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For my husband. 


May our adventures always go wherever the wind takes us.










  
  
Prologue




Late Winter, Present Day

In the darkest days of winter, when the cold was relentless and the days were dreary and cloudy, Hilde made her way to Drumchapel Village to visit her sister and niece. Snow fell in earnest as she stepped out of the cab in front of the house at 323 Crown Lane and peered up at the large white house, a sense of melancholy washing over her. 

Her brother-in-law, Jack, passed away unexpectantly leaving behind his wife of thirteen years and his daughter who was nine. Now, Marigold would grow up without a father. Hilde had only spoken to her sister, Linnea, briefly on the phone when she called to give her the news. She dropped everything and returned to the village to be with her family. The only family she had left.

The sun was setting behind the house as she hurried up the walkway to the front door. She’d visited several times in the past, of course, but this time was different. Jack would not be snoozing in his favorite recliner in front of old movies.

Finally, she rang the bell. Linnea opened the door minutes later looking exhausted. Dark circles were under her eyes. Her face was devoid of makeup and her clothes were wrinkled. Almost as though she had slept in them. She gave her sister a faint smile. She reached out for a hug, holding Hilde tight before stepping back.

“I’m glad you’re here.” She waved her inside.

Hilde swiped the snow off her boots before entering. She slipped off her coat and hung it on the nearby coatrack as Linnea moved deeper into the silent house. Normally, the television would be on, but today it was dark and quiet.

“Would you like some coffee? I just made a pot,” Linnea said.

“I’d love some.”

She preferred black tea, but didn’t want to make her sister do extra work. Coffee would suffice and warm her tired, cold bones. She paused in the living room, glancing around at the well-worn furniture. Jack’s recliner had seen better days, the material of the chair threadbare. The floral sofa was horrible to sit on with the sinking cushions. Hilde opted for the oversized blue wing-backed chair instead.

Perching on the edge, her gaze landed on the mantle over the fireplace that was cluttered with family photographs. The three of them smiling in happier days. Before Marigold’s mysterious illness forced her in and out of the hospital. Before Jack was killed in a car accident that took his life away with an abruptness that left everyone in shock. Before Linnea was left with a young daughter, a mortgage, and facing decisions about what to do next.

It pained her to think about her sister going through it all.

She couldn’t allow her sister to be alone during this time.

Linnea came from the kitchen carrying two mismatched steaming mugs of coffee. She handed one to Hilde, then sat in Jack’s recliner. Linnea never sat in Jack’s recliner, but she understood why she did now. 

“Thanks for coming on such short notice,” Linnea said.

“You’re my sister. I had to come. How are you?” Hilde sipped the dark brew and tried not to frown at the bitterness.

“I’m doing what I need to do.” She clutched the mug between her hands, the steam rising and clouding her face.

“Are you sleeping?” she asked.

“Some.” Linnea gave her a faint smile. “I’m not used to sleeping alone anymore.”

“And Marigold? How is she?”

Linnea glanced upward where the girl’s bedroom was above their heads. “She took it hard.”

Hilde’s hand tightened around the mug. “Did she have a relapse?”

“Not yet,” Linnea said.

The mysterious illness came and went at will, it seemed. The doctors didn’t know what was wrong with her even after running every possible test and taking multiple vials of blood. Nothing showed up on the blood work or the MRIs or CT scans.

Hilde had a suspicion what the illness could be, but she didn’t dare mention it to Linnea. Her sister would deny it and refuse to believe such a thing.

Growing up, Linnea dreamed of having the perfect, picturesque suburban life. To have a house, a picket fence, kids, and a husband. Maybe a dog or a cat. And for a while, she managed to have that dream. Jack was deathly allergic to all animals, so pets were out of the question. Marigold, though, was the center of their universe. The brightest light in their life. She was their only child because Linnea was unable to bear any more children.

“Well,” Hilde said at last, “I hope she doesn’t.”

“She’s upstairs, if you want to see her. She rarely comes out of her room since the accident. I’m afraid she’ll refuse to go to the funeral tomorrow,” Linnea said. “I think she’s in denial.”

Hilde glanced at the stairs leading to the upstairs bedrooms. The last time she visited Marigold in her room was Christmas Eve when she was six and she told her the story of Ella and her Christmas prince. Perhaps it was time for another story.

Stories always made her happy.

“Maybe you can talk to her?” Linnea asked.

Hilde’s gaze snapped over to her sister. “Me?”

“She loves you, you know. You’re her favorite auntie.” The corner of her mouth lifted in almost a smile.

“I doubt that. She has other aunts.” Hilde tried another sip of coffee, then decided it was too strong for her. She placed the cup on the nearby table.

“Jack’s sisters don’t come to visit. Not since his parents passed.” Linnea sounded almost bitter as she said it.

Jack’s parents had been gone a decade. To Hilde’s knowledge, he had two sisters who lived abroad.

“In fact, I’ll be surprised if they show up for the funeral.” Anger pinched her face as she said it.

“They haven’t said?”

“No.” Then she sighed. “It’s just as well. We never got along. Anyway, it doesn’t matter now. If they come, I’ll be happy to see them. Now, about Marigold…” Her words drifted away as she gave Hilde an imploring look.

She rose from the chair. “I’ll try.”

“If anyone can convince her, it’s you.” This time, she did smile.

Hilde left the living room and headed up the stairs. She paused at the girl’s door and gave a faint knock.

“I’m not hungry!” the girl shouted through the door.

Grinning, Hilde pushed open the door and poked her head through. “Neither am I.”

“Aunt Hilde!” 

Marigold bounced off the bed, jostling the books and papers, and ran to the door. She flung it open and fell toward her, her little arms wrapping around her in a fierce hug. Hilde hugged her back. She took her by the hand and walked back into her room.

Nine-year-old Marigold had different taste than six-year-old Marigold. Her room had changed. The princess theme was gone. The walls were repainted to a pale lavender. The canopy bed was replaced with a simple four poster twin bed. Books were scattered all over the bed. More were stacked on the floor. She had a small bookshelf in one corner that was full. Signs of a voracious reader.

“Now, let’s see what you’ve been up to.” Hilde scanned the room.

Marigold shrugged. “Just reading.”

“I see.” She picked up Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. “Ah, this is a good one.”

“Have you read that?” Marigold asked.

“Indeed, I have. About Alice who follows the White Rabbit to Wonderland.”

Marigold gave a wistful sigh. “I should like to go to Wonderland where there is fun and adventure.”

Hilde pulled up the plush stool she’d sat on once before, still holding the book. “Why do you say that?”

“Because nothing really bad happens there.” She climbed back on the bed, sitting with her back against the headboard, her legs drawn up.

“Yes, I know. But Wonderland isn’t a real place.” Even as she said it, she knew it was a lie.

“Well, it should be.” She rested her chin on her knees, looking sad.

“Your mother tells me you don’t want to go to the funeral tomorrow.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Why not?” Hilde asked.

Instead of answering, the girl pinned her with her sad eyes and changed the subject. “Will you tell me a story, auntie?”

“A story?”

“Yes, like you always do when you visit. I want to hear a story.”

She thought of the perfect story to tell her. “If you make me a promise.”

Suspicion flickered through the girl’s blue eyes. “A promise?”

“Yes, that you’ll go with your mother to the funeral tomorrow. She’s counting on you to be there with her. And so am I.”

“You’ll be there?” the girl asked.

“I will.”

She thought about this for a long moment. “Okay. I promise.”

“Good. Now. A story.” She tapped her chin as though she were thinking of one to tell, even though she had already picked one out. “How about one about a prince and a princess, a sleeping curse, and a dragon?”

“Is there adventure?”

“Well, yes, of course,” she said with a smile.

“Then yes!” she said.

“Once upon a time, there was a lovely princess named Rosamund…”








  
  
Chapter 1




On a bright spring day in the kingdom of Myst, the queen gave birth to a perfect, healthy baby girl. King Stephan was beside himself with joy as they had long wished for a child to carry on the royal line. It was many years of waiting for them until that perfect, beautiful day. 

The people of Myst rejoiced when the herald announced the happy news. A week-long festival was planned followed by a tournament. The celebration ended with an extravagant ball.

But as the days passed and the princess’s christening approached, the king was restless. Stephan’s most fervent wish was to see the kingdoms of Myst and Woodhaven united under one banner in the realm of Stonebridge. His great-grandfather had tried to unite the two but that had failed and ended up with them at war. Since then, each king remained within his own borders, ignoring the other.

But Stephan understood there was great advantage to uniting the two kingdoms. It would strengthen their numbers when the time came to defend themselves from Faery, their neighbor to the east whose mischievous and meddlesome Fae, he suspected, were interested in expanding their own borders.

He was aware King Reginald, ruler of Woodhaven north of Myst, had a young son. A young son who could be betrothed to his young daughter. And so, he invited the royal family to attend the princess’s christening and to, he hoped, discuss the unification of the two kingdoms.

And, to show good faith, he also invited the royals from the Faery Courts—Empyrean, Celestial, Boreal, and Austral. 

It was to be a grand affair. 

But he made one grave error. He forgot the Fae queen from the Eternal Court.

The day of the christening arrived. All in the kingdom were invited to attend. The great hall crowded with those from the nobility and the gentry. King Reginald and his queen as well as his son, Phillip, arrived. After much debate, the two kings agreed their children would be betrothed. When Rosamund reached her eighteenth year, she and the prince would wed, uniting both the kingdoms.

Much to King Stephan’s surprise, even the Fae royals made an appearance.

“You invited the Fae royals?” Reginald asked, shock evident on his face.

“I did,” Stephan replied with a grin. “I had no idea they would accept much less show up.”

“Impressive,” Reginald said. “And perhaps you are right to unite our kingdoms. They look like a shifty lot.”

There were rumblings from the Fae court for years about them wanting to expand their borders. Stephan didn’t trust them one whit, but he was glad to see the arrival and hoped it would maintain peace between their realms.

Queen Titania, from the Boreal Court, arrived first in regal fashion. A stunning beauty, she was tall with perfect features that seemed to be carved by the heavens. Blonde hair shimmered under an opaque veil embossed with gold stars draping her head. The gown she wore was equally stunning and flowed around her lithe body. The dark blue material matched that of her eyes.

Next to arrive was King Draco of the Empyrean Court. As his name implied, he was stocky with thick arms and a full red beard that stopped mid-chest. He wore leather armor, as though he were ready for a war, and a gold crown with dragons carved along the edges. He sized up Titania, his beady brown eyes narrowed with suspicion.

Finally, Queen Elara of the Celestial Court and King Atlas of the Austral Court arrived within moments of each other. Each one clearly unhappy to be in the presence of the other. Elara was much like Titania, though not as regal and refined. Bright green eyes regarded the Boreal Court Queen with a look indicating she thought her counterpart was wildly overdressed for the occasion. She wore a simple gown in velvet with a gold and silver belt resting on her round hips. A matching cloak was around her shoulders. On her head, a simple silver circlet. 

The four Fae rulers garnered quite the attention as they moved into the great hall heading toward the front to look upon Princess Rosamund. Stephan and his queen, Eleanor, stood at the head of the baby’s rocking crib. Stephan didn’t bother to hide the proud smile of a new father as they approached one by one.

Titania was first. She gazed down at the cooing baby with one slender brow raised. “Quite a…human little being, isn’t she?” Then she lifted her lethal gaze to Stephan. “My most heartfelt congratulations on the birth of your princess, your majesty.” 

She waved her hand over the baby. A shower of glittering faery dust settled on the princess, causing her to emit a tiny sneeze.

“My gift for her is beauty and charm and grace. May she always be the most refined, perfect princess.”

“Thank you, your majesty,” Stephan muttered.

He and his wife exchanged a surprised glance. While he was glad the royals attended, he had never expected a gift such as that.

Then she dipped a low curtsy and moved away. Stephan watched as she took one of the seats near the front of the room, perching on the edge with her back ramrod straight.

Draco followed. He leaned over the crib and inhaled deeply which alarmed Queen Eleanor. She gripped Stephan’s arm, her fingers digging into him. But before Stephan said a word, the king straightened and gave them both a broad grin.

“She’s a beauty. Smells of rosewater and lilacs.” His deep voice vibrated throughout the room.

Like Titania, he held his hand over the crib and sprinkled a smattering of dust. “My gift to her is one of strength and bravery. May she always face adversity with those traits.”

Then he bowed deeply to them. Stephan muttered a thanks as he moved to take his seat near Titania. When she cut him a searing glance, he moved a few seats away and sat. His big body made the chair creak under his weight.

It was King Atlas who paused by the crib next. He peered down at the baby with a look of interest, one brow raised as he looked her over. Then he sprinkled a bit of faery dust over the child.

“My gift to her is intelligence and quick wit. May she never falter when she needs them most,” he said. Then he looked up at the king and queen. “Felicitations to you both.”

As he moved away, he eyed the seat between Titania and Draco. Though she gave him a withering look, he ignored it and placed himself between them without so much as a sideways glance.

Finally, Queen Elara moved to stand next to the baby. She placed her hands on the crib and gave it a gentle nudge, watching as it rocked slowly. Princess Rosamund gurgled her approval of the movement, waving tiny fists in the air.

“She’s lovely,” Elara breathed. “Indeed, she will be beautiful and strong and intelligent. For my gift—”

The doors to the great hall banged open, interrupting her. All turned to see a figure with the sun at her back standing in the doorway. She was nothing but a silhouetted outline as she stood there. Whispered questions hissed through the great hall.

It was Queen Elara who inhaled a sharp breath and whispered, “Rowena.” She snapped her head in the direction of King Stephan. “Did you invite the Queen of the Eternal Court?”

A sickly sensation pierced Stephan as he looked at the figure standing in the doorway. His mouth went bone dry.

“I…I think she was overlooked.”

“Oh, dear,” Titiania said as she rose to her full height. “A grave error, indeed.”

Atlas and Draco also got to their feet, turning to eye the queen at the end of the great hall.

Rowena sauntered from the doorway in slow, methodical, purposeful steps. Dark, baleful eyes alighted on the crowd as she went. She was dressed in a long-sleeved gown of shimmering midnight, a long train trailing behind her. Circling her head was an onyx crown that glittered like mirrored shafts of light. Angled cheekbones and full dark red lips gave her face a severe appearance. There was something sinister, yet beautiful about her. At the end of the aisle, she paused, her sharp gaze glancing from King Stephan and his wife to the baby nestled inside the cradle.

Silence descended on the gathering.

“Well, isn’t this a lovely affair.” 

Her voice echoed throughout the great hall. Glittering black eyes paused on each of the Fae royals before resting on King Stephan.

“Pity I didn’t garner an invitation. Though I was able to find my way here after all.”

“Your majesty, my deepest apologies,” King Stephan said as he stepped around Queen Elara. He grappled with an excuse—any excuse—that would appease the dark queen. “Your kingdom is remote and—”

“Remote?” She laughed but it was without humor. “Perhaps you feel that way because it’s on the other side of the kingdom from…” she paused, gave a look of disdain and waved her hand at the other royals, “…them.”

“We want no trouble here, Rowena,” Draco said, stepping forward. He paused next to Stephan. 

She flashed him a look so deadly, he pressed his lips together into a straight line. Queen Eleanor stepped forward then, placing herself between Rowena and the baby. Stephan reached for her but she waved him off.

“We meant no disrespect, your majesty,” she said, her voice even and clear. “We would be pleased if you joined us.”

“Would you?” One dark brow lifted in question.

“Of course.” Eleanor gave her a smile. Then she did the unthinkable. She held her hand out to the dark queen. “Come and meet our new princess.”

Rowena’s gaze landed on the crib. She walked forward, ignoring Eleanor’s outstretched hand. The queen dropped her hand as Rowena peered down at the tiny baby with the waving fists in the cradle. The little princess’s skin shimmered with faery dust from the other three royals bestowing their gift upon her.

“What a lovely child,” she said. “I see the others have imparted faery gifts. Allow me to bestow my gift upon the princess.”

Eleanor, still smiling, said, “We would love that.”

Rowena bent over the crib and drew her finger down the baby’s cheek. Her skin still glittered with faery dust.

“Little princess, I see you have been given gifts of beauty, strength, and charm.” She straightened, then held one of her hands down, cupped. A swirling shimmery cloud of purple magic was contained in her palm as she lifted it up. Her gaze met the king’s. “But none of those will be enough to save her, for before the sun sets on her eighteenth birthday she will prick her finger on the thorn of a rose…and die.”

As she spoke the last two words, she blew the shimmery purple faery dust. It trickled down and landed on the baby, who immediately cried out. Eleanor gasped as she reached for the baby, but it was too late. Atlas and Draco both pulled their weapons, their swords pointed at the Queen of the Eternal Court. Even Titania looked distraught at the curse that was placed upon the young princess.

“Arrest her!” Stephan ordered his guards.

But as they charged forward, Queen Rowena disappeared in puff of purple haze. Eleanor, tears in her eyes, held the wailing baby.

King Stephan turned to the assembled Fae royals. “The curse. Can it be reversed?”

Titania shook her head. “I’m afraid not. Rowena’s dark magic is powerful. But fear not, King Stephan, Queen Elara has yet to give her gift to the baby.”

Queen Elara shot Titania a surprised glance before understanding dawned. Nodding, she moved to stand next to Eleanor, placing her hand on the crown of the baby’s head. Her crying stopped.

“Dear princess,” Elara said, her voice soft and soothing. “Indeed, you will grow into a beauty with charm and grace. You will be strong and brave. Should you prick your finger on the thorn of a rose before the sun sets on your eighteenth birthday you will not die. Nay, you will fall into a deep slumber.” 

Elara leaned down and whispered something, then placed a kiss on the baby’s forehead. A shimmering white light surrounded both of them. When she stood straight, she granted Queen Eleanor a reassuring smile.

With that, the four Fae royals bid King Stephan and his court farewell.

In an effort to keep his daughter safe, King Stephan ordered the removal and destruction of every rosebush in and around the castle. He hoped it would be enough.








  
  
Chapter 2




Eighteen years later

Princess Rosamund sat in the sewing circle, holding the embroidery hoop while staring out the window. It was a perfect spring day with a bright blue sky and a few wispy clouds. The twitter of birdsong filtered in through the open casement and somewhere below in the castle gardens, a squirrel emitted an angry chatter. It was followed immediately by the caw of a mockingbird that wanted nothing to do with the squirrel. 

Or so she imagined.

It was a picture-perfect day for riding or running through the gardens barefoot with the wind in her hair.

“Rosamund, your sewing,” her mother chastised.

Her mother nudged her with her elbow. With a sigh, she went back to the linen pulled taut in the hoop and stabbed it with the needle, tugging through pale pink thread and pretending she was interested in embroidery. She wasn’t. 

All she wanted to do was run through the iron gate in the castle gardens and into the meadow just beyond the walls to freedom. To smell the fragrant blooming flowers and lay under the willow tree in the cool grass. To dance pebbles over the stream and watch them skip.

Instead, she was stuck inside within the sewing circle with her mother, the queen, and her ladies in waiting and all the other courtly women who were busy gossiping about anything and everything. The servants, their husbands, their children, whoever. When they tired of gossip, they turned their conversation to the latest fashions coming out of Rothbridge, the realm to the north. Apparently, there were luxurious silks and velvets that all the ladies were mad to have.

The dressmakers, it seemed, had trouble keeping up with demand.

Rosamund was bored out of her head. She cared not for silks or velvets or the latest fashion in hats.

Though she was a princess, she wasn’t interested in sewing or singing or dancing or anything else that taught her to be the perfect, proper princess. Her parents kept a close eye on her, never letting her out of their sight. And if they weren’t available, then any one of the servants or guards would be her constant companion.

It was exhausting.

Her interest was in riding her favorite horse, a beautiful gray mare. She longed for adventure and excitement and fun. Not sitting inside a drafty castle forever. 

As her eighteenth birthday approached, all she needed now was a line of suitors to come knocking on the door to ask for her hand in marriage. She was certain her father was busy trying to make the perfect match for her with one of the nobles. A duke would be his first choice. He’d settle for a marquess or an earl. He’d absolutely refuse a viscount or a baron. She was a princess, after all.

As she stabbed the material once again, the faint sound of a trumpet wafted through the open window on the breeze. Her head snapped up. She glanced at her mother, who seemed not to notice as she continued with her perfect stitches.

The trumpet sounded again. Rosamund dropped her sewing and hurried to the window.

“Did you hear that?” 

She stood on tiptoe and leaned out. But there was nothing to see but the castle gardens.

“Ah, yes,” her mother said. She stood with a rustle of skirts. “Our visitors have arrived. Come, Rosamund. We must greet them.”

Rosamund whirled from the window and gaped at her mother. “Who is it?”

Her mother handed off her sewing to one of the ladies and waved for Rosamund to follow her. She didn’t bother to answer her question.

Curious, she followed her out of the room, glad to have the sewing circle behind her. If there were trumpets, then the visitor was of some importance.

They made their way down the curved staircase and to the great hall, where the servants were lined up in perfect order from the door which was open to welcome the visitor. Her father was outside, standing at attention dressed in his finery.

Rosamund glanced down at her simple gown of blue muslin, then over to her mother. She wore a pale lavender gown trimmed in lace and held her hands clasped in front of her, standing rigid and tall.

Her mother’s blonde hair was coiled about her head with ringlets on each side of her comely face. She had a regal look about her with high cheekbones and full lips under a thin, straight nose.

Rosamund straightened and did her best to mimic her mother, but she was not nearly as regal or refined. Her hair hung in waves down her back. Her cheekbones were not nearly as high and her lips were certainly not perfect. The only thing she got from her mother that was perfect was her dark green eyes.

The carriage rumbled up the dusty path heading for the castle. It was not ornate or ostentatious. Just a simple carriage drawn by four trotting horses. Rosamund glanced at her mother who stood still, her keen eyes on the carriage in the distance. Her stoic face was devoid of emotion. 

The carriage came to a halt. The footman stepped down to open the door and stand aside. A man emerged. He turned back to the carriage, his hand outstretched to help the woman step down. Her father remained in place as the couple approached. Something about them told Rosamund they were not merely from the nobility. They were more. They were royalty. 

But the only royals she knew of were the ones to the north in the kingdom of Woodhaven. As far as she knew, they simply weren’t that friendly with each other. But perhaps something changed.

“Ah, Reginald. It’s good to see you again.” Her father stepped forward, extending his hand. 

Reginald took it, gave it a shake. “And you, Stephan. You remember my wife, Adele?”

“Yes, of course. It’s a pleasure to see you again.” He took her hand and kissed it, then turned and motioned to her and her mother. “And you remember my wife, Eleanor, and my daughter, Rosamund.”

Her mother stepped forward, a warm smile on her face. Rosamund followed her lead as questions floated through her mind. Why would the king and queen of Woodhaven come here? Why would her father invite them?

“Nice to see you both again, your majesties,” her mother said, dipping a low curtsy.

Reginald gave a hearty laugh that rumbled deep in his throat and jiggled his ample belly. “No need to stand on ceremony with us.” When he spotted her, he grinned so big, his eyes lit up. “Ah, princess. I haven’t seen you since you were a babe. You’ve grown into a fine young woman, haven’t you?”

She said nothing as she peered at the man she didn’t know. He was short and stocky with a thick middle and a full white beard. His hair was neatly combed under the simple gold crown. He wore a dark blue tunic, black breeches, boots covered in dust, and a cloak around his shoulders clasped with a gold pin. 

“Of course, she has,” the queen of Woodhaven said as she shoved aside her husband. She reached for Rosamund’s hand, holding it in her soft one. A small smile creased her lips. “We’re glad to see you, my dear.”

Rosamund didn’t understand what all the fuss was about. She merely granted the woman a smile and dipped a quick curtsy.

The queen was tall and regal and beautiful. Far too beautiful for the stodgy king. Her dark hair was pulled back in one long braid hanging down her back. She wore a matching gold crown on her head and dangling earrings that seemed to accentuate her long neck. Her gown was a deep purple muslin with lace at the elbows and she exuded a calm confidence, much like her mother. 

Perhaps that was the requirement to be queen.

“It’s nice to make your acquaintance, your majesty,” Rosamund said, finding her voice at last.

Adele chuckled, then said to her mother, “She’s a darling girl.”

“But where is Phillip?” her father asked, peering into the empty carriage.

Reginald cleared his throat loudly. “Couldn’t make it this trip.”

“What my husband isn’t telling you is he’s off on some hunting expedition.” Adele gave a pinched expression, clearly unhappy with that idea. “He’ll be along in a few days.”

“Pardon me,” Rosamund said, “but who is Phillip?”

“Why, my dear, he’s our son, the prince,” Adele said with a grin. “Your betrothed.”








  
  
Chapter 3




Rosamund stared in shocked silence at the queen. “My what?” 

Her mother wrapped an arm around her shoulders and steered her away from Queen Adele back into the castle. But Rosamund was having none of that. She shrugged out of her mother’s embrace and spun to face her. Her heart thudded against her chest.

Certainly, she understood what the word betrothed meant. However, she never expected her future husband was the prince of their neighboring kingdom. A kingdom, she understood, that was their enemy.

No, enemy was too strong a word. Perhaps they were more of a rival kingdom.

“What does she mean my betrothed?”

“Just that,” Reginald said, following them inside. “You’re to marry my son, Prince Phillip.”

The heat of shock coiled through her, making her gut clench. She glanced from the rotund king back to her mother. “You never told me this.” 

Adele didn’t bother to hide her gasp of surprise.

Her tone was accusatory. Her mother gave a half smile and reached for her again, but Rosamund stepped away.

“You never told her?” the queen asked. “Why ever not?”

Rosamund crossed her arms over her chest. “Yes. Why not, Mother?”

“Eleanor, please,” her father said, his tone hushed and urgent. It was a desperate plea to get her away from the visiting royals, no doubt.

“Come, Rosamund and we will discuss it.” Her mother held her hand out to her.

She stole a quick look at the other royals, then her father, who had a desperate look on his face. At last, she reached for her mother’s hand and took it. She grasped it, wrapping her fingers in her tight fist and pulling her along behind her. It was clear to Rosamund her mother wasn’t going to release her.

She led Rosamund from the great hall through the castle, up the winding stone staircase, to her private sitting room. The queen enjoyed this room daily with its balcony and the gossamer curtains billowing at the windows and open doors. She often had tea here in the afternoon with tiny sandwiches and lemon cakes. 

The room was furnished in plush, comfortable chairs, a chaise, a luxurious rug in a floral pattern that came from Rothbridge in vibrant colors of red, yellow, green and blue. A fireplace was on one wall to warm the room in the chillier months. When they were safely inside the room, her mother closed the door and motioned for her to sit. Then she went to the gold cord and rang for tea.

Rosamund waited, watching with her breath in her throat as her mother pulled open the balcony doors. The fresh spring breeze trickled in, giving the stuffy room a breath of fresh air. She stood there a long moment, her back to Rosamund. She was stiff, the muscles pulled taught under her gown.

The princess perched on one of the chairs, her hands in her lap, her ankles crossed like a proper lady, and waited.

Finally, her mother turned to her, her face flushed. “I see it was a mistake not to tell you sooner. For that, I ask your forgiveness.”

Rosamund stared at her mother, who, for the first time in her life, seemed to be at a loss.

“However,” she continued, and her voice turned stern, “you are never to act like that in front of the king and queen of Woodhaven again.”

Before she could stop the words, she said, “Act like what, Mother? Like I was in shock? Because I was.”

She clenched her jaw so tight, the muscles flexed along the edge. Her lips thinned. Clearly, she was trying to contain her anger. 

“You are never to question me or your father in front of the other royals,” she said, her voice hard.

“Then perhaps, Mother, you tell me exactly what’s going on.” She folded her arms over her chest. “I deserve to know.”

Her mother blew out a breath and turned back to the balcony, the slight breeze ruffling her hair and skirt.

“You do deserve to know,” she said, her voice quiet. “Your father didn’t want to tell you until you were of age.”

“Of age?” she asked.

“You turn eighteen soon.”

“Yes, I’m aware.” Irritation clawed through her as she peered at her mother’s perfect posture.

Before her mother answered, a knock sounded on the door. She called for them to come in. The servant wheeled in the tea cart with a silver tea service and porcelain cups rattling as he pushed it across the floor. Rosamund spied the tiny finger sandwiches and lemon cakes next to the tea and her stomach rumbled. She’d forgotten to eat breakfast.

“Thank you, Albert,” her mother said in her dismissive tone.

He gave a brief bow and scurried out of the room, closing the door behind him.

Her mother moved to the cart and poured a cup of tea. She placed two lumps of sugar in the cup and stirred. She didn’t offer Rosamund a cup.

She waited to see what her mother would say next.

“When you were six months old, your father invited the royals of Woodhaven to treat with us,” she said. She held the cup between her hands, then blew on the steaming liquid.

Rosamund waited, peering at her with interest. She seemed genuinely unnerved.

“Your father believes the Fae royals have an interest in expanding their borders,” she continued. She cut her daughter a sharp glance. “I trust you are familiar with the geography of the land.”

Rosamund stifled the snort. Instead, she said, “Of course, I am. They’re the realm to the east.”

“Yes,” her mother said, then took a sip of the steaming tea. “In an effort to unite the kingdoms of Stonebridge, your father offered your hand in marriage to Prince Phillip of Woodhaven. King Reginald agreed. You are to be married shortly after your eighteenth birthday.”

Had they been planning her wedding all this time without telling her? Rosamund stared at her mother in shocked silence.

“My birthday is in a week,” she said.

“It is,” she said, her face devoid of all emotion. “All the wedding arrangements have been made. All we have left to do is fit you for your gown.”

Panic began to set in, her heart pounding so hard in her chest she thought it might burst. There were so many things wrong with this situation, she didn’t know where to begin.

“I suppose that’s already been decided for me as well.” A bitter taste was in the back of her throat.

“It has.”

“I don’t want to marry a prince I’ve never met.” It was the first thing that came to mind.

“You were supposed to meet today. That is why they came. And yet…” Her words trailed off.

“He decided hunting was more important.” Rosamund almost laughed out loud.

How fortunate for him that, as a man, he could run free and do as he pleased. While she was forced into a marriage in which she had no interest. Forced to participate in a wedding she had no input in planning. Forced into a life she didn’t want.

“They also came to finalize the plans for the wedding,” her mother added.

She shot to her feet. “And I’m just supposed to be okay with all of this?” Rosamund demanded.

Her mother plunked the tea cup down on the tray with a thud, the ire in her face evident. “You are a princess, Rosamund. It is what was agreed to between your father and King Reginald. You are to marry Prince Phillip.”

She clenched her fists so hard, her nails bit into the palms of her hands. “And I have no say in this whatsoever?”

Her mother straightened, looking down her nose at her and giving Rosamund her most regal look. “You do not.”

Rosamund inhaled a breath, then blew it out slowly. “Very well, Mother. If that’s what you and Papa wish, then so be it. I will marry the prince. But know this. I will never love him. I do this out of duty to my kingdom and nothing more.”

“That is the price of being a princess,” her mother said.

Her words cut deep. Rosamund spun on the toe of her slipper and stomped to the door.

“Where are you going?” her mother asked.

She paused at the door, her hand on the knob, and cut her mother a glance over her shoulder. “Nowhere, Mother. I have nowhere to go.”

She flung open the door and left.
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