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        As the new heir to her father's throne, Keira thinks she knows exactly what's going to happen in her life.

      

        

      
        After meeting a handsome prince at a ball, she uncovers the truth about her past, and the curse placed on her by a vengeful king.

      

        

      
        With less than a year to find a way to undo the curse, can Keira stop it before it's too late?

        -

        Awakened Princess is book one in the Beyond The Curse fantasy series. It is inspired by fairy tale lore. It includes an m/f romantic subplot.

      

        

      
        You can also download two free prequels following the events leading up to Keira's birth - Cursed Crown and Betrayed Royals. They can be read at any point in the series.
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      It's hard to decide if I'm more nervous or excited to be presented to the court as the Crown Princess.

      I've known plenty of the people in the ballroom since I was a small child, but that doesn't stop today being different. I'm eighteen, and that means Father can finally announce that he's planning on making me his heir. And I have no idea how people are going to take it. The kingdom loves my parents, it's hard not to when they've made Alventia into the prosperous kingdom it is now.

      I push those thoughts to the side. It's not going to help me if I worry about it. I need to focus on proving that I'm capable and the right choice, but that's going to take time. I'm not going to manage it in an evening.

      Especially not at eighteen.

      The door to my room pushes open and my lady's maid walks in with a tray.

      "Morning, Princess," she says, dipping into a slight curtsy and taking it over to the small table by the window.

      "You can call me Keira," I remind Sophia, wishing she wouldn't insist on being proper all the time. It gets exhausting after the first five minutes.

      "I know, but today is a big day, I thought it would be better to start it outright," she responds.

      I let out a loud sigh. "Will you at least sit with me while I have breakfast?" I know better than to ask her if she'll eat with me. She'll refuse.

      "I can." She pulls out a chair and sits down, even going as far as pouring herself a cup of tea from my pot. I'm glad she's comfortable enough to do that now.

      I've known Sophia my entire life, but she only became my lady's maid a couple of months ago, and it changed the dynamic between us. But I still think of her as my friend, I just have to convince her I'm still hers.

      I pull my robe tighter around me and take a seat opposite her. She pushes my teacup closer.

      "Thank you." I pick it up and blow across the top so it's cool enough to drink. "What's going on today?" I ask.

      "What isn't?" Sophia responds.

      I groan. "Is it bad that I was secretly hoping you'd say nothing until the ball?"

      She chuckles. "I can say that if you want, but we both know it's a lie."

      "All right, tell me what has to be done."

      She clears her throat and pulls out a sheet of paper. "You've got about an hour of free time, but after that, you'll be needed in the great hall to meet with ambassadors and incoming nobles."

      I let out a loud sigh. "Is it wrong to ask if I have to?"

      "You know you do," she points out. "Especially as it's you they're coming to honour."

      "I hate it when you're right."

      "And you'd hate it if you shirked your duty. I know you, Keira. You're all about doing what you're supposed to," Sophia reminds me before taking a drink.

      "I know."

      "And you're going to have to get used to it. When you're Queen, there are going to be even more things you don't like doing."

      "Don't remind me."

      "Don't you want to be your father's heir?" she asks.

      "I do."

      "But?"

      "How do you know there's a but?"

      "Intuition." The corners of her lips turn up into a knowing smile. "You're not as subtle as you think you are."

      "There isn't really a but," I admit. "I just sometimes wish things were different. I don't understand how I'm supposed to be someone with this huge destiny."

      "I don't think you get any say in that," she points out. "And even if you hadn't been born a princess, you might have been born with a destiny. You know as well as I do that prophecies are real."

      "I think I'd know if there was one about me by now."

      "Maybe." She shrugs. "But these things can pop up at any time."

      "Are you trying to tell me something?" I pick up a slice of orange and pop it into my mouth.

      "I promise, I'm not."

      "I hope you know that if I end up on some kind of quest to fulfil a prophecy, I'm dragging you along with me."

      Sophia lets out a very unladylike snort. "I'm counting on it. I could use a bit more adventure in my life."

      "Does that mean you've thought about coming to the ball tonight?"

      "I don't have a dress."

      "Then let me be your fairy godmother and tell you about the one I had delivered for you."

      Her eyes widen. "But a servant at a ball will cause no end of scandal."

      "Only if you tell someone," I point out. "If you keep your mask on and disappear before they come off, no one will have any idea who you are."

      "That's true."

      "And the dress is your exact size."

      She raises an eyebrow.

      "Because I had it made that way," I admit. She'll know as soon as she puts it on anyway, her aunt is one of the seamstresses in the palace, which means Sophia has a comprehensive knowledge of these kinds of things. It's one of the reasons no one had any problem with me appointing her as my lady's maid despite her being younger than the woman who would normally hold such an important position for a Crown Princess.

      I hope it didn't make her too many enemies downstairs. She may say it hasn't, but I'm not an idiot, I can tell there's more to it.

      "You're not going to stop until I say yes, are you?"

      "I will," I promise. "But only if I think you're saying no because you don't want to go and not because you're worried about getting caught.

      She lets out a small laugh. "Will you settle for an I'll think about it."

      "Of course. But I really would like you to come. You're my closest friend, it wouldn't be right to have my birthday and for you not to be there." I mean every word of it. Sophia's job may mean she's supposed to know all of my secrets, and keep them, but that isn't why I confide in her. I trust her with my life, something I'm sure she knows.

      "I'll think about it," she promises.

      "Thank you, I appreciate it." I smile at her, hoping she sees how serious I am.

      "But now we need to get you dressed," she says. "By the time you're done, people are going to have started arriving, and I know they say it's fashionable to be late, but we both know that isn't true."

      "And certainly not if you're a princess," I add.

      "Exactly. One minute late and it's a problem."

      "A minute early is a problem too," I mutter.

      "Precisely. You need to be exactly on time. And it's my job to make sure you are. It reflects poorly on me too."

      "That's the last thing I want."

      "I know." She tidies up my tray, which I'm glad for, I'm not sure I could have eaten more even if I wanted to. My stomach is in knots while I consider everything that needs to be done over the course of the day. I want to make sure I give the right impression to everyone visiting.

      And I want to make my parents proud. They have no doubt I can be the heir, which means I have to prove them right.

      Which all starts with dressing right.

      I push my chair back and head over to my dressing room where Sophia will help me transform into the princess I am.
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      Even from my position behind the double doors, I can hear the music blaring and the loud chatter of excited party-goers. Most of the people at the ball probably don't care that it's supposed to be for my eighteenth birthday, they've just come for the good food and wine.

      I don't blame them. The cooks have been busy in the palace kitchens, and I have eighteen years of experience about how good they are.

      I reach up to touch my face, aware that I'm going to be the only person in the room not wearing a mask. I'll have one before long, but Mother wants everyone to see me first.

      "Are you ready, Your Highness?" the guard asks.

      "I am, Smithson, thank you."

      He nods and pushes open the door, revealing the ballroom to me.

      Colours swirl as the dancers go through their steps, oblivious to me entering. I'm glad I have a moment at the top of the stairs to compose myself before they're all staring at me.

      Smithson gestures to the band, who wind down their music, bringing everyone to a standstill.

      A lump forms in my throat, making it impossible for me to ignore my nerves. I want people to be pleased that I'm the heir to the kingdom, but I worry they won't be. Not that I have a brother, or even a cousin, to pass the crown to. I'm an only child with no living relatives on Father's side.

      Perhaps the announcement will please those who will be able to vie for my hand in marriage.

      I'm definitely not looking forward to the kingdom having that realisation. It'll turn every event into a competition I don't want.

      "Announcing Her Royal Highness, Keira, heir of Alventia," Smithson calls into the crowd.

      I plaster a smile on my face and begin to descend the golden staircase which leads towards the dancefloor.

      A hush falls over the assembled nobles as they watch me carefully place one foot in front of the other. The last thing I want to do is trip and fall.

      My parents beam at me from their position at the bottom of the stairs. The masks do nothing to hide their identities when they're both wearing crowns and looking at me that way. But this masquerade isn't necessarily about hiding our identities. We want people to know that we're the royal family of Alventia. Which makes the masks an odd choice, but who am I to argue with a centuries-old tradition for the members of my family when they reach eighteen.

      I reach the bottom of the stairs and wait for the next part of my introduction to the court.

      Father gestures to a footman who approaches with a small coronet on a cushion. I've never worn one before now, but all of that's about to change. A small part of me wishes I could have practised, but the rules are the rules.

      Father picks up the coronet and lifts it up, placing it on top of my head with a somewhat dramatic flare. Even the people at the back of the room won't have missed the gesture.

      He steps back, a wide smile on his face. "I'd like to formally introduce my daughter, Princess Keira, heir to the throne of Alventia," he calls out.

      It takes a moment for the words to sink in, but then a round of applause fills the air.

      I resist the urge to shuffle from side to side, somewhat uncomfortable by the focus on me.

      "Here, sweetheart," Mother says, offering me my mask.

      I smile at her and take it, quickly tying it around my head. It's a relief to have it on and match the rest of the guests.

      The orchestra starts up after a command from Father, and everyone goes back to enjoying themselves and ignoring me.

      "Your Highness, may I have this dance?" a voice I barely recognise asks.

      I glance at Mother. She nods, urging me to go on.

      "Of course." I take his offered hand and find myself whisked onto the dancefloor.

      "I am Baron Frotlick," he says, thankfully providing me with a name.

      "Good evening, Baron," I respond with a nod of my head.

      The dance begins and I fall into a familiar pattern of steps. I've been taking lessons since I was old enough to walk, I know them by heart.

      To my surprise, the Baron isn't very talkative, though my next dance partner makes up for it. Though oddly enough, he doesn't tell me his name.

      The next couple of hours pass in a swirl of dance partners and movement. My toes are sore from being trodden on more than once, and I'm almost dizzy from the bad dancing exhibited by several of the men who have asked me to dance.

      At least I catch a couple of glimpses of the unique dress I had delivered for Sophia. Even if I don't have a moment to spare to spend with her, it's good to know that she's enjoying the ball. Perhaps she'll be the one to tell me all about it tomorrow, as at the moment, I don't seem to be getting much time to just enjoy it.

      I really should have known better. Formal events are just that.

      Formal.

      When I come to them, I have to do my duty before anything else. If I want to enjoy myself, I should try to attend one in another kingdom where barely anyone knows me.

      My current partner spins me around in a circle, almost letting go of me at the critical moment.

      It's all I can do not to lose my balance, but somehow, I manage enough to end up back in his tight hold.

      "May I cut in?" The lightly accented voice catches my attention immediately.

      My current dance partner looks as if he's about to explode into a fit of rage, but thinks better of it and nods.

      "Your Highness," he says to me with a semi-bow. He hurries away without waiting for me to respond.

      "Would you like to dance, or would you prefer to have some refreshments?" the stranger asks.

      I raise an eyebrow. "You're the first person to ask me that when taking over from a different partner."

      "A sad but accurate reflection on your guests."

      I smother a laugh.

      "Perhaps they're simply awestruck about dancing with a princess," he says.

      "And you're not?" Should I be insulted? I don't feel it, but maybe I'm reading the situation wrong. "And refreshments would be lovely."

      "Very well." He offers me his arm.

      I take it without thinking twice about it and let him lead me over to the table manned by servants.

      "And I believe that acting intimidated by you is the quickest way to find myself out of your favour," he responds.

      "Stepping on my toes while dancing would be worse."

      "And the previous gentleman was doing both."

      "Should I be shocked that you've been paying so much attention to me?" I ask.

      He chuckles. "You're the focus of the entire ball."

      "Can I at least know the name of the person who has been watching me so intently?"

      "I'm sorry, that was rude of me."

      "A little, but you're not the first gentleman tonight to forget to give me their name."

      "I could say something about being too captivated by your beauty to have remembered."

      "I'm wearing a mask."

      "And yet it shines through."

      I glance at him, surprised to find a glint of mischief in his eyes.

      "I'm Philip," he says.

      It's interesting that he's given me his first name and not his title. That probably means he's either a servant in disguise, or someone high ranking, and I'm not sure which.

      I also don't think I particularly care.

      "I'm Keira," I respond, feeling like it's only right to offer my own forename in response.

      "It's nice to meet you."

      "Likewise."

      He takes a goblet of wine from the servant and hands it to me.

      Our fingers brush against one another as I take it from him, sending a small jolt of excitement through me. I've never had that kind of response to someone before. Maybe all of the dancing has gone to my head.

      I take a sip, relieved to find that it's one of the refreshing vintages that doesn't have a high alcohol content. In other words, the perfect drink for a night full of dancing and excitement.

      "Would you mind if we spent a moment outside?" I ask. The ballroom is starting to get hot, and I don't want to get caught up with another partner before I've had a proper chance to rest. No matter what I personally want, it's always better to say yes to anyone who asks. I don't want to insult the wrong person and cause an international scandal.

      "Of course. But you'll need to tell me where to go, this is your palace."

      I let out a small laugh. "I know just the place."

      I beckon for him to follow me, leading him out of the ballroom and towards a small private balcony. I could have brought him to one of the public ones in use for the rest of the guests, but I want a moment of peace.

      The music from the ballroom is still audible, but it's much fainter than before. I close my eyes and let the cool air wash over me.

      I set my goblet on top of the balustrade surrounding us and reach up to untie my mask.

      "I don't think you're supposed to do that before midnight," Philip says, a hint of amusement in his voice.

      "Everyone's seen my face anyway," I point out.

      "True." He reaches up and slips his mask off too, revealing a handsome face. "I thought it was only fair."

      "It's very gallant of you," I respond while trying to study him as subtly as possible.

      "Then I'm not sure where I get it from," he jokes. "Certainly not from my father. I'm sure you've heard the rumours."

      Embarrassment flares up within me. I may have heard the rumours he's referring to, but I have no idea who his father is.

      "I'm sorry, I realise I should have started with where I'm from," he says quickly, presumably having seen the confusion on my face. "I'm Prince Philip of Demetra."

      "Oh. I'm sorry, I didn't see your name on the guestlist..."

      "I was a last-minute addition," he assures me. "A friend of your mother's sent her a letter requesting I be invited tonight."

      I frown. "It's unlike Mother to not have invited you in the first place. She's always careful to include all of the nobles and royals she can get invitations to." Even as I say it, I realise he must not have been invited to any of our formal events for eighteen years.

      "I don't have an answer for that. Maybe there's some bad blood between our parents?"

      "I'm not aware of any."

      "Probably because you've never had the displeasure of meeting my father." He grimaces, but covers it quickly by taking a drink of his wine.

      "I'm afraid I haven't."

      "Oh, you're lucky not to have," Philip assures me. "I was happy to get the invite here, it gave me a chance to get away from him."

      Something in the way he's saying the words makes me believe them.

      "Is there anything I can do?" I ask, unsure if there's even anything in my power.

      "I don't think so," he admits. "But I appreciate the sentiment."

      I flash him a reassuring smile. "Perhaps you'd like to visit the palace again sometime?" I suggest. "When there are fewer people around."

      "Are you allowed to just invite me like that?"

      "You'd be my guest," I assure him. "I'll take you on tours of the grounds and the surrounding area."

      "I know you'll be needed more inside now, but perhaps we can exchange some letters to talk about it more?" I'm not sure if I'm imagining it, but I feel like there's a hint of hope in his voice.

      "That sounds like a good idea," I agree. "And you're right. Though I wish I could spend more time out here."

      "It's nice to have a break from all of the people."

      "Exactly. Sometimes you just need to sneak away."

      "Won't people notice you've been gone a while already?" he asks.

      I shrug. "Perhaps. But that's the advantage of a masquerade. It's easy to say you were somewhere when you weren't."

      "That sounds like an invitation for scandal."

      I let out a very un-princess-like snort. "No one seems to be worried too much about it." But he isn't wrong, which makes it an even stranger choice for the traditional coming of age balls held in Alventia.

      But I'm not about to go down in history as the princess who changed it all for a ball. If I'm going to be known for the changes I'm going to make in the kingdom, then they're going to be bigger and more important than that.

      "We should head back in now," I say after finishing the rest of my wine. "Thank you for spending a quiet moment with me."

      "The pleasure is all mine, Keira."

      The way he says my name sends an unfamiliar feeling through me.

      "I look forward to spending more time with you when you visit," I assure him.

      "I can't wait." He slips his mask back on. "Would you like help with yours?"

      For a moment, I consider saying no. I'm perfectly capable of putting it on myself. But there's something intimate about the thought of him helping me with it that's hard to ignore.

      "If you don't mind." I hold out my mask to him and turn my back to him.

      He doesn't touch me, but I can feel how close he's standing.

      Neither of us says a word as he places my mask into position and ties it.

      "There," he whispers.

      I turn, leaving us standing closely together. Despite the fact we'd be closer if we were dancing, this feels more intimate.

      But I know it can't last. The entire court is waiting for us in the ballroom, and as much as I don't want to, I know I have to go in and face them.

      There's no doubt in my mind that I'm going to repeat my offer for him to visit the palace. Something about his companionship is easy, and I long for more of it.

      I suppose only time will tell whether that's a good thing or not.
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      It's hard to believe that a month has passed since my birthday masquerade, and that it's finally the day that Philip will arrive at the palace for a visit. After what he said at the ball, I was almost surprised when Father agreed to his visit, but at least that means there weren't any awkward conversations about why I couldn't invite a guest.

      "How would you like your hair?" Sophia asks.

      I sigh. "I have no idea. What do you think will look best?"

      "That depends."

      "On?"

      "Whether you're intending this to be a flirtation or a political alliance."

      "Can't something be both?" I mutter.

      Sophia laughs lightly. "Perhaps. But not when it comes to your hair."

      "Perhaps something simple today, we'll see about the flirtation tomorrow."

      A knowing smile comes to her face. "Ah, so you do find him attractive."

      "I never said I didn't," I point out.

      "True. But I could tell you were wary after the ball." She picks up the brush and smooths it through my long dark hair.

      I sigh loudly. "He said something about our parents that I don't quite understand," I admit.

      "What was it?"

      "He said that he thought there was bad blood between them, but I've never heard anything about it."

      "He'll be bringing a valet with him, right?" Sophia asks.

      "I assume so."

      "Then leave it with me. I'll find out what you need to know."

      "Thank you, I appreciate it."

      "It's one of the things I'm here for," she reminds me. "Have you..."

      The door to my chambers opens, cutting her off. Sophia knows better than to talk about sensitive topics when there could be someone else around.

      "Sophia, please leave us," Mother says.

      I raise an eyebrow, but only my lady's maid can see it.

      "Of course, Your Majesty." She turns to Mother and dips into a curtsy, hurrying out of the room.

      "Is everything all right?" I ask.

      "Come sit with me." Mother gestures to the seating area by the window of my receiving room.

      Confusion fills me, but I do as she suggests. Mother normally sends word ahead when she wants to see me, which means this has to be important or she wouldn't be here.

      "What's wrong?" I ask.

      "I want to talk to you about Prince Philip," she says.

      I frown. "What about him? I thought you and Father were happy for him to visit."

      She grimaces, only deepening the intrigue around whatever is going on. I hope Sophia manages to find some answers or it's going to become an unsolvable mystery.

      "I just want you to promise to be careful around him," she says.

      "Why?" He seemed perfectly pleasant at the ball, though I suppose he could have been purposefully putting on a front to trick me, but I don't think so.

      "I just need you to promise," Mother repeats. "It's important."

      "Of course I'll be careful," I assure her. "But it might help if I know what I'm supposed to be careful of."

      She sighs. "There are things you don't know, Keira. Bad things that we wanted to shield you from."

      My eyes widen. "What things?"

      "It's not the right time," Mother says. "But when it is, I promise we'll tell you everything."

      "Even if it'll help me be careful now?"

      "You won't need any help if you pay attention," she assures me.

      A knock sounds on the door, interrupting us.

      "Enter," Mother calls.

      Sophia slips back inside. "The prince has arrived," she says.

      Mother sighs. "Very well. I'll let you finish getting ready so you can meet him. Just remember what I said, Keira."

      "I will," I promise.

      She smiles sadly and leaves the room.

      "What was that about?" Sophia asks.

      "I can honestly say I have no idea," I admit. "Something about being careful around Prince Philip, but she won't tell me why or anything more than that."

      "It might be nothing," Sophia says. "But it sounds like it's all wrapped up in the same mystery as what happened between your parents."

      "Perhaps."

      "I'll see what I can find out. But we should finish your hair so you can go meet him."

      "Why don't we leave it loose and use one of the headbands?" That way, I can get out of the room faster and meet the somewhat mysterious prince.

      "I'll go get it," Sophia says, disappearing into my dressing room and returning with an elegant black band. She slips it into my hair. "Perfect. Now you can go meet your prince."

      "He's not my prince, just my guest."

      "Only time will tell on that front," she responds cryptically.

      I shake my head in bemusement.

      "All right, you're done. Good luck," she says, stepping back.

      "And to you. I'm sure getting information out of his valet isn't going to be easy."

      A small smirk flits over her face. "Maybe not as difficult as you imagine. Lady's maids have tactics available to them that princesses don't."

      "I'll take your word for that and claim willful ignorance."

      She chuckles. "That's probably for the best or I'd find myself dismissed by your mother."

      "I'd make sure she didn't do that."

      "I know. Now stop stalling and go meet Prince Philip."

      I nod and rise to my feet. "Thank you for helping me get ready."

      "You're welcome. My only payment will be in hearing every detail of it over hot cocoa later."

      "And the payment you get for your services as a maid."

      "That too," she admits. "Life is sweet sometimes."

      We part ways, though I'm not sure precisely what she'll be doing. Hopefully interrogating an unsuspecting valet over the past of his master. I'm dying to know more about what the problem could be between our parents.

      I make my way through the palace, nodding my greetings to the servants and officials I pass on my way to the informal reception room Philip has been shown to.

      Technically, I could just send a message welcoming him to the palace and telling him that we'll meet later, but I don't want to do that. He's the first person who has come to the palace as my guest and not one for my parents, I want to make sure I do this right.

      "Please announce me," I request of the guard standing outside.

      "Of course, Your Highness." He opens the door and steps inside. "Introducing Her Royal Highness, Princess Keira."

      I step through just as Philip turns away from the window. The moment his gaze lands on me, a wide smile stretches over his face.

      One I'm reasonably sure is echoed on my own. I gesture for the guard to shut the door and leave the two of us alone.

      "I didn't expect you to come yourself," Philip says.

      "I wanted to," I assure him. "How was your journey?" I gesture for us to sit at a table already adorned with a pot of tea and two cups. Probably Sophia's doing, she's known for ages that I wanted to be the one to greet him.

      "It was pleasant," he responds, sitting down opposite me. "Your kingdom is beautiful, I'm looking forward to seeing more of it."

      "I'm looking forward to showing it to you," I respond as I take my own seat and spread my skirts around me properly. "I thought I'd show you the palace grounds today, and then we can take a ride through the surrounding countryside either tomorrow or the day after, depending how you feel from travel. We don't have any formal events until the end of the week, so you're welcome to either join us in the great hall for meals, or have them delivered to your rooms."

      "And what if I wanted a private dinner with you?"

      My heart flutters. "I'm sure that can be arranged."

      "Then I'd like that."

      "I'll let the kitchens know." I pick up the teapot and pour each of us a cup. "You can tell any of the guards or servants if you need anything. If they're not the right person for what you require, then they'll make sure the right person gets it."

      "Thank you. Your serving staff seem very attentive."

      "They are," I assure him. "To guests as well as to members of the family. You'll find they'll make sure you have everything you need."

      "With you as one of their charges, I'm not surprised."

      I smile at his compliment. "You barely know me, I could be a terror to be around after a day."

      Philip lets out a very genuine laugh, leaving only more mystery about Mother's warning. "I feel like I know you well enough to be certain you are not a terror."

      "I'm not sure whether I should take that as a challenge to prove you wrong, or if I should take it as a compliment."

      "The choice is yours," he responds.

      "Hmm, I think I'm going to see how the week goes before committing to anything."

      Philip chuckles. "I look forward to seeing which you choose."

      As do I.

      I smile at him, noticing that the easy companionship I experienced at the ball is already back. If things continue this way, then it's going to be a very enjoyable week.

      Even so, I can't stop Mother's warning ringing in my ears. What is it about him that's making her so wary?
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      I glance over my shoulder to check that Philip is still following me. He looks so at ease on top of his brown stallion, as if he was born in the saddle. I suppose it's probably a life of being taught these things, much the way I have.

      I gesture to the side and pull on my reins so my horse will head through the natural arch of trees. Chestnut whinnies and heads in the direction I want her to. I lean down and pat her neck, glad I have a horse who responds to me the way she does. The pony I learned to ride on hadn't been so accommodating. In hindsight, he'd probably been annoyed to have a novice on his back, but that didn't stop me from hating my first few years of lessons because of him.

      The trees give way to a clearing dotted with wildflowers and a small waterfall. The water rushes into a pool that's only a few feet deep. Philip's horse trots in behind me, followed by the small entourage of escorts we're forced to have by the rules of propriety. Sophia will make sure to keep them far enough away that I can talk to Philip without them listening in, but it's still marginally annoying to have them around all the time.
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