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            PLAYING A ROLE

          

        

      

    

    
      *Harper*

      I move quickly through the costume prep building at Wonderland Park, where performers grab their gowns, armor, tunics, and cloaks before the parade. Racks of costumes line the walls, tables are stacked with swords, sashes, crowns, helmets, and props, and mirrors reflect made-up faces weaving between them. After gathering my costume, I finish my makeup with setting spray, and double-check that my tiara is pinned in tight.

      Around me, performers finish last-minute adjustments to their costumes. Men tighten their belts, women straighten their skirts, and everyone adjusts hats or headpieces. The parade starts in less than half an hour, and the room is busy with the familiar chaos of preparation.

      I already know Gavin is going to be a problem this evening. Weeks of working together as a royal couple have proven it. He teases without cause, interrupts instructions, and delights in turning minor mistakes into distractions for everyone else. Last time he hid my gloves just before we went out, and I had to wave to the crowd without them. Our manager scolded me later and took points for costume incompleteness, all because Gavin thought it would be funny. He’s predictably immature like that, and I’m already bracing myself for whatever he’s going to pull today.

      As if summoned by my thoughts, he appears in the doorway, carrying a box of props, a smirk already on his face. “Your tiara’s crooked.”

      “Why don’t you mind your own business? Just for today?” I glare at him.

      He shrugs. “My own business is boring. I lead an incredibly dull existence.” Dry sarcasm drips from every word. I know it’s not true. He brags about his social life all the time. All the women he’s dated…. “I rely on you to entertain me and get me through the day. I’m pathetic, really.”

      “You’re sickeningly sarcastic, Gavin. I can’t deal with you right now.” Shaking my head, I silently beg him to behave. Just for once.

      My friend Dana sweeps in beside me, her pale blue Princess Selene gown brushing the floor. Dana’s skin glows in contrast with the silver jewelry draped across her wrists and neck, and her coiled hair is piled high, crowned with a delicate silver headpiece with dangling moons. “Honestly,” she says, giving me a knowing look, “you two argue more than anyone I’ve ever worked with. Why don’t you just kiss already?” She winks.

      “Kiss?” I lean backward and crinkle up my nose at the thought.

      Gavin laughs, and Dana rolls her eyes. “Then, keep your gloves on your hands. Also, I saw some men working on the boat’s railing earlier. I hope it’s not like last summer. It broke, and a few of us fell into the water.”

      “Oh, my! Were you okay?” I reach over and place my hand on her arm. That had to be terrifying. I’ve heard rumors there are sometimes gators in the water. This amusement park is popular, but unlike the larger ones, it’s not always as well-maintained as it should be.

      “We were all fine,” Dana says. “It was just a little embarrassing.”

      Gavin leans against the table, his arms crossed. “I remember hearing about that. Honestly, I hope it doesn’t happen again since this year’s princesses are a bit too spoiled. Some of them might not survive a dunk in the water.”

      I glare at him again. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You heard me.” He raises an eyebrow. “I’m just saying, if you fall in, I’m not sure you can come back from something that traumatic.”

      “I assure you,” I snap, scowling at him, “I am perfectly capable of staying upright on a boat. Unlike some people, I don’t need constant supervision.”

      Dana groans. “Harper, don’t let him win. He’s just trying to get a rise out of you.”

      “Mission accomplished,” Gavin says, clearly pleased. “Just like Princess Maura is wrapped around Prince Alderic’s finger, you’re putty in my hands.”

      I can’t help the snort that comes out of my nose as I spin around to face him. “You do know you’re playing a historical villain, right?” I say. “Alderic is not exactly someone anyone should be admiring.”

      He tilts his head, grinning. “Whatever, Harper. It’s just a cartoon. I do like keeping you on your toes, though.”

      Shaking my head, I stand and take a few steps toward him. While I am playing a princess this summer, studying history is one of my favorite pastimes in college. “Some of us aren’t just playing a role,” I retort. “Maura isn’t just a fairy tale. She’s Wonderland’s version of the real Princess Maria, and I’m not going to forget what you did to her.”

      “Me? C’mon. I’m just playing a role here, babe,” he grins. “It’s all made up.”

      “Ugh. Don’t ever call me that again,” I say. “And it’s not. They were real people. Prince Alfred killed her. Anyone who’s ever studied medieval history knows it.”

      “Whatever,” he says, waving me away. “They don’t make cartoons about evil princes.”

      I open my mouth to argue, but Dana interrupts. “Wow, you two can argue while waving at the crowd. Why don’t you take a break from each other while we finish getting ready?”

      Gavin shrugs, mock-offended. “I’m just keeping it real. Someone has to teach Harper here a little respect.” He walks toward the door. “Maybe a dip in the water will cool her off,” he says, stepping out. “Maybe she should fall in the gator-infested river and see if that puts things back in perspective.” He disappears from view, thankfully.

      I sigh once the door clicks shut behind him. “He’s insufferable.”

      “That’s the understatement of the year.” Dana laughs, and her pretty brown eyes sparkle. “Some people are born to be annoying, but he is kind of cute with those unruly curls, deep green eyes, and that impish smirk—“

      “Cute? Dana, he’s condescending, arrogant, and has no idea when to stop. ‘Cute’ doesn’t even come close.”

      She smirks, shaking her head. “Fair. But you’ve got to admit, he’s consistent.”

      “Consistently irritating,” I mutter. “I swear, if he tries anything like last week again, I’m going to—”

      My friend laughs. “Give him another history lecture?”

      “I’m serious, Dana.” I turn to look in the mirror, making sure I didn’t smudge my makeup while we were arguing. Around us, the room continues to buzz with activity. “I actually feel a connection to Princess Maria. She was a real princess murdered by Alfred, the medieval prince Gavin’s playing as Prince Alderic. I’ve been reading about her and her life. She died far too young and for no reason.”

      She shakes her head, and the shimmer of the highlighter on her cheekbones flashes. “I’m glad I’m Princess Selene. She’s the Greek goddess of the moon. No historical murders to worry about.”

      “I know,” I admit. “You’re lucky. But sometimes, I get in my head about Maria, and it makes it almost impossible to just wave and smile like it’s a storybook. She was real, and she deserves for people to know the truth. Her murderer never paid for his crimes.”

      Dana nudges me. “Then honor her during the parade, and please, for the love of Zeus, stop arguing with Gavin. You’re letting him win when you get all irritated with him. He loves it when your face turns red. His eyes twinkle with victory.”

      Before I can answer Dana, the door opens and more performers start filing in for our pre-parade meeting. Regal and poised, our most popular princess comes in with a practiced smile. She’s been working here for years. Right behind her, Cleopatra’s doppelgänger wears gold and turquoise, her straight dark hair and striking eye makeup giving her the essence of an Egyptian queen. Another prince, tall and cloaked in black with a crown on his head, glides in. I wish I was paired with him instead of stupid Gavin. Then, our manager, Carlie, follows, clipboard in hand.

      Once everyone from the cartoon versions of real-life royalty we represent files in, the manager clears her throat, and the meeting begins.

      “All right, team, we have less than twenty minutes until parade time. Let’s get into character,” she says.

      Gavin reappears then, late as usual. Carlie looks at him sharply but says nothing, and he takes his place next to the other princes. She continues, and I try to focus as she goes over the plan for the day, but my mind drifts to Princess Maria and the way she must have felt trapped by circumstance and cursed with misfortune. Being Maura is fun, and I love the costumes, the crowd standing on the shore watching us wave from the boats, and the smiles of excited children, but the real princess should have the truth about her to life be known.

      As my mind wanders, fragments of Carlie’s instructions reach me. She mentions the men finishing the railing, getting into character, and then heading out to the boat, but it’s hard to focus. Maria lingers in my mind. She was far too young, elegant, and unlucky beyond reason. The more I read about the woman behind the story, the harder it is to slip fully into Maura’s character, where I’m to pretend Maria’s life was all glamorous parties and romance, rather than plagued with pain.

      Carlie finishes the last of her instructions, and the performers shift in place, readying themselves to walk out to the dock.

      Gavin leans in close to me, a mischievous grin on his lips. “Harper, do you want me to help you get into character?”

      “I know I’ll regret this question, but how would you help me do that?”

      “By dramatically offing you?” He laughs as though he’s quite impressed with himself.

      I grit my teeth, and without waiting for Dana or Gavin, I head for the door. I’ll meet them on the boat.
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      *Gavin*

      Dana and I watch as Harper storms out of the dressing room. I glance at Dana. “Okay, what’s her problem now?”

      She folds her arms. “You. You keep pushing her about Princess Maria. She cares about that story because it actually happened. It was a tragedy, not just a legend.”

      I shrug. “I know it’s real, but she needs to lighten up a little.”

      “She’s allowed to feel connected to a character she’s playing, and she’s allowed to care. She steps closer, her eyes narrowing. “You could be a little nicer.”

      “Nice? Where’s the fun in that?” I grin. “She makes it way too easy to annoy her.”

      Dana rolls her eyes and walks toward the door. “Come on. Carlie’s going to be pissed if we’re late.”

      I follow her. Performers pass in all directions, costumes and props everywhere, and the river glints in the fading sunlight. Harper’s already at the dock, standing there in her medieval gown. She looks beautiful. The fashion of the era definitely suits her, but she’s so uptight. I genuinely don’t know how anyone puts up with her.

      Once everyone reaches the dock, Carlie calls for us to get into position. I approach Harper and offer my arm. She takes it without even looking at me, keeping her eyes fixed straight ahead. We fall into line, and as the actors begin boarding the boat, I realize summer will be over eventually, and I’m going to miss teasing her.

      I lean in just enough for her to hear. “So, Princess Maria?”

      Her jaw tightens.

      “And Prince Alfred?” I add. “You never finished your lecture last time.”

      “Why bother? You don’t listen anyway.” Her glare could start a fire.

      We step onto the boat and take our place at the railing. As the boat moves, her expression changes, and she shifts into character, turning her attention to the crowd. Parade music plays, bright and lively, and visitors wave and take pictures. I lift my hand, and she mirrors me, smiling at the crowd.

      By the second song, I’m bored again, so I lean close enough for her to hear. “You still think people should know the whole story?”

      Her eyes move to mine for a fraction of a second, then back to the tourists. “Of course. Maria didn’t deserve what Alfred did. He killed her because she wouldn’t do what he wanted. People should take it seriously, not treat it like a fairytale.”

      “I just don’t understand why you’re so passionate about this,” I reply, still waving, my face frozen in a smile I don’t feel.

      “I want to be an actress, Gavin, and the first thing a serious actress should do is get to know her character. I started studying Princess Maria, and I guess I kind of fell in love with her story. Prince Alfred shouldn’t have gotten away with what he did to her, and I wish more people knew about the ancient country of Korvonia and Maria’s story.”

      “I don’t understand why more people don’t know the story of Alfred and Maria of Korvonia. It’s so cruel and twisted, which is exactly the kind of thing people usually find interesting. And weren’t there other people who died in this story? The brother and sister?” I ask.

      Harper looks at me sideways, clearly taken aback. “Their names were Princess Kristina and Prince Marvin of Valtori, but how did you know that?”

      “I watched a documentary about them,” I admit, “mostly to find new ways to annoy you. But I have to admit, it was actually kind of fascinating.”

      “Exactly,” she snaps. “Kristina and Marvin were murdered, too, though probably not by Alfred. The whole place was a bloodbath.”

      I chuckle. “If only they’d been as tightly wound as you, maybe it would have saved them.”

      Her glare tells me she’s not amused, but then again, most things I say never land with her.

      The music shifts to a slow, flowing courtly tune. “That’s our song,” I murmur, taking Harper’s hand and leading her onto the raised platform at the center of the boat. The crowd cheers loudly. Maura and Alderic are favorites at Wonderland Park, and people always go wild when we dance together.

      I twirl her across the dance floor, and she looks radiant as Princess Maura. Too bad she’s insufferable most of the time. How can someone so pretty be so damn annoying? The crowd sings along to our song from the movie as we glide along. It’s exhilarating and almost perfect, if only my partner could stand me.

      When our song ends, we bow to the audience. Then comes the big moment: the kiss. I lean in and press a quick peck to Harper’s lips, and the crowd erupts.

      I offer her my arm again and catch what might be a faint blush on her cheeks from the corner of my eye. Surely it’s not from our kiss. It has to be the tourists’ reaction.

      We walk back to the boat railing and take our places for the finale. I lean in and whisper, “Why do you always taste like strawberries and cream when I kiss you? Is your lipstick flavored?”

      She laughs, and this time, it feels genuine, not sarcastic. As the final song plays, Harper keeps laughing, but she doesn’t respond.

      “Okay, okay,” I say. “I’ve spent the whole summer trying to make you laugh, and this is what finally does it? A comment about your lip gloss?”

      “It’s just so absurd, Gavin,” she says. “You say the most unexpected and ridiculous things.”

      “I call it keeping things interesting. Someone has to challenge the princess.”

      We all take our final bows, waving to the crowd, and leaning in, blowing kisses to small children dressed in costumes like ours. “See you soon!” Harper says, looking at a little girl in a Princess Maura costume. She braces a hand against the railing, and I hear a soft cracking sound.

      I’m still waving, not really registering what’s happening. The cracking sound grows a little louder, and the next thing I know, the railing is gone.

      Cool air hits me in the face as the sensation of falling registers. Harper lets out a yelp, her arms flailing. I reach for her, not sure why. Green water rushes up toward us, and when we hit, I barely have time to take a deep breath before we plunge under the surface.

      Cold water envelops us. My feet don’t reach the bottom, and the thought of gators fills my mind, as well as the paddleboat that is hopefully far enough away not to suck us under. The feel of Harper’s fingers on my arm slips away.

      I breach the surface and look around. At first, I don’t see her, but then, hair and thrashing arms appear nearby. Her face surfaces, and she’s gasping and fighting the current. “I can’t swim!” she cries, splashing wildly. I’m too far away to reach her, and her heavy gown is pulling her back under. She flails her hands, desperate for something to hold on to.

      “Hold on! I’m coming!” I shout, kicking hard and swimming toward her as fast as I can.

      Like a sudden summer storm, the tide seizes control and surges with violent force. Water swirls around Harper as she continues to thrash, instinctively gasping for air and trying to keep her head above the surface.

      I look back, wondering where the lifeguard from the boat is. Why don’t I hear anyone screaming or shouting from the crowd? My eyes burn, and I need to reach Harper, so I keep going, pushing harder, straining with every stroke to reach her before she drowns.

      Finally, I reach her, slipping my arms under hers and swimming toward the shore, but the river grabs us harder, pulling both of us down. I drag her up again, pushing against the force, but it’s relentless. My arms tremble, and my lungs burn. The river surges around me, tossing me off balance, and I swallow a mouthful of cold water as I fight to stay upright. Every second is a battle.

      I’ve worked here for three summers and have never seen this river move with this much force. It pulls at Harper with a strength I can’t fight, her soaked gown dragging her down toward the bottom.

      I still don’t see the lifeguard or the boat. I glance toward the shore. Where the hell is everyone? No one is there. What’s going on?

      I don’t have time to think about it. The tide is so powerful, maybe no one has dared to jump in after us, risking being pulled under, too. I try to make sense of how the river is rushing this fast, but before I can, it rips Harper from my arms.

      She is so exhausted and out of breath that she sinks to the bottom instantly. I dive after her. The water lashes against me, and it feels like a magnet is dragging me down toward the riverbed.

      It’s so dark beneath the surface that I lose sight of her completely. It feels like my life is slipping away. I can’t hold my breath much longer. Lost and out of control, I fight to reach the surface, my legs burning, my mind whispering faintly, “It’s all over. Just let go.”

      I close my eyes and drift away. In my mind’s eye, I see Harper’s face, flushed just after our kiss. I taste strawberries and cream. With everything threatening to go black, I find strength in that memory and kick harder.

      Where the hell is Harper?
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            WHERE THE HELL ARE WE?

          

        

      

    

    
      *Harper*

      The moment the water closes over my head, everything becomes a blur of cold pressure and muted sound, the river swallowing me so completely that I can’t tell which way is up as the current drags me farther into the darkness, my limbs growing heavier with every frantic kick that fails to bring me closer to the surface. My lungs tighten, begging for air I can’t reach, and just as the burning becomes unbearable, and spots begin to dance at the edges of my vision, a shape cuts through the murk. Strong arms slide around me, pulling me upward.

      I’m certain I’m dead. There’s no possible way I haven’t crossed over by now. It must be an angel pulling me from the water because I’ve been under far too long. Just as my vision darkens again, we burst through the surface.

      I suck in a deep breath as the angel carries me toward land, hauling me through the water before pulling himself fully onto the riverbank beside me and finally collapsing.

      Lurching upright, I cough so violently that my ribs ache. Gravel bites into my palms as I brace myself against solid ground. It’s darker than it should be. I’m not sure if it just seems that way because I was underwater so long or if I’ve lost track of time.

      My ears are buzzing, but it seems odd I can’t hear anyone shouting. No one has rushed over to make sure we’re okay. Where’s the lifeguard? Where’s the safety team?

      After a few moments, I lean up on my elbows, coughing and sputtering, and rub my eyes. Immediately, I realize something is very wrong.

      The sunlight is gone. The noisy people are gone. The entire park is gone, and the sky above us is dark, wrapped in the deep quiet of night, with only a pale sliver of moon shining through the trees, and for a moment, I’m convinced I’m in some version of hell.

      I don’t dare look at whoever is lying beside me, afraid it might be some kind of terrifying creature. And if I really am dead, then why is it dark? Heaven wouldn’t be dark, so maybe I’m in the other place. The bad place. But then, where’s the fire?

      I squeeze my eyes shut tightly. And that’s when I hear him. “Are you okay? Harper?” His voice is familiar.

      I open my eyes and see Gavin next to me on his hands and knees, gasping. He lifts his head slowly, water dripping from his hair, and when our eyes meet, relief washes over his face, but he pulls it back so quickly I wonder if I imagined it.

      “You’re alive,” he says, his voice roughened by exhaustion.

      “Thanks to you,” I manage, still fighting for breath.

      He shakes his head. “Don’t make it a thing.”

      I force myself fully upright, my clothes clinging to me, my body trembling. “Why is it night?” I ask, voice weak. “How long were we in the water? Where did everyone go? Did we float out of the park?”

      Gavin wipes a hand across his face, staring out at the river as if it might explain itself. “Maybe. We could have floated downstream. Got dragged for hours. I don’t know.”

      “No,” I say, shaking my head. “We were under too long. People don’t just float unconscious for hours and wake up perfectly fine on a riverbank. Besides, the river’s not long enough for us to be that far away from the park.”

      “What do you want me to say, Harper?” he snaps, standing abruptly, dripping wet.

      “I’m just saying your explanation makes zero sense!” I fire back.

      He’s about to retort when he suddenly goes still, staring past me. His mouth hangs open for a moment before he whispers, “Harper, look.”

      My brows furrowed, I brace myself and slowly turn. At first, I’m not sure what I’m looking at. Yes, there should be a castle nearby–but not that one. Rising in the distance, draped in moonlight, stands a towering stone fortress, fully intact and massive, as if torn straight from another century and placed gently into the landscape ahead of us. It’s nothing like the bubbly pink princess castle we’re used to.

      “That looks like a real castle,” I gasp.

      Gavin lets out a strained, disbelieving laugh. “Yeah. Totally. A real castle. That makes perfect sense.”

      “Gavin, I’m serious. Look at it.”

      “I am looking at it,” he says, voice tightening. “It must be a new part of the park we haven't seen yet. People are probably out searching for us as we speak.”

      “That’s impossible,” I reiterate. “The river is only half a mile long and flows in a circle around the park. And that can’t be a new addition to the park. It’s impossible to hide.”

      “And yet,” he shoots back, “we’re standing here.”

      I take a deep breath, tired of arguing. “I guess you’re right. Okay, which way should we go? I have no idea where we are,” I say.

      “Let’s head toward the castle,” he says. “Even if it’s new or still under construction, there’s bound to be someone nearby who can help. We might have to wait until morning, but someone will come check this part of the park, eventually.”

      I sigh, wring out my dress the best I can, and stand, following Gavin into the tree line toward the castle. The darkness presses in so thick, I can barely see my hand in front of my face. Every step feels like it could land me in a hole, have me tripping over a hidden root, or worse: something moving that I can’t see. Gators. Where the hell are the gators? “What if there are gators in here?” I ask.

      Gavin looks back at me. “You’re right. And what about the forest? There could be giant raccoons or ninja squirrels.” He’s baiting me, but I don’t reply. He points toward the river, which is barely visible through the trees. “We’re near enough to the river that there may be an alligator or two, but mostly just watch where you’re going and try not to trip. I haven’t seen any.”

      “That’s very comforting. Thank you,” I mutter.

      “I do what I can.” He steps into the shadows like the dark doesn’t even exist.

      We move in silence, the faint gurgle of the river somewhere to our left the only sound besides our breathing. My stomach twists every time a branch snaps or a rustle shifts in the underbrush, and I almost reach out and grab Gavin’s arm, but I don’t.

      Shadows jump at me from every angle, and part of me wants to stop and wait for daylight, but he seems confident, so I keep following. He’s sarcastic, sharp, incredibly irritating, sure, but having him here makes the dark feel just a little less frightening, and after all, he did pull me out of the river.

      When we finally emerge from the forest, we step into a vast meadow, moonlight spilling over flowers and tall grass that sways in the mid night breeze. Even Gavin looks momentarily lost for words.

      “Wow,” I say. “Wherever we are, this place is stunning.”

      “I should know this place. I grew up in this part of Florida. Why haven’t I ever seen this valley before?” he mutters as we make our way through the field. It seems he’s beginning to realize this can’t be part of the park. But if it’s not, where the hell are we?

      Once we cross the meadow, we climb a hill dotted with trees, heading toward the castle. My legs are beginning to ache, but Gavin keeps moving quickly, and I don’t dare let him outpace me.

      Suddenly, something whistles past my ear. “What was that?” I shout, hunching my shoulders instinctively.

      Gavin spins to look at me, and just as he does, another object zips past, slicing through my sleeve. “Someone’s shooting at us! Get down!” he yells.

      I drop face-first onto the ground, and Gavin throws his body over me just as two more arrows whip past on either side. “We mean no harm! We’re just lost in the woods!” he yells, his voice even louder this time.

      Arrows?

      “Stay where you are, and don’t even think about moving!” a voice snaps from the trees in front of us.

      “We won’t move! Just please, don’t shoot us!” Gavin yells back.

      We hear footsteps, and I strain to make out shapes in the dim moonlight. Finally, four pairs of boots appear before us. One of the men reaches down and grabs Gavin while another grabs me. Strong hands snatch me up to standing. I want to pull away, but I can’t. Instead, I stare in disbelief. What the hell is he wearing?

      “Who are you?” the one holding Gavin by the collar demands.

      “We fell in the river. We’re from Wonderland Park. Is this part of the park?” Gavin asks.

      “Wonderland? What are you babbling about?” the man asks, his accent so thick I can barely understand him. “How dare you come this close to the castle without permission?”

      “They certainly did fall in the river,” the one holding me by the neck adds. “This one’s soaking wet.”

      “Forgive me. We got all turned around on our journey. What castle is this?” I ask.

      “Why, it’s the castle of Prince Alfred of Korvonia, of course. Judging by your clothing, it’s obvious you are of noble birth. How could you be unaware of Castle Valenbruck?”

      “Wait a moment,” the man, still holding his bow and arrow trained on Gavin, says. “You must be the missing prince and princess from Valtori that Prince Alfred has been expecting for weeks! Wherever have you been?”

      All at once, it hits me. We are in Korvonia, and these men think we are Princess Kristina and Prince Marvin. The real Kristina and Marvin were murdered by bandits on the way here, or so the legend goes, and if we don’t pretend to be them right now, we might end up just as dead.

      “Yes, that’s correct. That is precisely who we are. I’m Princess Kristina, and this is my brother, Prince Marvin,” I say. “Could you please escort us to the castle?”

      Gavin tips his head to the side, his eyebrows touching as he stares at me in disbelief.

      Praying he’s not as stupid as usual, I give him a look I hope he recognizes as saying, Play along, or we’re dead.

      “We’ll take you to the castle. Your arrival has been long anticipated. The prince feared you might have perished on the journey. He will be most pleased to see you are safe,” one of the guards replies.

      Letting go of their tight grips, they march us toward the castle, their demeanor far less threatening now that they believe we’re royalty.

      Gavin leans over to me and mutters under his breath, “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Play along,” I hiss, elbowing him. “I’ll explain later.”

      He opens his mouth but closes it promptly. I doubt he’s figured out what’s going on, but at least he’s not arguing with me–for once.

      At the gate, the first guard calls to the gatekeeper. “Open up! The royals of Valtori have arrived.”

      The gate swings open, and we’re ushered forward. The door guards meet us next, shouting for someone named Boris.

      We stand dripping in a large foyer until an older man dressed in the sort of attire I would expect a high-ranking servant in the medieval time period to wear. “Prince Marvin and Princess Kristina, it’s a pleasure to have you with us. Unfortunately, the hour is late, and I will not wake the prince, but I’ll see you to your rooms.” He smiles and bows, his balding head reflecting torchlight.

      Gavin’s eyebrows shoot up. “Well, that’s reassuring.”

      “What he means to say is thank you. We’ll be very quiet, go straight to our rooms, and not bother Prince Alfred until morning.” I nod gratefully.

      Boris leads us through the castle. Lanterns flicker here and there, barely lighting the halls, but from what I can see, the interior is just as beautiful as the exterior. Tapestries and paintings hang on every wall, and rows of doors hint at countless rooms. “Where is your carriage? Your entourage?” he asks.

      “They perished, unfortunately,” I tell him. “We were attacked by bandits.”

      Boris turns and looks at me, shaking his head. “Yes, it has been quite dangerous lately. Pity. We shall make sure you are well taken care of.”

      I thank him, glad he’s nicer than his master is rumored to be.

      We’re led up to the third floor and shown to our adjoining rooms. “This is for you, Princess Kristina,” Boris says, gesturing to the room on the right. “And this is your room, Prince Marvin.” He motions to the door on the left.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “Yes, we appreciate it,” Gavin adds.

      The man bows once again and turns, vanishing down the dark corridor.

      Once we’re alone, I turn to Gavin. “Where the hell are we?” he whispers.

      “I’m not sure.” I grab his arm and tug him into my room where no one can overhear before I add, “I think… we must have fallen back in time. That’s the only explanation.”

      His eyes widen, and a laugh bellows from him. “Oh, yeah? Like Sam Beckett and all that? Quantum Leap?” Gavin continues to laugh, shaking his head.

      Narrowing my eyes at him, I fold my arms. “Yes, exactly. We must have leapt into Medieval Korvonia.”

      “Harper! That’s crazy. I don’t know what’s going on, but we’re going to figure this out and get home,” Gavin spits out, frustration and urgency tangled in his voice.

      “If you don’t hush, we’re both going to be murdered by the evil Prince Alfred, so you’d better play along and be Prince Marvin, whatever you do,” I say. “Now, I’m going to pretend to be Princess Kristina and get out of these wet clothes. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      And with that, I push him into the hall and slam the door to the room assigned to me when I took the role of Princess Kristina of Valtori, locking it.

      I realize the room is nearly pitch dark, the only light a thin sliver of moon cutting through the window, so I move carefully toward the fireplace. A pile of kindling sits nearby. Thankfully, I used to camp a lot with my parents when I was a kid, so a few moments later, with a strike of flint, sparks catch. The flames roar to life, spilling warm light across the room. Finally, I can really see.

      The room is vast, the ceiling soaring high above me. A tapestry depicting a hunting scene hangs above the bed, the stitching intricate and the scene gorgeous. The wardrobe and chest against the walls are clearly built to last for generations. Beautiful handwoven rugs lie on the floor, and everything about the room, from the heavy beams and the carved doors to the wooden furniture, speaks of luxury and careful craftsmanship. I can’t stop staring. It’s awe-inspiring.

      I open the wardrobe and find neatly folded nightgowns. They’re pretty, soft, and more importantly, dry. Relief washes over me. I tug off my wet gown and pull on the dry clothes, the fire’s warmth chasing the chill from my skin. Sitting on the edge of the bed, I watch the flames dance across the walls, shadows stretching and twisting, and accept that I am Kristina now. I have to be at least for tonight. Who knows what tomorrow may bring?
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