
  
    
      A ROYAL LIFE - ROZALIE

    

    
      
        SCARLETT MARIE

      

    

    
      BOOKISHFEAT

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Bookishfeat.

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This book is not appropriate for readers under 18 years of age. It contains sexually explicit content or content that is considered mildly pornographic and erotic. Reader discretion is advised.

      This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. No part of this book can be reproduced, redistributed, published, copied or duplicated in any form without the prior permission of the author and publisher.

      Cover designed by Stefanie Saw (Seventhstar Art)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Trigger Warnings

      

    

    
      
        
          – Arrival –

        

        
          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Stephanie

            the Princess

          

          
            Lucus

            the Other

          

        

      

      
        
          – First Day –

        

        
          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Stephanie

            the Princess

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Stephanie

            the Princess

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Sean

            the Keeper of Time

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

        

      

      
        
          – Second Day –

        

        
          
            Stephanie

            the Princess

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Ollic

            a Guardian

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Stephanie

            the Princess

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Stephanie

            the Princess

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Matt

          

        

      

      
        
          – Third Day –

        

        
          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Stephanie

            the Princess

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Ollic

            a Guardian

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Stephanie

            the Princess

          

          
            Lucus

            the Other

          

          
            Sean

            the Keeper of Time

          

        

      

      
        
          – Fourth Day –

        

        
          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Ollic

            a Guardian

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Stephanie

            the Princess

          

          
            Ollic

            a Guardian

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Stephanie

            the Princess

          

          
            Sean

            the Keeper of Time

          

        

      

      
        
          – Fifth Day –

        

        
          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Sean

            the Keeper of Time

          

          
            Stephanie

            the Princess

          

          
            Sean

            the Keeper of Time

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Keeper of Time

          

          
            Lucus

            the Other

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Stephanie

            the Princess

          

        

      

      
        
          – Sixth Day –

        

        
          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Sean

            the Keeper of Time

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Lucus

            the Other

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Ollic

            a Guardian

          

        

      

      
        
          – A Week Later –

        

        
          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

        

      

      
        
          –After Much Searching–

        

        
          
            Stephanie

            the Princess

          

        

      

      
        
          – A Few Weeks Later –

        

        
          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

          
            Matt

          

          
            Sean

            the Prince

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Dear Reader

      

      
        Next in the Series

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TRIGGER WARNINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Your mental health comes first.

      

        

      
        If any of the following human experiences trigger you in any way, please do not continue to the next page.

      

        

      
        Suicide

        Eating Disorders

        Child Abuse

        Euthanasia

        Emotional Abuse

        Sexual Abuse

        Homophobia

        Abortion

        Rape

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            – ARRIVAL –

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEAN

          

          THE PRINCE

        

      

    

    
      “Welcome to Rozalie, sire.”

      Sean stepped out of his carriage for the first time in three days into a dark wet courtyard. His captain of the guards had spoken with way too much enthusiasm for his liking, but that wasn’t his only bother.

      “Thank you, Casper,” he said, hiding his enthusiasm somewhere between his tired voice and aching backside.

      Casper’s horse-like eyes were riddled with amusement and though Sean tried to ignore them along with Casper’s four polished hooves, it was impossible to do so because while Casper had been comfortably trotting the road for the past three days, Sean’s arse had been having the ride of its life. Never mind Casper’s human torso that put the strongest man to shame, or his white fur horse body covered by a hand-stitched silver and green rug with the smoothness of silk and delicacy of a butterfly’s wings, it was those four polished hooves Sean envied. Never again would he opt to come back as a two-legged creature in the next life.

      “What time is it?” he asked, taking in the sleeping courtyard of Rozalie.

      “Just after midnight,” Casper said.

      Sean stifled a groan. He’d be lucky to get five hours’ sleep before he’d be up again and facing whatever consequences had followed him here. What I did three years ago determined that, he thought, as rain splattered across the ground.

      Casper turned his long face to the heavens where the smell of summer rain promised those few droplets were only the beginning of something to come. And though Sean knew he should probably go inside, not even the prospect of getting wet could encourage him to take the ten steps towards the green door of the building before him, especially not after he too looked up and caught a glimpse of Crux, the Southern Cross constellation, glistening through the parting clouds.

      Their country, Salvaniah, a country of magic where all magic had hidden itself and laid protected from the non-magic folk by spells and ignorance, travelled the oceans with no particular course in mind; and it’d been some time since they’d seen the southern night sky. Sean looked back down wishing it was a good omen – a sign he should be here in Rozalie – but it was the water trickling from a fountain somewhere in the darkness of the courtyard that spoke the real truth.

      “Sean, go back. Sean, go back. Sean, go back,” the water trickled.

      Sean bowed his head, now eager to go inside. It might’ve seemed impossible to anyone else that the water would speak to him like that, but Sean knew that was just one of the many consequences he could expect to face while he was in Rozalie. Quietly, he turned towards the green door only to take a step before the element of air shared its warning too.

      “Sean, don’t go in. Sean, don’t go in. Sean don’t go in!” the breeze howled through the courtyard, carrying the chill of a winter storm that stripped the air from right inside his lungs as though someone had thrown him off the edge of a cliff.

      “Sire, is everything in order?” Casper asked, silencing the breeze’s whisper.

      “Yes,” Sean said, swallowing a gulp of air. “Yes, everything is in order.”

      Casper’s pointed ears fell back, and Sean wondered if that meant Casper had heard it too – the warning from the element of air – or if he simply thought Sean was going mad. Sean knew it was most likely the latter. If he had been his own shadow all his life – some twenty-five years – like Casper had, he would be thinking he was going mad as well. But before he could say anything to reassure Casper that that wasn’t quite the case – at least not yet – the green door of the building in front of them swung open, illuminating the courtyard with a blinding light as if someone had woken up the sun.

      “Sire, are you coming in?” demanded Amy, Sean’s assistant, as she walked from the threshold across the cobblestones with steps loud enough to wake up the dead. If anyone was a light sleeper in this courtyard, they were most likely awake now thanks to Amy.

      No, was Sean’s immediate thought as he lowered his arm against the light and squinted to make Amy out. He was not going in; he was going to turn around and make them all go back. However, upon catching just a glimpse of Amy, he knew that would be the wrong answer. Amy’s usually dead-straight brown hair was frizzy at the ends; her usually warm brown eyes had been replaced by shadows framed by hollow rings; and her ordinarily neat, professional suit was a twisted and stained mess. Never, in all the eleven years they had been working together had Sean seen her so dishevelled as he saw her now.

      “Just give me a minute,” Sean said, turning back to the carriage as Amy scrunched up her face as though she was possibly in more pain than he was at that present moment. He wanted to reassure her that she couldn’t be. No one’s arse could be sorer than his, but he knew it wasn’t worth the battle. It was far simpler instead to turn away from his silver and green carriage led by thirteen white deer with silver antlers, and accept he was here in Rozalie for the night – no matter what the elements might say.

      “Sean, you shouldn’t be here. Sean, you shouldn’t be here. Sean, you shouldn’t be here,” creaked the wooden floorboards as he and Amy climbed what had to be the steepest staircase known to man, after they’d entered through the green door into what had to be the tiniest entrance hall Sean had ever stepped into in all his life.

      The floorboards continued to creak, the element of earth’s warning became clear, but still Sean didn’t turn back. Instead, he almost walked right into the back of Amy when they finally reached the second-floor landing where there was yet another green door waiting for them.

      “Sorry,” he muttered, side-stepping her and letting out the breath he’d been holding as she caught her own breath.

      For a moment, their breathing was all they could hear. The creaking had stopped; the element of earth had fallen silent. All the elements were thankfully silent. But the fire quietly glowing by the wick of a candle in the lantern by the green door was just about to get started.

      It flickered and cast shadows like it was trying to put on some sort of show. Sean didn’t want it to put on a show. He just wanted it to shine with hope and radiate with heat like all flames should do. The flame flickered out instead; darkness swept over them.

      The element of fire was against him; all four elements were against him.

      Sean knew he shouldn’t be here.

      Amy sighed into the darkness, as if to ask, why are they here?

      Sean held the answer on the tip of his tongue.

      The simple answer was, because of a girl.

      The complicated answer was, because of a princess.

      The Princess of Salvaniah.
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      She could feel him in the air.

      She could feel him in the fire.

      She could feel him in the water.

      She could feel him in the earth.

      Time was here.
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      “I want him dead!”

      Well, now there’s an original thought, Lucus thought.

      “He should be dead! He should’ve died with his parents eleven years ago!”

      And we’re back to that again, Lucus silently sighed.

      “Are you even listening to what I’m saying?”

      Yes, but I sure wish I wasn’t, Lucus thought, staring into the fire.

      “Master Lucius?”

      Lucus’s eyes flickered up from the flames. Finally, some recognition of who was really in charge here.

      “What do you want me to do?” he said, sitting back in his old throne chair. “The prince has already arrived in Rozalie.”

      “Kill him!” Cyrus spat, like that was at all an innovative plan.

      “No,” Lucus said, for what had to be the near-thousandth time in his life, which considering he’d been stuck in his thirties for nearly three hundred years, wasn’t really quite so bad. Still, all those noes had all been said in the last eleven years – ever since Prince Sean had failed to die with his parents – so, one could say, it was a little extreme.

      Extreme, though, didn’t even come close to how much Cyrus, the opposition leader to the prince’s government, wanted him dead.

      “Why?” Cyrus demanded, pausing in his pacing in front of the fire.

      Because it’s the princess I want dead, Lucus thought, studying the fire again – the only light in the ruined great hall of the ruined castle he occupied in the Outlands region of Salvaniah. One didn’t live this far away for no reason. One, in fact, only lived this far out for two reasons. One, they had been cast out, banished by either of the two kingdoms still ruling the other seven regions of Salvaniah, or two, they were someone who did not want to be found. For Lucus, the latter was the cause.

      “Because he’s not an imminent threat,” Lucus said, as there was no chance he was going to share his thoughts about wanting the princess dead with Cyrus, who was perhaps more besotted with her than the main lead in a romance novel.

      “Yes, he is!” Cyrus said, pacing again. “He’s getting in the way of our plans!”

      Your plans, not mine, Lucus thought.

      “We cannot let her fall in love with him again!” Cyrus said.

      “Is that likely to happen?” Lucus asked, forcing himself to look up again from the flames. “Considering three years ago the prince stood up in a courtroom with the entire world watching and humiliated her in every way possible as a person, as a princess and as a future leader?”

      “She was stupid enough to fall for him once, she’s stupid enough to do it again,” Cyrus said, walking up to the night-frosted window where snow was building up on the ledge outside – despite it being summer.

      “She gave up her title, her claim to the throne, and barricaded herself to the only region where no one could follow. Not him. Not you. Nor her family.” Lucus had once commended the princess for what she’d accomplished, but now after discussing it so much, he rather condemned it. Still, she’d held her ground these last three years and hadn’t given in and come back like Cyrus had hoped, which made Lucus believe at this that point, nothing, not even the prince, could make the princess return to her old life. “She’s not foolish enough to give up all that she’s achieved for him.”

      “Yet, she was foolish enough to give herself up to him in the first place,” Cyrus said, his breath fogging up the window, which his fists looked about ready to meet.

      “We don’t know if that ever happened,” Lucus said, even though he knew it had. Anyone who had any sort of connection to the elements would have felt the night the princess broke the law and gave herself up to the prince for the first time.

      “She’s probably already laying on her back with her legs spread wide apart for him,” Cyrus muttered.

      Lucus grimaced and turned his gaze to the opposite side of the great hall where five banners hung on the wall. Triology Ridge, Assarmie, Heath Springs, Mox Lake, Eastlake Ridge. Each one of the those kingdoms had once had a share in ruling their world, but now, thanks to Lucus, only two remained: Triology Ridge, the kingdom the prince ruled, and Assarmie, the kingdom Cyrus was appointed to rule by the Sommers, the princess’s family.

      “I want him dead,” Cyrus said again, his greasy ponytail swinging behind him as he turned around.

      “I’m not going to kill him,” Lucus said coolly, watching the fire reflect in Cyrus’s small dark eyes and only go as deep as touching the gold undertone in his light skin. Fire acted as a light to darkness, Lucus knew, but there was some darkness not even the power of the flame could touch, and Cyrus was one of them.

      “Fine, I’ll just make him wish someone would kill him,” Cyrus said.

      Lucus rolled his eyes. He wished he could believe that Cyrus couldn’t do that, but he knew he could, and in fact, would bet that he already probably did if anyone ever cared to ask the prince. The two had become very good at making each other’s lives a living hell these past eleven years – ever since the prince had taken over from his parents’ ruling.

      Both hoped that by eliminating the other, their kingdom would be the last to rule over all of Salvaniah. Little did they know, that at the end of that hell, neither would succeed in claiming the country as their own. At least, not as far as Lucus was concerned.

      “You won’t succeed,” Lucus said, staring at the flames once again and listening to the voices whispering through from other flames across the country. Whether it be a candle, a fireplace or some other open flame, he could hear them all if he wanted to. Except in Rozalie. “The princess will protect him from any harm you try to bestow.”

      Cyrus laughed. “You don’t think she’ll fall for him again, but you think she’ll protect him. Please, tell me, how do the two differ in your eyes?”

      “She doesn’t have to love him to protect him,” Lucus said, already knowing that to be true. The moment the prince had crossed one of two rivers separating Rozalie from the mainland, he’d fallen off Lucus’s radar. That was the might of the princess ruling four elements of power over Lucus ruling only three of the four elements: fire, water and air. That and the ability to ruin his plans to take over this world. Stupid wench.

      “What reason is there to protect him if she doesn’t love him?” Cyrus said.

      Really, Cyrus, you can’t think of another reason? Lucus thought, but again didn’t say anything. Ignorance had always been power’s best pawn.
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      Salvaniah was a medieval-modern mess, yet somehow it survived.

      That’s what this morning’s newspaper proved once again to Matt, as he sat at his family’s kitchen table and ate breakfast.

      “Muppets,” he muttered, shaking his head over the newspaper, and wondering not for the first time, how anything in their world was accomplished with two men – Lord Cyrus and the prince – ruling it with two different agendas. One wanted their world to be modernised with magic yesterday, and the other wanted to take two hundred years to ensure not even a single pixie would be left out of place. One believed only those who could cast magic were the rightful citizens of Salvaniah, and the other believed all beings, no matter their magical quality, were rightful citizens. One was prepared to go to war to see their plans through, and the other did everything possible to prevent war. War, then, had been lurking on Salvaniah’s doorstep for quite some time. And since the only matter their two leaders had ever had a shared interest in was Stephanie, the princess, whom by law neither should have an interest in, that was unlikely to ever change.

      “Muppets,” Matt muttered again, flipping the paper back to the front page where there was an article taking another turn in retelling the prince’s unhappily ever after with Stephanie. Of course, the papers never focused on Lord Cyrus’s infatuation with her. That wasn’t public knowledge. Matt only knew about it because Stephanie had been living under the same roof as him for the last three years – something that made the prince’s arrival in Rozalie last night more complicated than he’d like.

      “Anything interesting?” asked his sister Elle as she walked in through the back-kitchen door with a basket of fresh fruit from the garden.

      “Do you care to know about the prince’s emotional heartbreak?” Matt said.

      “Surely they’re tired of printing that story?” she said, carefully placing her basket on their cluttered kitchen table.

      “Apparently not,” he said, folding up the newspaper along the photo of the prince leaving his palace in Hawkes with Amy Percell, and laying it down next to him.

      “At least it gives them a break from writing about his affair with his assistant,” he added, glancing over the article that assured the prince’s safe arrival in Rozalie was not only a relief but emotional as well.

      “Never in the last three years has he felt so close to the princess,” it claimed.

      “He just can’t get over how long it’s been,” a source said.

      “He’s looking forward to rebuilding their relationship,” another source said.

      You all need to get a life, is what Matt thought.

      “That’s true,” Elle said, unpacking the berries out of the basket and into a colander. “They’ve circled that story enough times to wring out any possible truth.”

      Matt nodded but didn’t say anything as he finished eating his breakfast while staring at the prince’s picture. Like always, he could never be sure if the photo attached to the article was actually capturing the moment it claimed to be or just some recycled photo someone had captured months ago. However, considering the papers had been ballistic in covering the prince’s every move – even more so than usual – since he’d announced his coming to Rozalie at the beginning of the summer, Matt believed it quite possibly could be the real deal. Either way, whether or not it was, it didn’t really matter. All that mattered was that the prince was now in Rozalie – the one place Matt didn’t want him to be.

      Bloody should’ve known Romeo was going to come chasing after Juliet at some point and try to turn their love story into a happy ending, Matt thought, before standing up to take his dishes to the sink.

      “Oh, Matt!” Elle squealed.

      “What?” Matt said, stepping forward with the expectation of seeing some sort of rodent only to have Elle squeal some more.

      “No, stop! Don’t come any closer!” Elle said, throwing a tea towel at him.

      “Elle, what the f–”

      “For goodness’ sake, can’t you wear some clothes at the table?” she said, throwing yet another tea towel at him. Or maybe it was an apron, Matt couldn’t quite tell as he removed one piece of cloth after another off his face.

      “It’s my table, under my roof,” he said, covering his groin, which he suspected was what his sister had actually been trying to aim for. “If I want to eat naked at it, I will!”

      “Yes, but I don’t want to see your winky while I’m cooking and there’s nowhere else I can cook!” Elle said.

      Matt cautiously walked back towards the edge of the table where there was a laundry basket full of unfolded clothes.

      “I think we’re getting a bit old for winky, Elle,” he said, using one hand to keep himself covered and the other to search through the basket for something better to cover himself with. “It’s a penis, and you can’t say you’ve never seen one before because that,” he pointed momentarily with his searching hand to her pregnant stomach, “is evidence you’ve done more than just seen one.”

      “Matt, you’re my brother. There’s a difference between seeing your doodle and seeing another man’s doodle!”

      “How did we get from winky to doodle?” Matt smiled, before slipping on a pair or training shorts he found in the basket without exposing himself any further.

      Elle groaned like she’d gone into pre-labour and Matt laughed as he threw the tea towel and whatever else he’d been covering himself with towards the kitchen bench behind her. “In my defence,” he said, picking up his breakfast dishes and taking them to the sink, “no one else was around when I got up.”

      “Where’s Chris?” Elle asked, glancing over her shoulder back at him.

      “The neurotic coach he is, he’s already headed out to the field.”

      “And Steph?”

      “Don’t know, but presumably she left early this morning to go gallivanting across the countryside.”

      “And Kate?”

      “Still yet to make an appearance.”

      “Typical,” Elle muttered, brushing up against him as she went from the table to the woodfire stove in the corner. It was impossible to move from one side of their kitchen to the other without bumping into something; it was that small that Matt almost considered it an achievement they both had enough room to stand in it at the same time. The problem mainly came from their kitchen table taking up so much floor space in middle. There was only ever enough room to either sit down at the table or move around it. Never both.

      A smaller table might be in order, except Matt had never seen their kitchen table properly cleared since they’d moved to Rozalie five years ago, so he wasn’t exactly sure if a smaller table would actually solve their problems or just create more.

      “You know, you could’ve just used the prince’s kitchen,” he said, looking out the window above the sink to their overgrown garden as he washed his dishes. “You are his cook for however long he decides to stay here. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind you using it. It’d no doubt have more room than ours.”

      “I didn’t want to disturb him,” Elle said, lighting the woodfire stove with a spell. “He only got in around one o’clock this morning.”

      “One o’clock?” Matt repeated, and Elle nodded. “Bloody hell.”

      Matt tried to imagine the prince having an emotional moment like the papers said he had on arrival, but at such a time, all he could see was the prince being too bloody exhausted to feel much of anything like any normal person would.

      “Are you nervous?” he asked, stacking his dishes into the dish drain.

      “A little,” Elle said, trying to clear some space on the table by moving some things to bench tops, which were littered with cookbooks, crockery and everything else that they didn’t have room for in the cupboards. “He’s the prince after all. Not everyone gets to meet him, let alone cook his meals.”

      “Well, so long as you don’t poison him, I’m sure you’ll do great,” Matt said, turning around and drying his hand on the tea towel she’d thrown at him.

      Elle glanced up to him with a faint smile before digging through one of their cupboards.

      “What about you?” she said, returning to the table with a sack of flour and some mixing bowls. “You’ll be meeting him today as well, you know?”

      “Don’t remind me,” Matt muttered, hanging the tea towel over the back of one of the mismatched chairs before leaning against it to stretch out a cramp in his calf muscle.

      “You’ll make sure to look out for him, won’t you?” Elle said, sifting flour into one of the mixing bowls before separating two eggs into another. “Everyone will be looking to you on that field, being the captain and all, and no one on the team is going to think he can do anything.”

      “They might not be wrong,” Matt said, wishing for once he wasn’t the captain of Rozalie’s flyball team – a position he’d earned almost four years ago. It wasn’t that Matt didn’t like the prince, it was just that beyond occasionally reading about his life in the paper, eyeballing his picture and studying his laws, he wasn’t infatuated with him like everyone else. That, and what the prince had done to Stephanie three years ago didn’t bode so well with him.

      “Matt, give him a chance,” Elle said, almost imitating Chris, her husband and Matt’s coach, to a tee. Chris had been going on about the prince’s arrival in Rozalie all summer. But generally, only when Stephanie wasn’t around.

      “He’s going to have the exact same chance to prove himself like all the other new players,” Matt said, which is what he’d been saying all summer even when Stephanie had been home. “If he can’t do that, then I can’t help him.”

      “Except he has the entire country watching him and hoping he’ll fail,” Elle said, which is what she and Chris had been saying all summer too. But again, only when Stephanie was not under their roof.

      “That’s not my problem,” Matt said with a shrug. “He chose to come here when he could’ve gone to any program across the country – they all accepted him.”

      “Rozalie has the best flyball program,” she said, which was the only way Matt believed the prince was able to convince anyone he was accepting Rozalie’s offer over all the others.

      “We all know why he’s here, Elle,” he said, seeing it pointless to pretend that either of them knew differently. Especially since Stephanie had said nothing to them about the prince moving to Rozalie or about his place in the program. She was always very vocal in correcting anyone who was wrong – living with her for the last few years had taught Matt that.

      “Rozalie having the best program in the country is the reason you came here,” Elle said, still defending the prince for unknown reasons. Chris, Matt knew, had been excited because it made their program look good, but outside of Elle miraculously getting selected over all the other many applicants to be the prince’s cook, he couldn’t see any other reason for her to want the prince here. Then again, Elle’s position paid better than any of them could've imagined and though they weren’t as poor as they once were, Matt knew Elle’s hunger for money had never truly been satisfied.

      “Yeah, well, the difference is I don’t have to rule the world one day,” Matt said, knowing the prince was never going to become a professional player with the future of the world resting on his shoulders no matter how well he played the sport of flyball. A game played on pegasuses with magically summoned balls of fire that were shot through gold rings that would reappear and disappear at will.

      “Maybe that’s why he came here,” Elle said. “To get away from all that.”

      Matt rolled his eyes as he pretended to focus on stretching out his calf muscle.

      “I bet he proves you wrong,” she said, stepping past him and leaning over the sink for a pitcher of milk on the window ledge that was spelled to keep cool. “I bet he proves you all wrong.”

      “Anyone can throw a fireball,” Matt muttered to the floor.

      “I think you’ve been reading the papers too much.”

      That was probably true. Matt did read the papers a lot, but if the papers ever had a chance of getting anything right, it was probably about the prince not being in Rozalie for flyball. However, since this was turning into another subject that he and his sister couldn’t agree on – which wasn’t such a surprise since they had a history of agreeing on things about as often as their country’s two rulers – he didn’t bother saying anything more. Especially since deep down he knew they were on Stephanie’s side no matter what happened over the coming days, weeks, or heaven forbid, months the prince stayed. She was like family to them now.

      “What’s he getting for breakfast?” he said, pushing himself off from the chair as Elle spelled the egg whites to be fluffy.

      “His favourite,” she said, with enough spite to suggest she knew full well he was trying to change the subject.

      Matt sighed towards the pot of cooked pears, peaches, lemon and sugar, which had been slowly warming up on the wood stove. Pancakes with stewed fruit and cream, he thought, knowing how sad it was that he knew that. And how even sadder it was that he’d grown to like that dish himself after Elle had sampled it and every other one of the prince’s recipes on their family all summer. Thanks to the prince and his taste for rich and sweet meals, Matt had probably put on twenty pounds during the off-season.

      “Do you want me to send someone down to bring lunch up for the team?” he said, already dreading the thought of more food, but also unable to stop himself from thinking about his next meal after his relatively light breakfast.

      “No, I’ll send Kate to bring up the sandwiches,” Elle said.

      Don’t send Kate, he thought. “Let me send Jimmy down.”

      “Kate said last night that she wanted to–”

      “She only wants to come to the field because of Jimmy,” he said, trying not to think what one of his teammates had been doing with his youngest sister behind almost closed doors all summer, “so, I might as well just send him down here.”

      Elle smiled. “Why don’t you want Kate going to the field, Matt?”

      Because last time she almost died trying to walk back home, he thought, but he didn’t dare say that. Anything more than superficial talk about their little sister was definitely going to start an argument between them. “The prince,” he finally said, thinking that was about as good as an excuse as the real reason.

      Elle laughed. “You’re concerned, are you?”

      “With his reputation, what brother wouldn’t be?”

      Elle shook her head and laughed. “You once had a reputation too.”

      “Yeah, with guys, not girls. There’s a difference.”

      “It’s still a reputation.”

      Matt held his tongue. Again, it was another subject he didn’t want to get into, as it was the next sure thing to start an argument between them. “Please, just let me send Jimmy down?” he said.

      “You’ll have to take it up with Kate,” Elle said, turning to the simmering pot on the woodfire stove that was intoxicating the kitchen with its sweet fruitful smell and consequently causing Matt’s stomach to rumble.

      Damn you, Prince, he silently cursed, before slipping out of the kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, you,” Kate said, as Matt entered her room and took a quick glance at the vials on her bedside table to calculate whether she’d taken all her morning remedies. She had, and then some. It wasn’t a good day.

      “Hey, munchkin,” he said, taking a seat at the edge of her bed and watching her focus on the new picture she was drawing. “What you drawing?” he asked, leaning in against her, curled up against the headboard of her bed.

      “Nothing,” she said. “Just random stuff.”

      “Looks pretty good for random stuff,” he said, marvelling at the realism of the flowers she was drawing – a collection she’d started in the spring, which now covered the walls of her room.

      “That’s because you classify stick figures as drawings,” she said.

      “That’s because they are. At least mine are.”

      Kate rolled her eyes with a smile, which was all Matt had hoped to achieve, even if it only lasted for mere seconds.

      “How you feeling?” he asked, watching her hand tremble as she unclenched and clenched the pencil in her hand.

      “Oh, you know, same old,” she said, laying the pencil down and letting her hand rest. “Wishing I was already dead.”

      Please, don’t say that, Matt thought. “Would it make you feel any better if you had lunch with Jimmy today?”

      “Depends,” she said, closing her art book. “Will anyone else be home?”

      Matt silently withered on the inside. He didn’t like to, but he knew exactly what she was thinking, and it had nothing to do with eating a bunch of sandwiches with Jimmy.

      “Elle probably will be,” he said.

      “Okay, fine,” Kate said, sheepishly smiling to herself.

      Matt frowned, suspecting, not for the first time, that his sisters were not upholding the house rules in his absence as they’d promised. Specifically, the one relating to how all the doors were never supposed to be closed more than ajar.

      “You know you need to keep the door slightly open,” he said, just to test what her reaction would be.

      Kate sighed. “But we’ve done it a hundred times!”

      Matt grimaced towards the door. That wasn’t what he, nor any brother, ever wanted to hear. Ever. “It’s the house rules, Kate. It’s always been the house rules, and everyone has to obey them, including Elle and Chris.”

      “Which is only slightly ridiculous now that they’re having a baby!”

      “Kate, please, don’t argue with me on this,” he said, now knowing more than suspecting that Elle had been letting the rules slide behind his back if Kate had got it in her head it was suddenly okay for her to be in an enclosed room with someone who wouldn’t know the first thing about what to do if she was suddenly drowning in her vomit, having a fit or passed out.

      “If you were in a relationship, you’d want the door closed,” she argued.

      “I was in a relationship,” he said, “and I did keep the door open.”

      “Yes, but your relationship didn’t turn out to be the same as mine, did it?”

      Matt pulled away. He’d expect words like knives to come across from Elle, but not from Kate, especially not about this.

      “Matt, I’m sorry,” she said, grabbing his arm before he could stand up. “Please,” she said, clinging onto him, “Stay. I didn’t mean it. I know how much James …” Matt closed his eyes and tried to pretend that name didn’t mean anything to him anymore, “… meant to you. I’m just tired and today it hurts, today it hurts so bad.”

      Matt reopened his eyes to the CD player in the corner of Kate’s room, which for once was thankfully silent. He didn’t know who it was that thought it was a good idea to collect these weird gadgets that came from the non-magic world and try to make use of them, but they apparently had no idea what a mess their world was already in – or what a mess it caused to his life. Kate had purchased a new CD this summer, 1989, by some chick called Taylor Swift, with one recoverable song: ‘How You Get the Girl’. It’d naturally become Kate’s new favourite track. Matt hadn’t minded it so much to begin with, but after six weeks of it being played near fifty times a day, he was about ready to send it back.

      “I know,” he said, looking down at Kate and trying not to think about how much he’d miss these annoying things once she was gone. “I know,” he said again, sitting back down and wrapping his arm around her before stroking her platinum blonde hair running down her skeletal back.

      His eyes found her door once again, but he wasn’t so confident on how to proceed. In truth, it wasn’t even his house rules they were following, it was their mum’s. Kate had been sick from such a young age that they’d always needed to see or hear her in case she needed them. And even though their mum wasn’t with them under this roof and Kate was older, Matt still felt obliged to follow them. He’d, after all, been the one who’d brought her here against his parents’ objections. If she died on his watch … Matt dropped his head. It was inevitable his sister would die under his care. He did, however, have limits on just how she might pass away, and being locked up in her room was one of them.

      “You’re thinking about taking it off again, aren’t you?” Kate said, resting her wet cheeks against his bare chest.

      Matt looked away to her. “Would you hate me if I did?”

      “Yes, but I’d also understand why.”

      If you understand why, then why don’t you just keep it open? he thought.

      But this was just how Kate was. She was under the opinion that because she was dying, it didn’t matter anymore what she did. It matters to me, Matt would’ve like to remind her. But like how he avoided any conflict with Elle, he also avoided any conflict with Kate. Growing up between them had taught him that was the easiest position to take.

      “You’re losing it for a week,” he said, stepping up to the door and preparing to use the spell to make the door disappear. He really wished it would be enough to just break the lock, or take it off, but he knew, even as weak as she was, she would still have the magical strength to fix it because that’s what she’d done before.

      “Okay,” she said, moving her pencils and drawing aside before readjusting herself against her headboard.

      Matt paused before using the spell. Fuck, I hate this, he thought, before forcing the spell out of him so the door was gone.

      “Are you looking forward to today?” Kate said, as though nothing had changed.

      “No,” Matt said, turning away and trying not to, but inevitably thinking about James again. They hadn’t seen each other since they’d broken up at the beginning of summer break, and Matt very much wished it could stay that way.

      “Why not? You get to meet the prince,” she said, sounding unusually cheerful as she sat up.

      “Since when do you care about him?” Matt asked, sitting back down on the edge of the bed and looking at her suspiciously. Kate, more than him, had made it quite clear where her loyalties lie – and she didn’t even care about politics.

      “I don’t,” she said, sitting up a bit straighter, “but I am curious to know if he’s as good looking like his pictures make him out to be.”

      Matt smiled. “Are you asking me to perve on him?”

      “Why not? You might see something you like,” she teased.

      “He’s the prince, Kate.”

      “So, he might enjoy the attention.”

      “I doubt it,” Matt said, “he hasn’t got a single gay bone in him.”

      “That you know of.”

      “Trust me, I know.”

      “You might be wrong,” she said.

      “I’m not wrong,” he said – but he was.
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      Considering Sean knew his way around a seven-hundred room, three-storey palace back in his home city of Hawkes, whether it was day or night, or he was sober or not, he really struggled to understand how he could be lost in what appeared to be a five-bedroom apartment in Rozalie.

      He’d opened one door, and found a guest room.

      He’d opened another door, and found another guest room.

      He’d opened two more doors, and yep, that’s right, he’d found two more guest rooms.

      How then he was supposed to get out of the brightly sunlit hallway he stood in, he had no idea – except maybe one. Don’t, he thought, reconsidering the double doors to his master room where Amy was still sound asleep. Don’t wake her, he told himself, remembering her still curled up and softly snoring in his bed – a state she looked like she should remain in for the next few hundred years. But as he looked again around the hallway, trapped by doors, windows and a mirror, there seemed little option but to wake her.

      “Amy,” he whispered, gently rocking her bare shoulder.

      “What?” she said into her pillow without opening her eyes.

      “How … how do I get out?”

      “Have you tried the door?”

      “Yes, all of them.”

      Amy’s head came up, her eyes squinting around the room, which was far from as grand as Sean’s master room in his palace. Sure, there were many rugs, solid pieces of wooden furniture and heavy green curtains parted over the full-length windows, but the polished hardwood floor had darkened with age, leaving a rustic feeling; the visible bare wooden beams that ran across the plain high ceilings left the room feeling unfinished; and the plain colour of the plaster on the walls was about as inspiring as a blank piece of paper.

      Sean didn’t mind any of it per se, but it wasn’t home.

      Amy groaned herself back down onto the bed as if she was possibly more disappointed than Sean had been upon waking up to discover that the last three days of travel hadn’t been some sort of bad dream. “There’s a mirror at the end of the hallway,” she said, into her pillow. “Use it.”

      “Use it?” Sean repeated.

      “It’s a portal,” she said.

      “A portal?” he frowned like the concept of portals was questionable when in fact portals were the only magical transport his world had been able to conjure to ease the congestion of carriages and pedestrians on their roads. “Why do I have a portal?”

      Amy raised her head up once more, but this time to look at him as though she wished he was some sort of bad dream. “Why do you think?”

      Sean stepped back from the bed. Not because of her tone, but because of what her words suggested – the princess. That’s not going to stop her, he thought, but he didn’t dare say it. He didn’t dare say anything about the princess to any member of his team, especially not about her magical capabilities – one of which was to travel by air to any place she damn well liked. Windflight, they’d called it, because until her, such an ability wasn’t even known to exist. Magical transport wasn’t a common gift even amongst their magical world, and so far, no one else had it like her.

      “There are some forms downstairs,” Amy said, more softly once Sean had reached the double doors. “Please sign them before you leave,” she added, fixing up her fallen nightie strap before letting her face fall back into the pillow.

      Sean nodded before stepping back out into the hallway where the mirror hung on the far end of the wall. Even though he now knew that it was his way out, he still stood there with a sense of being lost – perhaps, even more so than before – because he still didn’t understand why his team had bothered to install a portal to separate his sleeping quarters from his living quarters. A portal wasn’t going to stop the princess from gaining access to this floor. Stopping her would be like trying to stop air itself, and that was never going to happen. So, why couldn’t he just have a staircase like any normal person?

      Oh, please, no, Sean thought, after stepping closer to the mirror and coming to a conclusion he’d rather not have. Its silver frame was imprinted with a floral design that was far too feminine for the tastes of anyone on his team. Damn it, Sean thought, thinking of his three older sisters that made up his only living family – besides his Ma and Pa – living back in their family home in the Lake Region. If the portal had been implemented because of his team, Sean might have had a chance of getting it removed. But if the portal was there because of his sisters, he might as well not try. Not even his power over the world had the influence to change all three of his sisters’ minds all at once.

      Unfortunately, the more Sean studied the mirror and its slightly rippled surface that did indeed prove it to be a portal, the more his sisters seemed the most likely answer for the portal’s presence in his apartment. He already knew his second eldest sister had had design input on his apartment – that was apparent by the walk-in robe of his master room with enough clothes to dress the population of a city. And though he’d like to think he understood his family better than anyone else, his sisters had a habit of making little to no sense to him at all. Much like this portal before him.

      “Great,” he muttered, rubbing the sleep out of his warm brown eyes.

      He might’ve reached out to them if he thought his family might care to know the risks of portals and their inability to work predictably over distances and consistently over time, but his family had objected to him moving to Rozalie even more than his team – who’d near resigned – so he wasn’t going to risk opening any kind of communication with them.

      With a sigh, Sean faced himself in the mirror where his thick brown hair reflected its usual fashionable mess and his skin shone with warmer undertones than was normal. He’d taken every free second he could in the last few weeks to get outside and train to prepare for becoming a part of the Rozalie flyball team. And it showed more than just through his darkened skin. But even with all that, he knew he wouldn’t have stood a chance in accepting Rozalie’s offer if they weren’t the best in the country – he’d hardly been able to come here even with that as his reasoning. His family certainly hadn’t bought the excuse, and his team had only eventually accepted it because … well, probably because Sean paid them more money than they would find anywhere else. But at least underneath the tee that hung off his thin frame, Sean could at least prove he’d tried to fit the part.

      Still, even then he knew he wasn’t fooling anyone, not even himself.
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        * * *

      

      “Good morning, sire,” a woman with the radiance of gold greeted Sean as he made his way down the stairs from the library to where the portal had taken him. “I made you your favourite,” she said, stealing his attention away from his open living space compromising of a kitchen, a dining area and a sitting room. He couldn’t remember any of it from last night as neither he nor Amy had any luck getting a single flame to ignite once the lantern by the door had blown out. “I hope you like it,” she said, near shoving a steaming plate of pancakes with stewed fruit and cream into his face.

      She introduced herself as Elle and his cook, but beyond that Sean heard very little of what came out of her mouth after his focus was stolen by the third presence in the room.

      “I’m not hungry,” he said, cutting her off and swallowing down the stomach acid that had made its way up his throat. Truthfully, he could’ve inhaled the whole plate before him he was so hungry, but that third presence, her undisguisable bump, had him already going towards the door.

      “Oh,” Elle said, her eyes dimming with a downcast smile as she lowered the plate back down. “Are you sure? I can cook you something else, or have something brought–”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Sean said, moving aside the files Amy had requested he sign from on top of a sports bag by the door. “Just leave it there, I’ll eat it later,” he said, leaving the files unsigned and grabbing his bag before slipping out through the door. He, of course, had no intention of ever eating that plate of pancakes. He wouldn’t eat anything that woman served him so long as life was growing inside of her and reminding him of the real reason he was in Rozalie – a thought he could barely stomach on its own.
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        * * *

      

      “Good morning, sire,” Casper said. Like last night, it was with too much enthusiasm for Sean’s liking as he stepped out of his front door.

      “Good morning,” Sean muttered, sweeping his eyes over the still sleeping courtyard. “Who are we waiting for?” he asked, taking a seat in the sun on the stone steps before his door, which immediately caused a protest from his still aching arse.

      “Jordan,” Casper said.

      Oh, good, Sean thought, grateful he only had to deal with his secondary advisor this morning and not his primary. There wasn’t really that much of a difference in the role his secondary and primary advisor served, but there was a significant difference in the length of the leash they had around Sean’s neck. With Jordan, his secondary advisor, Sean could pretty much get away with anything he wanted to, but with Chace, his primary advisor, the length of his leash only stretched so far – especially after what had happened with the princess. Not that that was always a bad thing; Sean needed more people in his life who said no to him. Having a crown and a title made him too invincible and let him get it in his head that he could do whatever he wanted without consequences. But right now, on this morning, Sean just needed to believe he could get his way, especially when it came to getting rid of his cook. How had he ended up with a pregnant cook?

      “You are a bit early, sire. Would you like me to send someone?” Casper said, as if it made him nervous to have Sean sitting there so exposed – never mind the dozen or so sentries in the building across the courtyard, ready to kill anyone who approached.

      “No,” Sean said, not even entertaining the idea of hurrying things along. It wasn’t very often he got to sit on his arse and do nothing. Usually, he was being carted off from one thing to another so quickly it was like boredom was an incurable disease. “The people of Rozalie aren’t a bunch of dragon worshippers, are they?” he said, catching sight of the dragon statue in the fountain at the centre of the courtyard – the very same fountain that had given him so much grief last night with its warning from the element of water. With the dragon’s lifelike yellow eyes and shimmering scales, Sean was grateful the statue was only about the size of a large dog, otherwise, he was sure there might be something more to fear about it.

      “No, sire,” Casper said. “Rozalie just so happens to have been built in an era when the legend of dragons was more valued than the Guardians.”

      “It must be quite an old village then?” Sean said, continuing to stare at the statue before him, particularly at the carving of the globe sitting above the dragon’s spouting mouth, levitating and spinning ever so slowly by the water.

      “It’s not as old as Hawkes,” Casper said, referring to their home city, the oldest city in Salvaniah, which was on the other side of the country in the Hills region. “But it’s not much younger either,” he said, looking up at the gentle fluttering of the clothes strung across the laundry lines high above the alleyways – the only movement in the courtyard besides the trickling water.

      Beyond the fountain, Sean found the rest of the courtyard rather quaint, which in time would be the perfect word he’d find to describe Rozalie as a whole. It was hard to think of the village as anything else with shops and cafes hidden in alleyways; cracked facades and colourful doors along every building; and trees that weaved above the streets in the shape of an arch, dropping white flower petals across doorsteps like a summer snow. The trees, Sean would learn, was what Rozalie was most famous for. But it’d be the flowering window boxes hanging below every window, framed by open wooden shutters painted in every colour that would become his favourite feature within the village.

      Naturally, when he looked up at his building, he found his shutters were green, like everything else that couldn’t otherwise be silver. Never could he escape his kingdom’s two colours.

      “They don’t worship the Guardians here, do they?” he asked, looking away from his apartment building after hearing bells in the distance. A sound that was usually associated with worshipping temples for the Guardians.

      “No, sire, the Guardians have no presence here. The bells you hear are just from an old bell tower at the heart of the village,” Casper said, with a slight smile like he knew what Sean had been dreading.

      “Thank heavens for that,” Sean muttered, relieved he wouldn’t have to deal with any Guardian worshippers while he was here.

      Only two belief systems existed in how Salvaniah was created. One, it had been created by dragons, who were the first to be hunted in the non-magic world and needed somewhere to escape – Salvaniah was essentially a refuge for all magic that had been attempted to be destroyed in the non-magical world. And two, it had been created by a group of god-like creatures with different focuses and abilities called the Guardians.

      From Sean’s memory, there was a minotaur who represented war, a weird tree creature who represented mother nature, some wizard called Merlin who represented magic, an elf who represented order and a faun with heart-pointed arrows that represented love. Some also said there was a Guardian for wealth, but Sean believed people had just added that because money had become such a commodity in people’s lives. Either way, it didn’t matter to him which one of them existed or not, the entire belief system was rubbish in his eyes. He’d ruled the country long enough to know no amount of praying to any Guardian ever returned any miracles, and since the last documented sighting of a dragon was from well over a century ago, it seemed pointless to hope that they’d come back and fix the country.

      “Centaurs still follow the planets and stars, don’t they?” Sean asked, trying to remember if he’d ever really believed in anything even before his parents had died.

      “Yes,” Casper said. “And the elves, the seasons.”

      Sean had no issues with that. At least that stuff was real, unlike the belief systems his kind had created, which had about as much proof as a fairytale.

      “What do the dwarves believe in again?”

      “Crystal dreaming.”

      “Of course,” Sean muttered, thinking it should’ve been obvious that the child-sized humans who worked with jewels all day would turn to their precious stones for guidance. Again, it was nothing off his nose. At least you could prove a bloody stone existed. “Crystal dreaming works with the afterlife, doesn’t it?” he said, having failed to take much of an interest in the dwarves and their belief systems – they weren’t his biggest fans.

      “Past lives, sire,” Casper corrected, pointing his ears back because either he’d heard something, or as Sean suspected, because he found the subject of past lives and afterlives as sceptical as he did. “Only the Guardians dwell on the afterlife.”

      Sean hardly needed reminding of that. Guardian worshippers had threatened him so many times that he was going to hell for not taking a part in their belief system it was a surprise the flames of hell hadn’t found him already.

      “Do you think they’re right?” he said. “That there is such a place as the afterlife and that people who don’t believe go to a bad place and those who believe go to a better place?”

      “I don’t think, sire, that it matters so much what you believe in, but what you do with your life and the mark you leave behind on others in the choices you make,” Casper said, pointing his ears forward again.

      “But does it matter what choices you make?” Sean said. “Don’t your kind turn to the stars and planets because they believe it’ll show them their path?”

      “Yes, but there are many paths someone can take in their life, sire,” Casper said. “And choices are what determine which path is taken.”

      “Then I’m screwed,” Sean muttered.

      Casper chuckled and Sean smiled, for they both could see how that might be true considering the many poor choices Sean had made in his youth. But then Casper said something that gave Sean some reassurance that he might not be as lost in life as he felt, especially while he was here in Rozalie.

      “Be rest assured, sire, according to the stars you’re always exactly where you need to be.”
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      Stephanie stopped the moment she heard a twig snap. Nothing else in the forest moved and nothing in the element of earth warned her someone was there, but someone was there; he was there, the Keeper of Time. “What are you doing here?” she demanded, watching him drop the twig he’d snapped as though she needed reminding of what she already knew: that she couldn’t feel his presence and her powers were useless against him.

      “I think,” he said, stepping out from between two trees, “the question is, what are you doing here?”

      Stephanie looked around the thick forest that made up the Great Forest Region of Salvaniah. She hoped she might find an escape through its wide trunks and thick undergrowth. However, she also knew if he, Time, could find her this far out, he could find her anywhere amongst the mossy rocks and stony creek beds. Still, it didn’t stop her from trying to escape him as she jumped over a fallen tree trunk.

      “I’m taking a walk,” she said, charging off.

      “It’s a long way to come for a walk,” he said, appearing right before her on the other side of the fallen tree before her feet had even touched the ground.

      Don’t blink, she cursed to herself. All the while staring him down as though it were his fault that she’d given him the opportunity to use his magic and move himself in her way.

      “I needed some space to think,” she said, shoving past him.

      “You wouldn’t be, by any chance, thinking about me, would you?” he said.

      “No,” she lied, refusing to look back as she pushed through some ferns and climbed up a muddy bank to find a well-worn path in the undergrowth. If she didn’t know the forest so well, she could never run as fast as she did with hot tears blurring her sight. But she did know the forest that well, for she’d spent the last three years learning everything she could about it, including the “wild” centaurs, elves and other beings that made the forest their home.

      Ha! Wild, she thought, thinking of the many creatures she’d met in the forest – all of whom had come across more civilised than the witches and wizards she’d grown up with. The only wild thing about them was the terrain they lived on. And she could hardly blame them for choosing to live on it rather than in main civilisation.

      There was a clear distinction in their world between those who could master magic (the witches and wizards) and those who could not (the centaurs, the elves, the dwarves and the giants), and for obvious reasons it meant those who could wield magic had the upper hand. Though, for the sake of trying to keep peace in their world, those who had magic tried to get on with their lives as much as possible without it – as if by somehow not utilising their powers it made the situation any better.

      It just made everything more fucked, in Stephanie’s opinion, especially for her. With her power of the four elements, it practically made her a mutant of their world. No one else had that kind of power, and no one else could embody the elements like she could and make them do whatever she pleased. Well, almost nobody. She wasn’t completely alone in her “mutant” state. There was Lucus with his three elements of power and Sean with his …

      Oh, whatever, she thought, picking up the pace and trying to forget about him.

      Running as fast as she could, and not just in a physical sense but in a magical sense too – for every time one of her feet touched the ground, the element of earth pushed her forward as though invisible springs were on top of the soft, moist ground – the forest quickly became a blur, her tears dried away, and most importantly of all, her mind was clear from thoughts about Sean.

      Nothing can stop me, she thought, as she ran faster and faster with the speed and agility of a wild cat. Nothing, however, didn’t quite turn out to be so true when a second later she hit the ground with a big wham.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she yelled from the ground after she’d run into the one person she’d been trying to run away from.

      “You’re running the wrong way,” he said. “Rozalie is that way.”

      Stephanie followed his pointed finger over her muddy shoulder towards the north. She knew which way Rozalie was, and she certainly didn’t appreciate him stopping her just to remind her of that.

      “I don’t care,” she said. “I’m not going back!”

      “Steph, you need to go back,” he said.

      “No, I don’t.

      “Steph, Rozalie is your home.”

      “Not anymore, it’s not,” she said, pushing herself off the ground and walking away without bothering to brush off the caked mud on her knees or the bits of greenery attached to her white tank top.

      “Steph, it’s where you have to be,” he said.

      “No.” She looked back at him. “It’s where you want me to be.”

      A groan followed her as she walked away, but thankfully he didn’t follow her. Once again, she tried to put aside the memory of what had happened in that courtroom three years ago – the real thing she’d been running from. But the forest was too thick here to run through and without the distraction of her feet pounding the ground and the wind blowing past her ears, that day came back to her as clear as if it’d happened yesterday.

      By right that day in the courtroom should never have happened, and never would’ve if she’d just followed the law. The law which clearly stipulated she and Sean couldn’t have a relationship. But of course, she’d had to do just that. Break the law and fall for him. And now, she was about to pay for it all over again – as if she hadn’t paid enough for it already.

      Stop it! Just stop it! she told herself, as the memories of what happened that day were so thick in her mind, she could almost smell the musty leather seats of the courtroom, hear the roar of the laughing crowd and taste the salty river of tears that had flown down her throat. Everyone had some day or some event in their lives that they wished they could replay a different way, and that day was hers. The day the most powerful man in the country, a man whom she loved, stood up and shredded her of all dignity.

      His chosen weapon: words.

      That’s all it had been; him spiting words at her.

      And yet, three years later, those words still dug deeper than a stab wound.

      At least by now a stab wound would’ve healed, she thought, pushing aside a fern branch.

      If she had the chance to give a piece of her mind to the person who had allowed Sean to make his way onto the island of Rozalie, she certainly would do it. It was nothing short of a miracle that he’d found some way to set foot on the island considering its forever neutral stance to the rulership of the country. Only the
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