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      Time is almost up for Eflorencia, and the king couldn’t care less.

      

      With the famine wiping families out left and right, and the magic shortage driving people to sacrifice more than they have to give, taking advantage of the people of Eflorencia is simple. But Beatrice Wolfe doesn’t want any part of her father’s royal family legacy.

      

      The world she knew nothing about is on the brink of running out of magic (and consequently, out of time). Bea knows she must take action against her newfound family. Trusting the handsome guide who crashed into her life seems like the best path forward, but what she doesn’t know about Nic might end up being her downfall.

      

      "Foolish Princess" is book two in The Tales of Eflorencia. This coming-of-age story is for fantasy readers who devour first kiss butterflies only when accompanied by scandalous secrets. Enjoy the entire series, written by USA Today bestselling paranormal romance author Mary E. Twomey.
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            THEIR LITTLE IDIOT

          

        

      

    

    
      Rafe shushes my angst like a pro. Being that Rafe is my adoptive father, my best friend, and uncle, he’s been quieting my cries for years. He brushes stray strands of ginger hair away from my dirty face with one hand while he hugs me close with the other. “I’m so sorry, Bea.”

      That apology could cover a myriad of sins.

      Is Rafe sorry that I’m hurt? He wasn’t there to keep me from getting bitten by the cheetah shifter.

      Is he sorry that he didn’t explain to me that shifters are real, so when Meriff, the last mage, transformed from a greedy wizard into a jungle cat, I was completely caught unawares? Blood trickles down my calf, ruining my sock and my evening.

      Is Rafe sorry that he didn’t tell me I am from a magical world called Eflorencia, and that I might have magic inside of me?

      Is he sorry that he faked my death, and his own, to sneak me out of Eflorencia when I was a baby after my mother died in the tragic fire that scarred the left side of my face forever?

      His tattooed arms tighten around me.

      The first one, I rule. He’s sorry that I’m hurt. That’s what always upsets him most. Hopefully, though, the conversations about the rest of the rollercoaster ride I’ve endured today will come in the form of an apology at some point too.

      “You’re hurt,” I point out, picking my biggest concern to address first. Rafe is only fifteen years older than my plucky nineteen, so we’ve always struck more of a bestie friendship than parent and child. But we both know he can pull rank when the situation warrants.

      Rafe kisses the top of my head, wrapping me in the spicy scent of his aftershave. “I’m upright. A few scrapes. One of the hunters gave me a couple sips of a healing draught after they brought me in. They want me alive, so you don’t have to worry about me.” He glances toward my leg. “I get to worry about you. That’s my job, remember? You get to be the kid, and I get to be the adult. No switching.”

      “Meriff,” I tell him. “The last mage did this. Bad guys search for extra pockets of magic, and Meriff pays them the bounty for whomever they bring in to be turned over to the throne and drained.” I can’t believe I’m saying these things in a coherent manner. A sentence like that would have been complete gibberish to me a week ago.

      I don’t like that there is a king and prince, who happen to be my father and brother. They are apparently wicked people. I don’t like that they’ve squandered what magic Eflorencia has, and still they’re seeking out more to steal and claim as their own. Magic is what makes the crops grow and keeps things going smoothly.

      I really don’t like that I am known as the Dead Princess. There are like, a billion better names, like, I dunno, Beatrice Vera Wolfe.

      Rafe doesn’t let go of me, which is exactly what I need. “Tell me about your leg, Bumble Bea.”

      “I was mauled by a cheetah,” I state flatly. It’s hard for me to hold onto my indignation when Rafe is the one I am cross with, though not impossible. “And after all the lying you’ve done to me, you don’t get to claim adulthood anymore. You get to march yourself right to time out and sit there until I’ve forgiven you. Spoiler alert: that day may never come.”

      “So long as you’re alive, I’ll happily sit wherever you put me.” Rafe turns his chin over his shoulder toward his sister. “Tessa, give me a hand?”

      It’s only then that I realize Rafe is bracing himself through the simple act of standing.

      Aunt Tessa trots to us and winds my arm around her shoulders, stooping so I can use her as a crutch. Her auburn hair is still tucked in its French braid, despite a few rogue whisps from her tousle when she was abruptly taken here. She looks so normal in her fitted ripped jeans. Her blue cropped top, complete with a mustard stain on the hem from her shift at the bar our family owns, is her usual garb. But wearing these things, here in this place that is definitely not earth, cranks my nerves higher than I can manage.

      No one expects me to let go of Rafe, even as I hobble toward the wall furthest from the vertical tunnel in which I arrived. The last mage brought us here because we have magic baked into our bodies. Since my family left Eflorencia when I was a baby, our magic has remained untouched. That makes each one of us ripe for abducting. I suppose it’s best we all made it to the same dirt-packed underground hole (except for Papa, who thankfully hasn’t been torn from our cozy life).

      The atmosphere is dank and dirty, lit only by an ancient lantern that’s hung in the center of the ceiling. It casts more shadows than light in this quaint space, but anything that gives me a view of my family isn’t something I’ll complain about tonight.

      I’m in Eflorencia. This is Eflorencia. Though, the entire space spans the length of a row of maybe a dozen parking spots, and twice as wide, so I’m guessing there’s more to this magical world than what I’m seeing now. There’s a black fog sticking to the edges of everything, so I can’t be sure how far the area stretches. This is the mage’s prison, where he dumps people he’s about to send to the palace to have their magic syphoned.

      I’m not here alone, so at least there’s that bright spot. Aunt Tessa and Uncle Crowly lied to me about this hidden world and my identity too, but I’m just frazzled enough not to outright punish any of the adults in my life. I’m just grateful we’re all in one piece, even though we’re sporting injuries aplenty.

      Nic keeps his lean, muscular form to the perimeter, giving Rafe and me our reunion without a stranger mucking up the moment. Nic only came to our world to track down the bounty hunter bozos. When he found Rafe abducted and me drowning in a puddle of panic, he took me under his wing and did what he could to help us find Rafe. For better or worse, Nic is the one who introduced me in bits and pieces to the world my family kept secret. I don’t like that he’s the one person in this group I trust the most right now, but that’s where the chips have landed.

      Aunt Tessa lowers me to sit on the ground of our little dirt-packed cave. I cling to Rafe’s bloodied shirt to bring him down to sit beside me, sniffling into the filthy material. I dab at my cheeks with his sleeve as if it was a lacy handkerchief, and I am a delicate lady in need of a comforting prop.

      Rafe’s fingers loop through mine. I lean into his shoulder while Tessa examines the gruesome teeth marks on my calf. “Not great,” she rules. “I’ve seen worse, but this is going to scar. These bites are deep.” She casts around, no doubt wishing for the first aid kit she keeps behind the bar. “Nothing to suture with around here? None of that healing draught left over? Because Bea looks way worse than you right now, brother.”

      Rafe’s tone is light and mildly pleasant. I don’t know how he does it. “You know, Meriff didn’t leave a first aid kit for me, the scoundrel. No tea and crumpets. No fine bedding. I’m going to complain to management first thing.” He kisses the top of my head. “You okay, baby girl?” He’s chipper, despite the chaos that landed him here.

      I open my mouth to reply, but Nic interjects his salty opinion first. He steps forward to stand in the center of the cave under the old lantern. “Of course she’s not okay. I had to explain everything on the fly to her because all of you were too rencing chicken to do it yourselves. That includes her royal identity, which sucked to tell her, by the way.”

      Rafe’s grip on my hand tightens. “That’s enough out of you. You only have the privilege of meeting Bea right now because of all the work we’ve put in to keep her alive and away from King Barune. You have no idea what it takes to keep the Princess of Eflorencia hidden.”

      Nic’s arms explode out from him in a fit of frustration. “Apparently, neither do you. Otherwise, we wouldn’t all be here.” He starts pacing while Tessa spits on my open wound in an attempt to wash it out. “I’ve been up to my ears, thinking I was traveling to Lifeless to chase down Meriff’s men. I was wondering what they were doing there. I knew it couldn’t be anything good. Come to find out they tracked down the queen’s brother, the sister, the dead princess, and her royal guard. Bea had no clue who she is, and no knowledge of Eflorencia, so guess who had to babysit and fill her in?” Nic motions to himself. He looks frazzled and on the edge of deranged. “Me! You do not want me explaining things to her. I don’t know how to break it to her gently that her entire existence in Lifeless has been a string of lies, told to her by everyone she trusts.” Nic pauses, collecting himself marginally. He runs his hand down his olive button-down military shirt. He fidgets to straighten it from the tumble down the lengthy tunnel that brought us here. “None of you gets to tell me a thing. I’ll be as rencing irate as I feel like, and you only have yourselves to blame for it.”

      I don’t like that Nic believes he has to babysit me. I know he’s past his edge tonight, what with all we’ve been through, but still. Rude.

      Uncle Crowly moves to stand over us. He has dark brown eyes that appear almost black in certain lights. He is tall and solid. He was apparently my bodyguard when I was a baby, living in Eflorencia with my mother, who was the queen here.

      It’s a lot to process. I’m barely keeping up.

      Crowly stares Nic down through the rant just to remind him that there will soon need to be a limit on any disrespect aimed Rafe’s way. Crowly’s always been on the intense side. Only I know how to make him laugh. He’s my grumpy bunny, but I’m sure to Nic, Crowly is the no-nonsense Hulk whom history has down as the fearsome guard who gave his life in service of the throne.

      Nic barrels through any hint that he should hold back his frustration. “The princess should have been warned. She should have had the finest education. I’ve had my hands full just trying to keep her alive. Now she’s in Eflorencia without a clue.” Nic grips the fabric over his chest, his eyes bugging. “Am I responsible for her now? What happens if she dies doing something stupid that we all know not to do, like sniffing a black flower?”

      I make a mental note not to sniff any black flowers I come across.

      But oo, a black flower would be so pretty.

      From a distance, I remind myself, sniffling pathetically into Rafe’s shoulder.

      “That’s enough out of you.” Rafe holds me tighter to him while I shake through my smattering of tears. I hide in plain sight by burrowing into my dad’s side. “But thank you,” Rafe amends. His indignation deflates, because at his core, my fearsome uncle is a true softy. He is always trying to do the right thing, even when throwing a fit is the easier path. “Thank you for looking after her. I see the sacrifice you made in ensuring Bea got to me in one piece. You could have turned us in yourself and collected the bounty, but you didn’t. Crowly mentioned you’ve been trying to find me for her. You tried to keep my little girl safe. Thank you for that.”

      Nic moves to our right with his arms crossed in a huff. He stands close enough that I can spot the details of how disheveled he looks in this dim underground space. Everything is a little hazy, though that could be from my tears. I can’t be sure how far the abyss stretches because there’s a dark fog that sticks to the perimeter. It blackens the periphery of my vision and stops me from cataloging anything further. We could be in a small space of packed dirt, or we could be in a huge expanse that’s hemmed in by the fog. I have no idea.

      I know my face is red and splotchy, which means my freckles are no doubt standing out more than usual. I’ve been attacked by a freaking cheetah-magician, went through the terror of wondering if my dad was dead, and then had my entire external and internal worlds turned upside-down.

      I blink up at Nic. “Thank you. You said you would help me find my dad, and you did. I don’t care if it’s in this weirdo prison place. I only care that Rafe is alive. You kept your word.”

      Nic’s brassy demeanor softens marginally. He’s studying my face, memorizing my humiliating tears as if they are something strange he might never see again.

      I hope he is not wrong. Crying in public is the pits.

      Nic finally nods when Rafe’s grip on me tightens protectively. “To be fair, this isn’t how I was intending on keeping my word, Your Majesty. I imagined you far freer than this.”

      My nose scrunches. “Could you not call me that? It feels like you’re making fun of me. Besides, Rafe is my dad. No one else.” I scoot closer to him, knowing I must look like a big baby, clinging to her daddy when the world rocks uncertainly.

      I don’t care. I don’t care if the whole world here and back home knows that I need my dad.

      Nic tilts his head at me, studying me again in that curious way as if I’ve said something strange enough to document in his permanent memory. Finally, a hint of a wry smile twists his mouth. “Well, I’m not finished making you promises just yet. My next one is that I’m going to get us out of here.” He glances around, realizing he’s got his work cut out for him. “Granted, I have no idea how that’s going to happen, but I’ll get us out.” He dips his head. “And it would be disrespectful to call you anything other than your proper title while we’re in the world your family rules. I’m perfectly happy being disrespectful to anyone who’s earned it, mind you, but you haven’t.” Again that flash of a charming smile that heats my cheeks.

      “Bea,” I remind him, trying to collect myself through my blush. “If you need me to pretend it’s my royal request you call me Bea, then let’s do that.”

      Nic chuckles. “Alright, Princess Beatrice.”

      I roll my eyes, a deep breath finally settling my angst. “That is zero better. Never call me my full name. It makes me feel like I’m in trouble.”

      “You, little princess, are nothing but trouble.” Nic dimples at me, enchanting me to fall for him all over again.

      Rafe stiffens in silent protest of our casual back and forth.

      Yikes. Rafe gets a little side-eyeish whenever a guy pays me the least amount of attention. It’s cute, and largely unnecessary, which Rafe very well knows. He doesn’t like it when a guy flirts with me, because it’s a countdown to the moment when my heart is broken and I am humiliated. Can’t fault Rafe for wanting me spared that.

      Nic’s gaze shifts north to Rafe’s face, his posture straightening. “How’s your magic?”

      Uncle Rafe’s hand moves to the center of my spine, just in case I need the steadying effect. “It’s so rusty; I can’t believe it’s intact at all.”

      Nic’s brows lift with optimism. “How long have you been down here? It’ll strengthen the longer you’re in Eflorencia.”

      Uncle Rafe shoots Nic a withering look. “I’m well aware how rudimentary magic works.” His abrasive response cools when he pauses to exhale. “I haven’t been here long. I was in the house, and five hyena shifters attacked me.” He shakes his head. “I didn’t stand a chance. Fought hard enough to lead them away from the house. My only source of sanity down here was knowing that Bea wasn’t in Eflorencia with me.” His mouth tightens. “But now that’s shot.”

      I keep quiet because I don’t want to fight with the adults in my life over their poor choices to have me kept in the dark about my own identity. I should have been allowed to know the family secret. I’m family.

      Or maybe I’m the secret. Maybe I’m so ugly that they didn’t want anyone knowing that yes, I survived the fire that murdered my mother, but I look like this now, so it’s hardly worth a celebration. Princesses are pretty. I’ve seen enough fairytale cartoons to know that much.

      Uncle Crowly’s voice is gravelly. “Give it a day, and we’ll all have magic that’s fully on the mend. Haven’t used mine in a long time, though. Not sure I remember how, to be honest.”

      Uncle Rafe nods once, the movement jerky with displeasure. “Do you think Meriff will leave us here for a whole night without coming down to mess with us? I’m surprised he hasn’t popped in to steal Bea and take her to the castle. Quite the reward for her return, I would imagine. Haven’t set foot in Eflorencia since Bea was a baby, but I’m guessing old King Barune ran some sob story about missing his dead princess.”

      I despise being discussed as if I am not in the room. Normally I speak up when teachers or family do that, but this time I want to be a fly on the wall to learn as much as possible before they all realize they’re spilling the secrets they’ve kept from me my entire life.

      Nic takes the lead, since he’s the only one with knowledge on the current events in Eflorencia. “It’s widely accepted that the princess died.” He lowers his chin. “That you killed her.”

      My sharp intake of breath is my only verbal response, but inside, I am steaming. Who would believe Rafe could ever hurt me, much less be the cause of my death? It’s absurd, and a horrible thing to say about someone who has only ever loved me.

      Uncle Rafe cracks his neck, turning his chin from one side to the other as if the rumor of him murdering me was to be expected. “That tracks.”

      Nic keeps his head down. “That you started the fire that murdered your family, yourself, and Crowly the Cruel, who tried to stop you. It’s understood that you did it because you didn’t see any way for your family to escape the king’s heavy hand, other than death.”

      Rafe seems to accept this ridiculous verdict, but Crowly scoffs. “Okay.” I can’t tell if Crowly is offended anyone would accuse Rafe of such horrors, or if his pride is nicked because people assume Rafe could best him in a fight.

      Again, I want to interject, to argue against this vicious assumption that my adopted father could be anything close to a murderer.

      Well, except for the times when the barflies got really out of hand, and he had to take care of business.

      I won’t go near the shovel they keep in the shed behind the bar. I know what it’s used for, but I pretend I don’t.

      Pretending, I am learning, is
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