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      I was in my element. The pulsing thump of a bass line thrummed in my joints as I surveyed people smashed together on the dance floor, gyrating to the beat. It was a scene I'd witnessed countless times while working the bar at The Witching Hour. Except this pub was in another realm, down a little unnamed side street a quarter mile from the castle in Camelot. According to Gethin, it was one of the best places to go for a decent drink and some ambience.

      "He didn't say it would be this loud," Rory complained as the bass picked up, shifting into something akin to electronic dance music.

      I turned my attention to the four women crammed around the high-top table with me. I couldn't help but grin at the eclectic group I'd begun surrounding myself with. Never in my wildest dreams did I fancy myself assembling a team of bad-ass women from two different kingdoms and two different worlds when I rejoined Camelot's royalty. And yet, here I sat sharing a pint with my best mate and three women I'd come to call my friends.

      "It's got a certain charm," Jules noted, turning to lean on the table much like she'd done that fateful night six months ago when my life changed forever. "I mean, it's no Witching Hour. But it's kind of cute."

      "It's normal," I called above the din. "We all need a little normal right now."

      My little side trip through the Seelie kingdom hadn't gone unnoticed. Uther had done some saber rattling, threatening war. Somehow, my mother and her diplomatic corps had managed to talk him down. I'd seen reports of Arthur locking himself away from the public eye out of humiliation. I couldn't lie, that felt pretty damn good. But life had settled and we were all still finding our rhythm.

      Thanks to Avery, we'd cataloged the findings from our trip behind enemy lines. She had also started a more robust archive of the magical items we'd encountered on our travels. I didn't think she'd ever really intended to become an archivist, but she looked happy tucked away in the library, pouring through Camelot's older texts. I'd even seen her digitizing and annotating some of them. And now that Jules had fully recovered, she, Rory, and I had begun a proper training regimen with Laoise. We ensured she understood proper etiquette for the modern era, and she shared some pointers on ancient fighting techniques. For a preteen who'd been locked in a cave for hundreds of years, she was pretty damn knowledgeable.

      And then there was Saoirse. She spent a lot more time than I'd have thought on her own. I had to drag her with us tonight because she insisted, she didn't fit in with the group. Part of me understood her trepidation. She'd spent three decades seeing Camelot as the enemy. Her own mother had left her in the clutches of a cruel king, a tyrant who didn't think twice about weaponizing a child's emotions and manipulating them to his own benefit. But I was determined to help her understand that there was a better way. We could be the family we were meant to be.

      "How's the drink?" I nudged her elbow with mine and nodded to the frothy pink drink she was absently swirling in a martini glass.

      "Fine."

      "Oh come on, this is supposed to be a fun night out," I urged. "A chance to blow off some steam and do some bonding. Come on."

      "I've never been much of a drinker," she answered. "And it's hard to relax and have fun when everyone in this place keeps staring at me." I watched as she adjusted her hair to cover the slender tips of her ears.

      I felt like a complete prat for not realizing that dragging her out into public had the potential to be a disaster. She'd spent most of her time in the castle where she could sequester herself. And she'd not been the kind of person to go out and about even when she was in her own kingdom. Uther had made sure to keep her isolated and under his thumb.

      "I'm sorry, I didn't even think about that," I apologized.

      "You were trying to be nice," she said, turning the glass between her fingers.

      "Doesn't mean it was right. I wanted us to have a night where we could all just forget about the drama and chaos of the last few months."

      Across the bar a man with a hooked nose and slicked back brown hair spotted me. He tilted his head to the side, almost like a bird of prey surveying its next meal. He plucked his phone from his back pocket and tapped away. Whatever he noticed was enough to draw in his mates clustered around him. He gestured to me with the phone.

      What are they staring at?

      They were staring at me. It wasn't every day the Crown Princess went wandering the streets looking for a night out on the town. It hadn't escaped their notice that we'd come with an armed security detail. Mercifully, I'd convinced them to stay outside. Our group was comprised of five magical women. We could handle ourselves.

      "Hang on, I've got an idea." I set my own beer down and focused on the space around us. With a little bit of power, I turned the air around us gauzy. We could still see the people around us moving about, but they couldn't focus on us.

      "It's like we've got our own privacy curtain," Rory hiccupped.

      Avery reached across the table and pulled the empty glass away from her. "As the designated driver, I'm cutting you off."

      "But we don't have a car," Rory quipped.

      "She's right," Jules noted. "Only water for you, for a bit."

      Rory pouted as Jules passed through our magical privacy curtain and approached the bar. In my peripheral vision I caught Saoirse looking around like she expected something or someone to jump out at any moment. I scooted closer to her.

      "If you really aren't comfortable being here, I'm not going to make you stay. I just thought this would be a chance for everyone to get to know each other."

      "Your intentions are well-placed. I'm just ... distracted. I can't explain it, but it feels as though something is coming. Like a storm and I can feel it."

      Well, that sounded suspiciously like the beginning of a tale that ended in one or more of us galivanting off to parts unknown in search of another magical item. "Well, I'm sure it's just nerves or something. Besides, we all agreed, no quest talk."

      "How about boy talk?" Avery interjected.

      I quirked a brow at her. "What's that mean?"

      She glanced over her shoulder before saying, "I've noticed how much time Jules and Gethin have been spending together. I mean they're kind of adorable."

      I laughed. "I love Gethin, he's one of my best mates. But ... he's not her type. Trust me."

      "Who's not who's type?" Jules slid back into the conversation, setting a glass of ice water in front of Rory.

      "Just noticed you've been spending a lot of time in the kitchens lately, that's all," Avery said with a shrug.

      "I'm allowed to expand my interests. And he's a good teacher."

      The way she didn't meet my gaze told me there was more to this story. I rounded the table and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. "You've never been afraid to tell me when you fancy someone, Jules. Don't start now."

      "It's just ... it's new and he's so sweet. And there were definite vibes going on with you two, when we were after the chalice."

      "Trust me, there is nothing there but friendship. Besides, you know I'm taken."

      "Only you could make a literal prince fall for you," she snorted.

      "I wasn't trying," I protested.

      "Yeah, it just happened," she finished for me as she took a sip of what passed for bourbon in Camelot. "You know what we need? A good club dance."

      "Oh, no Jules I don't think that's such a good—" She grabbed me by the wrist and dragged me out of the protective barrier and onto the dance floor before I could finish voicing my discomfort.

      I'd worked in a bar for ages. But I had never been one to feel comfortable on the dance floor. Always too many people pressed too close together. Besides, I never knew what to do with my arms. Though that hadn't stopped Jules from trying to get me to loosen up in our youth.

      The beat of the music changed and turned to something with a more syncopated beat. I swayed along, trying to mirror Jules' movements. For a few moments I could almost pretend I wasn't horribly awkward standing in the middle of a pub in a kingdom I'd only dreamed of as a child. In short order, Avery and Rory appeared. Thankfully, Rory had sobered enough to not go staggering sideways when she didn't have the table to lean on.

      "Where's Saoirse?" I called over the drone of the bass.

      "Watching our drinks," Avery answered as she scooted between Jules and me.

      We formed a tight square and moved together in our little space, other patrons seeming to give us a wide berth. Maybe they'd noticed me cast the privacy spell and it was still offering some residual protection. Either way I wasn't going to question it. As I moved to the beat, I let my focus drift. The world around me took on a hazy look, casting my friends in interesting shades across the light spectrum. Pulsing flashes of blues and pinks and oranges. I could see them intertwining together, snaking towards me. Vibrant green spread out from my core to link with the rest of them.

      Either it was a manifestation of the magical bond we'd forged, or someone had spiked my drink, and I was high. I chose to believe in the former explanation, and it filled me with such a sense of joy and belonging. I'd always craved that sort of connection growing up. Aunt Nim and Jules had been wonderful, but I couldn't deny my magical world had been limited. Now it had a chance to thrive.

      A heavy hand hit my shoulder, jolting me from my reverie. I spun, finding Hooked Nose standing there, looking particularly smug.

      "See, Tig, I told you it was her. The Princess." He addressed one of his friends, a bloke with a thick neck set atop an equally massive torso. He studied me with watery blue eyes.

      "Nah, you're wrong. She wouldn't be stupid enough to leave her precious castle. Wouldn't want to get kidnapped again," Tig sniggered.

      Logically, I knew it was better to ignore their taunts. They were nobodies and I shouldn't expend any energy dealing with them. But they were exactly like the arseholes I'd seen come through The Witching Hour late at night, drunk and full of misplaced swagger. They thought they could do and say whatever they wanted to women and believed they were entitled to do so because they had knobs. Logic be damned.

      "You know, I'm pretty sure you could get arrested for speaking ill of the crown," I said, making direct eye contact with Tig. To Hooked Nose I added, "And it's no business of yours if I am in fact the Crown Princess. So, kindly fuck off. Let me and my mates enjoy our night."

      "She's got a mouth on her," Tig said, egging Hooked Nose on.

      "Oh, you don't have the faintest idea," I replied.

      Our back-and-forth had caught my friends' attention and Jules moved to stand shoulder to shoulder with me. "You have a problem with my friend?"

      "Can't even defend herself," Hooked Nose sneered. "Has to have her lackeys do it for her."

      My vision greyed out as he continued to speak, disparaging me. All I could think about was that I needed to show him that I could take care of myself. In the back of my mind, a tiny voice warned me not to engage with this prick. It would end poorly for me if I did. Again, logic could get stuffed.

      Before my brain caught up to what the rest of my body intended, my right hand had balled into a tight fist, and I'd slammed it right in the center of Hooked Nose's face. He staggered backwards, pressing his fingers to his now bleeding nostrils. Guess he’d be Crooked Hooked Nose now. Tig gawked at me, clearly stunned I'd actually done something.

      "Fight!" Someone yelled over the music.

      Panic set in as more bodies pressed in tight around me, scrambling to get a look at our antics. I just wanted to remove myself from the situation. But there was no easy escape hatch or exit strategy. The guards my mother had insisted I bring were stationed outside the pub. And I'd foolishly ignored their directive to take their mobile number.

      "You bitch!" Hooked Nose finally managed, his tone more garbled due to his injury.

      Tig and his other companions did their best to restrain Hooked Nose before he could take a swing at me in retaliation. I felt another pair of hands grip my left wrist and I turned to find Avery trying to drag me back to the safety of our still-functioning privacy spell. I watched as Jules lunged toward Hooked Nose, looking to get her own licks in when the doors behind them burst open as the security detail descended on the scene.

      Almost immediately the music stopped. My ears rang from the sudden absence of background noise. The lights came up a moment later, blinding me. I swayed on my feet, disoriented by the sudden shift in environment. I understood the reasoning behind it. They needed to locate the threat as quickly as possible. But that didn't mean my body was ready for the change. Avery continued to pull me, and I staggered to the left, back to the table. The gauzy barrier I'd erected fizzled out of existence as we approached and for a brief moment I wondered if the security presence could also neutralize any magic in play, too.

      That curiosity fled my mind the moment my gaze found Saoirse. She stood gripping the table with one hand, her head in the other. She was deathly pale. Even at this distance I could see sweat matting her hair to her skin, the tips of her ears protruding from between strands of dark hair. To unknowing onlookers, she was just another woman who'd had too much to drink. But I could sense this was more than an alcohol-induced illness. For one thing, she'd hardly touched her drink.

      I pulled my hand free of Avery's grip and rushed to the other woman's side. "I don't know what's going on, but I'm getting you out of here."

      Ignoring security's shouts for everyone to remain where they were, I wrapped a protective arm around Saoirse's shoulders and made a beeline for the nearest door, leading us to a supply closet. As hideouts went, it wasn't ideal, but it would have to do.

      "Talk to me." My words came out more strangled than I'd intended.

      When she looked at me, I gasped. Tiny red gems had replaced the pupils and irises in her eyes. "I can't stop seeing it," she rasped, before slumping to the floor.
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      All at once the storage room felt far too cramped, the walls pressing in around me as I tried to assess the situation. Something magical gripped Saoirse and I had zero clue how best to help her. I could see her chest rising and falling, so at the bare minimum she was still alive. I knelt and tried to shake her gently.

      "Saoirse, come on, wake up now."

      Her head lolled to the side and even though her eyes were closed, I could see the faint reddish glow behind her eyelids, illuminating them from within. My fingers shook as I pried one lid open. The tiny gems looked almost like rubies as they sparkled in her eyes.

      I pulled my fingers away and stood, intending to go back to the pub proper to get some help when a loud bang erupted from the other side of the door. It shook the foundation beneath my feet, sending me slamming into the nearest wall. Grunting as I collided, I managed to avoid striking my head against the rough surface and regained my balance. Tiny wisps of white smoke filtered under the door and my heart hammered double time.

      Did someone set off an explosive?

      It didn't smell like a fire and when I reached for the handle on the door it didn't scald my fingertips. But I also couldn't open the door either. I tried putting my full weight behind it and still it wouldn't budge.

      "Damn it!"

      Brushing strands of hair out of my face I pivoted back to Saoirse's prone form. Her entire body took on that reddish glow that her eyes had given off as I knelt at her side. Somehow, I maneuvered in the small space, between rows of neatly packed cocktail napkins and extra serving trays, and eased her weight into my lap.

      "Saoirse, I don't know if you can hear me, but I'm right here with you. I'm not going anywhere."

      As the words left my mouth, a familiar warmth grew against my collar bone. Reaching beneath the neckline of my top, I pulled the compass free. The normally pale metal took on a harsh red hue as I studied it. The tiny markings etched into the metal burned bright, shifting and reforming until they took on the shape of something like a crown.

      In a jerking movement, Saoirse's body contorted, and her left hand reached out to grab the compass, nearly choking me as she pulled on it. I tried and failed to pry her fingers from the compass, but it only served to tighten her grip. I sputtered for air.

      Finally, I clamped down on her hand with both of mine and pulled. Instead of freeing her grip and giving me precious oxygen, the contact pulled me into her magic-induced state—a vision.

      A white, nondescript landscape surrounded us. Biting wind whipped across my face and all I could see in any direction was the blank canvas of a snowy mountain range, ready to be carved and molded by footsteps. Saoirse knelt on the ground, her teeth gritted as if in pain.

      "I can't make it stop," she groaned and as she turned to face me, I could see tiny red teardrops falling down her cheeks. Except every time they struck the snow, they solidified into a ruby.

      "I've got you." I wiped away her tears, sending more shards of gemstones to the ground as I did so. She let out a scream that sent tremors through the ground around us and it was though every pore shed more jewels. Slowly, they coalesced into a large stone. High above us, snow began to fall and somehow, even in this vision-like landscape, I knew we needed to move. I hauled Saoirse to her feet and started to sprint away from the mountainous terrain.

      But it was to no avail. The farther we went, the more the mountains rose up around us and the sound of an impending avalanche echoed in my ears. And the damn gemstone kept appearing ahead of us, no matter the direction we turned. Out of the corner of my eye, I swore I caught the outline of a figure as the jewel suddenly vanished from sight. Something glinted in the sun ahead as the figure disappeared, too.

      "Where's Morgan?" Jules' frantic tone ripped me from the vision.

      I dropped my hands from around Saoirse's fingers. She let go of the compass and looked at me warily. "I would very much like to stop having this horrendous vision."

      "You and me both," I said, pulling her to her feet. I didn't add that it was almost a certainty we were about to embark on yet another quest.

      Before we could go galivanting off to parts unknown, we had to get out of this bloody storage closet. Moving around Saoirse, I tried the doorknob. Still blocked, so I banged my fist on the door. "We're in here!"

      I picked up on the sound of heavy footsteps approaching the door followed by a loud 'crack' as someone slammed something metallic into the doorframe. The wooden door cracked, and the hinges came free, revealing my friends clustered between two of the security staff who'd been assigned as our chaperones.

      Not waiting for permission, Avery, Jules, and Rory rushed Saoirse and me. I braced as they each hugged me in turn before giving Saoirse the same treatment. She looked uncomfortable as they each doted on her. I caught one of the guards speaking into his radio that the situation was resolved, and we would be returning to the castle momentarily.

      "We turned around and you were just gone," Rory said, her cheeks flushed from all the excitement and exces alcohol.

      I surveyed the now empty pub. "Saoirse needed somewhere quiet and I wasn't going to just leave her out here," I explained as two guards flanked me. One went so far as to grab my arm, but I yanked it free. "Don't touch me."

      "Protocol, Princess," he answered in a gruff tone.

      "Come on, you can fill us in once we're back at the castle," Avery said.

      "What happened to the pompous prats who were mouthing off to us?" I gestured vaguely to the dance floor where everything had kicked off.

      "They've been detained and dealt with," the same guard answered and shuffled forward.

      Being sandwiched between the pair of them, I had no choice but to follow their lead. In short order, we'd reached the designated portal point a half block from the pub. It was out of the usual flow of traffic and secreted behind a dumpster. Not elegant but it worked.

      As I stepped through the portal, I instinctively reached back to grab Jules' hand. Out of the corner of my eye, I found that Saoirse was the one who'd latched on to me instead. She gave my hand a squeeze and I guided her through.

      I hadn't thought about where the portal would dump us. I was not expecting it to be my mother's private sitting room, where she stood by a roaring fire with a glass of Scotch in her hand. The flames cast undulating shadows on her face and for the first time since we'd met, I saw the real weight of what it was to be queen.

      "I knew letting you go out was a bad idea." She set the glass down on the shelf at the back of the room before she pulled me in for a bear hug.

      "It was just some blokes being prats," I said, trying to make light of the situation.

      "The guards said they lost sight of you. They thought you'd been taken. Again."

      The anguish in her tone was palpable. I hadn't thought about what she might be feeling or thinking once security lost track of me in the pub. And given the threats Tig and Hooked Nose had been making, if that got back to anyone here at the castle, it could have very easily interpreted as some plot to snatch me.

      I embraced my mother again. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to worry everyone. Honestly, I was just trying to help a friend who needed it."

      "Uh, I am sorry you feared for her safety on my account," Saoirse said, gaze cast toward the floor.

      My mother loosened her grip on me, so she could look at Saoirse over my shoulder. "Helping one's friends should never be something you apologize for. Nor should you apologize for needing help."

      The way her jaw worked, I could tell my mother had something else she wanted to say. Though it was either not meant for all of our present company or she couldn't find the right words to express her thoughts.

      I looked at Jules and Avery. "What happened once this lot burst in?" I waved at the security detail.

      "Music stopped, lights came up," Jules recounted. "And they put those sods on the floor faster than I've ever seen."

      "Why was there a loud bang and smoke?"

      "Someone set off a smoke bomb near the entrance. It appeared to be unrelated," one of the guards answered.

      "Look, I'm sorry things got a little out of hand," I interjected. "But it's done with now. Could we maybe just relax a bit?" Saoirse fixed me with a knowing look, and I nodded in her direction. I wasn't likely to forget our little mountain vision any time soon or the fact she'd been crying gems.

      The guard who'd tried to grab me at the pub gave me an annoyed glare before offering my mother a bow and led his team out of the room. That left only my mother and my friends in the small space. The fire crackled in the hearth and the heat washed over me, making me woozy. Maybe all the excitement combined with the alcohol was taking its toll on me.

      "I know that you fancy yourself a woman of the people given your upbringing. But if you don't start acting in accordance with the station you were born in, you may not survive to your coronation," my mother chided.

      "I get it, you think I screwed up," I said, the sudden shift in her tone setting me on edge. "But when someone insults me, I set them straight."

      "With your fists?"

      I flexed my hand, realizing only then that the skin was abraded from contact with the man's nose.

      "The only reason she hit him was because I wasn't fast enough to do it for her," Jules quipped.

      "None of this is behavior befitting a princess' entourage, let alone the princess."

      "I think everyone's emotions are a little heightened right now. Maybe we should all get some sleep," Avery said, intervening with a clearly placating tone.

      My mother retrieved her glass and threw back the rest of the alcohol in her glass and set it back on the counter. "I think that is a very wise idea."

      I watched Avery wrap her arms around Jules and Rory. She guided them out of the room, silently laying claim to getting the pair of them to bed safely. Like she sensed I needed time alone with my mother.

      "I'm going to go up to my room. Find me when you want to talk," Saoirse said before offering a bow and leaving the room.

      My mother rubbed at her forehead and turned away from me so I couldn't read her expression. I tried to tamp down on my own emotions before speaking.

      "You wanted to say something else before, when the guards were still here. What was it?"

      "Nothing. " The edge in her voice cut like a knife.

      "I’m not a child you need to mince words around. If you've got something to say, just tell me. I'm a grown woman. I can handle it."

      "I never thought having a daughter would be this ... trying."

      "Because having a son who was a pompous twat was so much better?"

      "At least he didn't go around assaulting strangers in pubs."

      "I was defending myself. And I'm sure he did plenty of shit you wouldn't have approved of, he just hid it better. That was what he was good at, after all."

      I immediately regretted the words. If I could have rewound time and taken them back, I would have. The wounded expression on her face told me the barb had landed just as I'd intended. I wanted to apologize, but the words refused to come.

      "You … should go."

      Her tone was cold, dismissive And I deserved it. I managed to keep my composure until I'd left the room and was alone in the corridor. Tears fell, dampening my cheeks. This night had not gone at all as planned. I'd just wanted to have a fun, normal night out with my mates. Not bar fights and new quests.

      In the back of my mind, I could hear Aunt Nim's voice. "Life doesn't always go the way we want, dear child. Buck up."

      In that moment, I longed to be able to sit at her side on a cold wintery night with mugs of hot chocolate in hand, watching the snow fall. Those had been some of my fondest memories, just existing together and knowing she was there for me.

      Pulling myself out of my wallowing, I started for Saoirse’s chambers. I made it halfway there when I sensed a presence behind me. I turned slowly to find Emerys standing a few steps behind me. Her hair was loose and wild, and she wore a robe over a night gown.

      "I don't need a lecture from you, too," I said, hoping to stave off her disapproval.

      "I am simply glad you are back and unharmed. I know you did not purposely engage in any behavior that would have placed you or your friends at risk."

      "Tell that to the queen," I muttered.

      "I know it is a change to the life you've lived, but there are certain things you can no longer take for granted. Anonymity in public spaces is one of them."

      "I get it. I have to be aware of my surroundings because I'm royalty now and there are unhinged psychos who want to kill or kidnap me since they miss their precious prince."

      "I wish the world were kinder. However, and I say this with near eight centuries of life lived, it has never been that way. But I believe if enough of us do what we can to make that change, one day it will happen."

      "Look, I need to go check on Saoirse. She had a bit of a rough time tonight and I feel like I owe it to her to look after her."

      I wasn't ready to tell Emerys or anyone else about the possibility of yet another quest. Not until we had a better idea of what awaited us. And to do that, I needed to spend some quality time with the woman who should
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