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Party Crasher

Princess Bella stared at her evil aunt, Queen Fire, trying to look brave. Bella had been having a great time with the rest of her classmates at a fun dance that her parents, King Phillip and Queen Katherine, had planned to celebrate the end of the year. But Queen Fire had been a not-so-fun party surprise.

“How long does this”—Bella pointed to the black powder that hid them both from the other guests—“last?”

“Dear niece, don’t worry about our privacy,” Queen Fire said in a sugar-sweet tone. Bella’s aunt had raven-black hair that hung down her back, glittering eyes, and matching ruby-red lips and nails.

“Did you have to come during my party?” Bella asked.

“I can come and go whenever I please,” Queen Fire said. She glanced away from Bella, taking in the happy chatter and fun as Bella’s classmates danced nearby.

Bella started to say something, but she bit her lip to keep quiet. Had she imagined the flicker of sadness on Queen Fire’s face?

“Please let me go,” Bella begged. “Today and tomorrow are the last days I can spend with my cousin before she goes home. I know I owe you a favor, though, and I am not going back on my promise.”

Images flashed through Bella’s mind—picture after picture of that horrible time when Glimmer, Bella’s unicorn, had run away to the Dark Forest. Bella and Glimmer had just started to get to know each other after the two had been matched on Bella’s eighth birthday. But Glimmer had run away, and when Bella had found her in the scary Dark Forest, they were suddenly in the path of Queen Fire’s dangerous unicorns. Bella and Glimmer had been seconds away from serious trouble before Queen Fire saved them. In turn, Bella had pledged to help her aunt if she ever needed it. And if she did not help Queen Fire, her aunt was going to take Glimmer away.

Queen Fire crossed her arms. “I had a feeling you would back out of our deal.”

“I’m not letting you have Glimmer!” Bella said.

“Then I suggest you listen very carefully. There is a crystal hidden in your castle. It has, let’s say, sentimental value to me.”

“Where is it?”

Queen Fire laughed. “Niece, if I knew the answer, I would have told you. I’m not that evil.”

“So that’s what I have to do?” Bella asked. “I have to find this crystal?” She paused. “Is it hidden away for a reason? Am I going to get in trouble for finding the crystal and giving it to you?”

Queen Fire leaned close to Bella. “If you’re worried about getting in trouble, then don’t get caught.”

Bella felt like she was underwater—like someone had stuffed cotton balls in her ears. The class party felt very far away, and she did not know what to say to her aunt.

Bella swallowed. “Is that all? Because I really need to get back and—”

“Fine.” Queen Fire sighed, waving a pale hand in the air. “Go back to your party, dear. I’m getting rather tired of hiding, though. I want you at my castle tomorrow. We need to talk. I need to make sure you understand the importance of your task.”

Bella chewed on the inside of her cheek. She didn’t want to ask more questions to keep the queen here longer, but . . .

“Can I come on Sunday? Please?”

Queen Fire stared, unblinking, at Bella. “Sunday. Before sunset, or I’ll have my guards begin to ready a stall at my stables for Glimmer.”

“Not a cha—”

Queen Fire vanished before Bella could finish her sentence. Bella looked down, and all the black powder had disappeared too.

Okay, pull yourself together, Bella. You can’t let anyone see that you’re upset.

She glanced down at her shaking hands. She walked over to a crystal punch bowl floating in the air.

“One cup, please,” she said, testing out her voice. She thought she sounded like her usual self.

A ladle dipped into the bowl, filling a cup with red punch. The cup lowered itself in front of Bella.

“Thank you.” Bella took the cup and sipped, trying to shake off Queen Fire’s visit. She smoothed her sparkly teal dress with her free hand.

“Bella?” A familiar voice called her name.

“Over here,” Bella said as she forced a smile onto her face.

Her best friends, Ivy and Clara, along with her cousin, Violet, surrounded her.

“Did you help that lady who was looking for you?” Ivy asked.

Bella nodded, grabbing Ivy’s hand and tugging her forward. “Yes. Let’s go back to the party.”

The princess accompanied her friends and her cousin out of the tent and made a silent vow to never let Queen Fire that close to her friends ever again.
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Swimming in Secrets

“I can’t believe it’s your last day here!” Bella said, sticking out her bottom lip.

“I know,” Violet replied as she twirled the ends of her red hair, which was in two braids. “I begged my parents to let me stay longer, but they said I had to come home for school.”

Both princesses frowned. They were each lying on a giant raft—Bella’s pink and Violet’s frosty white. The rafts hovered above the pool water as the girls soaked up some sun. Bella pushed the down button, and her raft lowered until it touched the water. It was a very warm day in Crystal Kingdom, and Bella was ready for a swim in one of the royal pools. Violet, Princess of Foris Kingdom, was Bella’s cousin. She was a little younger than Bella.

“I can’t wait till Ivy and Clara get here,” Violet said, slipping off her raft and into the crystal-clear pool water. The bottom and sides of the pool were covered in clear pea-size crystals that made the water look sparkly. “I feel like I’ve known them forever—not less than a week!”

“They are such good friends like that,” Bella agreed.

Violet climbed up the pool stairs, walked the length of the pool, and stopped in front of the diving board.

“Higher, please,” Violet commanded. The white board lifted off the ground and rose a few inches into the air.

“Go, Vi!” Bella cheered.

“Cannnnnonnnnbaaaallll!” Violet yelled as she jumped off the board, wrapping her arms around her legs.

Bella giggled as her cousin caused waves in the pool and splashed her.

Queen Katherine had spelled the pool to be just deep enough for cannonballs, but no diving was allowed. They were only allowed to jump off of it or do cannonballs when someone else was in or around the pool.

For the few seconds that Violet was underwater, Bella let out a giant sigh that she felt she had been holding inside since Queen Fire had talked to her.

Keeping secrets is so hard, Bella thought. Where do I even begin to look for the crystal?

There was zero chance she would tell her mom and dad, but as Bella watched Violet break the surface of the water, grinning, Bella knew. She had to tell her friends and her cousin. If she didn’t, it would go against their rules of BFFs. Queen Katherine appeared with a basket of flowers resting in the crook of her arm. She waved at Bella, and Bella’s stomach felt all flip-floppy when she waved back at the queen.

“Awesome cannonball!” Queen Katherine called out.

Violet smiled. “Thanks!” she said as she crooked her finger at her raft and it sailed through the air, stopping inches before her.

Bella rolled off her raft and slipped underwater. As she sank down a few inches, the princess rubbed her temples. She had almost fallen asleep twice on her pool float because she had been up most of the night trying to figure out every spot the crystal could be hidden. As Bella had mapped late into the night, she got more and more nervous, because she wasn’t just retrieving a crystal for Queen Fire—the princess was stealing. Queen Fire hadn’t said a word about “borrowing,” so Bella didn’t think Crystal Castle would be getting the magical sparkler back. She felt like a unicorn was sitting on her chest.
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