briar Rose’s. I admit, I kind of regretted saying that.

      “You take that back.” Briar Rose’s face started to burn, a proof of her dismay.

      “I’m sorry,” I declared, realizing my mishap and disrespect towards my sister, the Queen. I stood up from my seat and quietly left the dining room.

      “Rosalba, come back!” Briar Rose’s voice echoed through the corridor, but I paid no heed, continuing to walk away from them.
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      Seeking peace, I spotted an open door and entered the kitchen, where the maids were busy cleaning.

      “Miss Rosalba,” one of the maids greeted me.

      “I’m sorry, but I need the room alone,” I requested.

      The maids left without a word, and as soon as I was alone, I locked the door. Frustration welled up inside me. Briar Rose had changed, she’s no longer the sister I once knew.

      Was it because she was now the queen now?

      I couldn’t fathom it. I pounded the sink in front of me, my thoughts consumed with anger. Suddenly, the doorknob twisted, and before I could react, it opened, revealing King William accompanied by the maids.

      “Rosalba, would you mind joining me for a cup of tea and a peaceful conversation, alone?” he asked.

      Fear struck me.

      Would I get in trouble for my outburst?

      “Of course, Your Majesty,” I replied.

      He walked out of the kitchen, and I followed him down the long corridor.

      The silence between us as we walked the empty corridor was very uncomfortable. I couldn’t suppress my curiosity. “Did Briar Rose send you to talk to me?”

      “No, I sent her to her room to reflect on her actions,” he replied.

      “Now you’re sounding like my father,” I blurted out, immediately regretting my words.

      He stopped and turned to face me. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you,” he said, before resuming his walk down the corridor.

      Damn it, why did I say that?

      We arrived at a room located at the end of the corridor. It was the library, a place I had been to before. I recalled the book about animals’ lives that I had taken without permission, keeping it as my secret. The walls were lined with bookshelves filled with countless books.

      In the center of the room, four couches surrounded a coffee table. Confused, I took a seat on one of the couches, still wondering why he had brought me here. King William sat on the opposite couch, facing me. A maid approached us with a teapot and served us our teas.

      “Now, let’s talk,” he began, initiating our conversation. “So, you want to go to college?”

      “I can’t afford La Sorbonne,” I asserted firmly.

      “But do you want to?” he asked, his tone authoritative yet not intimidating.

      “I believe I’ve already answered that question,” I replied.

      “But do you want to?” he pressed further.

      “Yes! Is that what you want to hear? I not only want to but also long to study in college. I have dreams too. Unfortunately, my mother and I can’t afford it. So, I can’t,” I explained, a tinge of despair creeping into my voice. The weight of sadness burdened me, and my words may have been louder than intended. “I apologize.” I added.

      “No need to apologize,” he reassured me, wearing an unexpected smile after what I said.

      “Did my response make you happy? You looked pleased,” I retorted sarcastically.

      “I have something to propose,” he began. “You see all these maids and other helpers in the castle?” He gestured to one of the maids who had served us tea.

      “Yes, are you suggesting I become one of them?” I asked.

      “What? No! For heaven’s sake, your sister is the Queen!” he exclaimed, sounding a little exasperated, much like Prince Jacob earlier in the dining room.

      “Then what’s your point?” I inquired.

      “What I’m trying to say is that these people are paid for their services. They provide good service, and they receive payment in return,” he explained.

      “And?” I asked. My patience and curiosity are not meeting in between.

      “I have a task for you. You see, Jacob can be a bit stubborn and mischievous, would you agree?” he asked, eyes hinting something.

      “A BIT?” I might have said that a little too loud. “I mean, a bit? I think mischief runs in his veins,” I replied.

      “I understand your feelings towards him. Is this because of the cake incident?” he recalled.

      Oh no, not that again. The memory of that incident still haunts me. Such a humiliating experience!

      “That, among other things,” I lied. If I tell him the truth, he might hate his brother too.

      “Come on, he’s not that bad. He just needs a little guidance and correction. But he’s kind and lovable once you get to know him better,” he suggested, obviously defending his brother.

      I doubt that.

      “He’s your brother; of course, you’ll stand on his side,” I said.

      “Well, that’s precisely why I’m sending him to study abroad, to learn how to be proper, to learn about life’s values, to grasp what he needs to understand. He carries the name of the kingdom on his shoulders, and I don’t want people to form a negative opinion of us,” he explained.

      “And what does that have to do with me?” I asked.

      “I want you to watch him. Observe, and write back to us. We just want to make sure that he’s behaving properly while he’s in France.”

      “Oh, you want me to babysit him?” I said, sarcastically.

      “Babysit? No, you don’t even need to talk to each other, just observe him from afar.”

      “I’m really sorry, but I can’t do it. And why me? You can send one or a hundred of your army to do this,” I suggested, confused and troubled.

      Why of all people would they want me to look out for that asshole?

      “We tried that when he was in secondary school, and he just convinced them not to report what he’s doing wrong or they’ll be dead. He did it then, he can do it now,” he explained.

      “Again, why me?” I questioned, my face deforming in confusion.

      “Well, I believe you’re the only one who can do it,” he said, leaving me more confused. “I’ll give you time to think. You have until this afternoon. I’m sorry, but I need to leave. I have somewhere to be,” he said as he quickly stood up, walking out the door.

      “What the hell?” I asked the now empty room.

      King William’s sudden departure left me puzzled, my mind racing with questions.

      As I made to leave, my attention was caught by Briar Rose standing in the doorway.

      “Stay,” she said firmly, her tone commanding.

      Reluctantly, I settled back into the seat, curiosity mixed with apprehension.

      “What is it?” I asked, my voice expressing my unhappiness with the conversation about to start.

      She moved closer, taking a seat on the couch where King William had been moments ago. Her eyes met mine, and a flicker of annoyance danced within them.

      “Why did you come here?”

      “I came here because of two reasons; first, I want to see you, because I missed you so much. Second, I want to leave home. When I read your letter, I felt an undeniable urge to go. I yearned to escape the confines of our home, to break free from Mother’s suffocating love. Everything that I do depends on what she wants me to do. And now, it seems like you’re doing the same thing to me.”

      “Believe me, I can understand her now. Life has granted me a newfound perspective,” Briar Rose replied, her voice carrying a mixture of understanding and conviction.

      “Ah, because you’re a queen now,” I couldn’t help but inject a hint of sarcasm into my words.

      “Yes, indeed. But trust me, please. Give this opportunity a chance,” she implored, her frustration becoming more evident.

      “No, you can’t impose this upon me,” I protested, my tone firm.

      “Oh yes, I can. I am the Queen, after all,” Briar Rose insisted.

      I struggled to grasp her intentions, her determination to send me to La Sorbonne.

      “I am your sister,” I reminded her, my voice trembling.

      “And precisely because of that, I want nothing but the best for you,” she explained, her voice softening with sincerity. “I understand your reluctance to accept financial assistance from our wealth. Our parents raised us better than that. I knew William asked you nicely, and I was right when I said you wouldn’t agree,” Briar Rose continued, seeking to bridge the gap between us. “Think about it, dear sister. This is not about spoiling you with anything. It’s an opportunity to fulfill your dreams. Tell me, what are you gonna do when you reach a certain age in the future?”

      “Sell apples and oranges?”

      “And is that the life you wanted?”

      “Well, okay, fine, I admit, it is not.”

      “It’s not what I wanted for you either. You deserve a life where you can be truly happy.” Briar Rose’s words struck a chord within me. She’s living the life she wants. “William has a house near La Sorbonne where both you and Jacob can stay during your studies.”

      “Together? Just the two of us?” I inquired, a sense of unease washing over me.

      “No, we will arrange for additional assistance to ensure your comfort and well-being. I will pick them myself. The expenses of schooling and sustenance will be covered, and you shall receive a monthly stipend,” she assured, her words carrying a glimmer of hope.

      “But I can’t bear the thought of being in close proximity to that troublemaker! And why me? William mentioned it was your idea to send me with him. Why? Just tell me why,” I pleaded, seeking understanding and reassurance.

      “I only use Jacob as an excuse. You’re unafraid of him. Remember that night at the party? When you fearlessly stood up to him? That’s precisely why. And earlier, at the dinner table, when you shut him down. Only you possess the courage to challenge him. Even William struggles to confront his own brother. And what astonished him the most, according to William himself, is that Jacob allowed you to do so without seeking retribution,” Briar Rose explained, trying to shed light on her decision.

      “I’m confused now, what do you mean by using him as an excuse?” I asked, my mind can’t get hold of the information she’s giving.

      “I convinced William to send you as a BABYSITTER,” she said as she chuckled.

      “I told William that only you can watch Jacob and be as honest as possible to tell us how he’ll behave there,” she added.

      “And he believed that?” I asked.

      “Yes!” she confirmed.

      “Sister, you’re not being serious. You’re right this is a very, very good opportunity for me, but if that’s the cost? No, thank you. I can forget about my dreams just to stay away from that douchebag,” I said.

      “Well, I won’t allow that to happen. You deserve the life you’ve envisioned, but it necessitates some sacrifices. Remember how Mother gave up her powers to live a normal life with us?” Briar Rose reminded me, her voice filled with conviction.

      “Yes, but it’s not the same. I can’t bear to be near that man,” I replied, frustration evident in my voice.

      “Well,” Briar Rose rose from her seat, a regal air surrounding her. “As your Queen I demand that you do it. This conversation is over,” she declared, a subtle smirk playing on her lips.

      “What? You can’t just do that,” I started to protest.

      “Actually, I can!” she retorted.

      “Briar Rose, you can’t~~”

      “Actually, she can,” My words were cut short by the unexpected arrival of King William again. I glanced at the doorway and there he is standing, meeting Briar Rose as she leaves the room.

      “Go home and pack your bags, you’re leaving at the end of the week,” Briar Rose added.

      I noticed the untouched tea in my hand. Setting down the teacup, I stood up and made my way outside the library. The heavy doors closed behind me, sealing the decision made for me. As I stepped into the corridor, a renewed sense of purpose washed over me.

      In the quiet solitude of the corridor, I took a deep breath, allowing myself a moment to reflect. With every step I took, I embraced the reality that my journey was just beginning—a journey of self-discovery, independence, and the pursuit of my dreams.

      My heart swelled with newfound determination.

      Just like father said, “it is in the face of adversity that one finds their true strength.”

      With that thought lingering in my mind, I continued my walk, ready to carve my own path and shape my destiny. The future was uncertain, but hope burned brightly within me.

      That is all I can do for now.
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      I’m going to miss my little room—the familiar scent, the view from my window, the sense of peace it brings. I’ll miss Mr. Squirrel, Mr. Fox, and all the birds from the tree outside. I’ll miss Mother’s comforting presence and the delicious food she cooked. I’ll miss everything about this place. I must leave it all behind. It’s time for me to take a big step forward. It still feels surreal that Prince Jacob is part of this new journey.

      UGH!

      “Don’t be too rough with your clothes, dear,” Mother said as she entered my room. I realized I had been forcefully packing my suitcase, lost in my thoughts. “What’s wrong?” she asked, concerned.

      I took a deep breath before responding. “I’ve always wanted this, you know that, right? But I’m going to miss everything. I’m going to miss you.”

      Mother gently held my hands as she sat beside me on my bed. “You know, if it were solely up to me, I wouldn’t let you go.”

      Her words struck a nerve and annoyance crept into my voice. “Mother,” I said, a hint of frustration evident.

      She smiled playfully. “I’m just teasing. I know how much you’ve longed for this.”

      “I will miss you terribly, and the delicious meals you prepare for us every day,” I said.

      “I’ll miss you too, my dear. I must admit, I’m still not fully convinced that you’ll be alright all by yourself,” she admitted.

      “Well, about that, I won’t be entirely alone,” I replied.

      “What do you mean?” she inquired.

      “Briar Rose will be sending some helpers to accompany me,” I paused for a moment.

      “That’s good to hear. I know Briar Rose will take care of you, even from a distance,” she reassured me, her face filled with warmth. My puzzled expression prompted her to ask, “What’s bothering you?”

      “Jacob will be staying with me as well. We’ll be sharing the same house,” I revealed.

      “What? You’ll be living with a man? Are you sharing bedrooms too? Rosalba, are you going to marry him?” Mother’s voice rose with disbelief.

      “No! Never! Absolutely not! That foolish little rascal! I don’t even want to be near him!” I exclaimed defensively.

      “Then why will you be living in the same house?” she questioned.

      “That’s what Briar Rose asked of me. It’s part of the agreement,” I explained, putting emphasis on the ‘agreement’.

      “An agreement? What kind of agreement?” she probed.

      “When they offered to pay for my education at La Sorbonne, I respectfully declined. Instead, they proposed that I work with them. In exchange, I will be tasked with observing Jacob’s behavior and sending them letters every week about it,” I clarified.

      “A babysitter?” Mother questioned.

      “Exactly! That’s precisely what I told them,” I replied.

      “You seem to harbor such a strong dislike for the prince. Why did you accept the agreement, then?” Mother inquired, her curiosity piqued.

      “I didn’t! But you know what Briar Rose said, Mother?” I said, a mischievous smile forming on my face.

      “What did she say?” Mother asked, her laughter already bubbling up.

      “As your Queen, I demand that you do it. This conversation is over,” I imitated Briar Rose’s authoritative tone.

      Mother burst into laughter upon hearing my imitation. “Your sister said that?” she exclaimed between giggles.

      “Yes, but now I need to finish packing,” I said, my voice filled with determination.

      “Do you need help with these?” Mother offered, picking up a bag from the floor.

      “No, it’s alright, Mother,” I replied, wanting to handle it myself.

      “Alright then, I’ll leave you to your packing. I’ll make you some snacks for the journey,” she said before leaving the room.

      I focused on the task at hand, making sure to bring everything I needed. There was no time for second-guessing or dramatic farewells. Leaving for La Sorbonne was already challenging enough.

      “Rosalba, the carriage awaits!” Mother called, signaling that it was time to go.

      I stood up from my bed, holding my luggage and bags tightly. They felt heavy in my hands.

      “I’m coming, Mother! I might need a little help with my bags!” I called back.

      Mother entered the room and assisted me with my bags, placing them on the floor.

      “You know what?” she suddenly said, putting the bags down. “Drop those bags for a moment.”

      Confused, I followed her instructions and stepped back, observing her actions.

      “Go wait in the carriage,” she instructed. With a wave of her hands, she cast a spell, causing the bags to levitate in the air. They floated gracefully, following her as she walked out of the room, heading towards the waiting carriage.

      Magic has been a part of Mother’s life, hidden for way too long and I have to accept it.

      I joined Mother outside, noticing the perplexed expression on the coachman’s face. It was rather amusing.

      “Magic?” the coachman stammered, clearly taken aback.

      “Nah, it’s just a little trick,” she joked, trying to lighten the mood.

      The coachman remained in shock, his face mirroring the astonishment I had felt when witnessing King William’s transformation from a bear to a human.

      “Don’t be too startled. You’re not that young; you probably saw me fighting warlocks and witches back in the day,” Mother said, gently tapping the coachman’s face. “Rosalba!”

      “Yes, Mother?” I responded, stepping out of the house, leaving its familiar embrace behind. “Hop on in, Prince Jacob is waiting for you I’m sure,” Mother said, her voice filled with anticipation.

      “Ugh! Must you mention his name, Mother? It only makes me not want to go even more,” I exclaimed in frustration.

      For the thousandth time, I despised that man.

      “Well, you’ll have to get used to it. You’ll be living in the same house for the next four years,” she reminded me. Then, she turned her attention to the coachman, who was still recovering from the shock. “Are you accompanying them to La Sorbonne?” she asked him.

      “Uh, yes, madam,” the coachman replied nervously, his words faltering.

      “Great. You better keep an eye on the Prince’s hands. Make sure they don’t touch my daughter, do you understand?” Mother asserted with authority.

      “I have no control over that, madam. I apologize,” the coachman replied, his gaze lowered.

      “Oh, really?” Mother’s tone turned menacing.

      “Oh, dear Lord, please spare me,” the coachman pleaded, fearing the worst.

      “Mother!” I shouted, running towards them.

      “I’m just kidding,” Mother chuckled, putting the coachman at ease.

      “Oh, hahaha,” the coachman laughed nervously. “We must be on our way, Lady Rosalba,” he urged, seeking an escape from my mother’s playful antics.

      “Rosalba, my dear,” Mother said, taking hold of my hands.

      “Mother,” I whispered, my voice filled with emotion.

      “You must promise me that you’ll take care of yourself. Avoid trouble and stay safe at all times,” she said, her concern evident.

      “I promise. I’ll write you letters every week, and I hope you’ll write back,” I replied, tears forming in my eyes once again.

      “I will,” she reassured me. “Take this with you,” she said, placing something in my palm. I looked down and saw a necklace—a delicate gold chain with a vibrant cyan crystal pendant.

      “Mother, this is beautiful. Thank you,” I said, my voice filled with gratitude, embracing her tightly.

      “Let me put it on you,” she said softly.

      I turned around and she fastened the necklace around my neck.

      “Remember, I am always with you when you wear this,” she whispered as she secured the clasp.

      “Thank you, Mother,” I said, facing her once more, holding back tears. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too, dear,” she replied, her voice filled with a mix of emotions. “Alright, that’s enough now. Go. It’s time for you to leave,” she urged, her tone becoming resolute.

      I climbed into the carriage and closed the door behind me, my heart heavy with conflicting emotions.

      “Hiyaa!” the coachman exclaimed, urging the horse forward.

      I peered out of the window, waving my final goodbye to Mother, a knot forming in my throat.
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