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      I stood on the prairie with land stretching as far as I could see. Such glorious long grass that blew in the wind like a living creature filled with such life. The blue sky and brilliant sun filled me with such great joy. We had found peace and happiness on the road. Renée slept still in the wagon and Bebe played in the tall grass behind me. Though, at ten, she had begun to find my nickname for her childish so I used it less and less often. To my right, the tethered horses still rested from the previous day’s long journey. The grass swayed and, without warning, she appeared before me, having hunted us down, parting the grass and walking out of the air. Fresh from my nightmares she seemed and all of my attempts to shield ourselves from her had failed. I should have known that I could not outrun her.

      Queen Mab stood across from me, clothed in resplendent clothes, shades of purple and black, holding a rifle pointed up at the blue sky. The grass of the prairie and the leaves from a solitary tree rooted behind her swayed in the wind. She smiled at me and said, “I have come for you.”

      I had been caught off guard. Bebe heard the faerie queen and crouched in fear behind me in the grass. “I told you that I will not come with you.” Again and again I had fought with her in my dreams, refusing to go along with her.

      “Are you so sure?” She did not move or adjust the rifle but her implied threat was clear. “Come with me and let us do this the easy way.”

      My left hand itched and I had long ago learned to control my powers when in stress or fear. Wild magic would not serve me well against the faerie queen. “I will not come with—”

      Queen Mab lowered the rifle and fired. My hand burned bright and I stood straight and firm, shielding myself from harm. My magic would protect me. The sound echoed loud across the prairie and my heart beat fast. No shot pierced me and burned through my skin. I had survived. Raising my hands against her, I concentrated on an expulsion spell. “You have missed. Now leave us.”

      The queen laughed and she lowered her rifle. “I never miss.” She motioned with her weapon over my shoulder and I did not wish to turn around. Renée stumbled out of the wagon, wakened from the shot, and out of the corner of my eye I saw her running to a point behind me. And then I knew. My hope and brightest star, my poor Phoebe, had fallen. The bullet pierced through her neck. I had failed as a mother to protect my own. I ran to her, releasing my strength and magic into her, but it would not be enough. Her eyes fluttered and she tried to reach for me but there was too much blood. The blood covered all. I could not erase what I saw.

      Standing by my side, Queen Mab waited by me, looking down. She put out her hand and said, “Come with me and I will save her.”

      I thought of what she asked and took it all in. My Bebe had only moments left to live. She had just reached ten years of age. I loved her. Renée’s calm exposure shattered as she tried to heal my daughter while my hands tried to staunch the open wound in desperation.

      Queen Mab offered her hand to me again. “I will ask only one last time.” She waited a breath and said again, “Come with me.”

      And, so I did. My hands covered in my daughter’s blood, I stopped and reached for Mab. I did what any mother would do.
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      I woke up from a heavy nightmare and saw that both Phoebe and Renée still slept. I tried to remember what had happened in the dream but could not. Unable to fall back asleep, I climbed out of the wagon and saw the moon hanging low in the sky. Its light cast a grayish, white eerie visage across the prairie. I thought it the same dream again, but it was somewhat different this time and that troubled me. I had come to expect the nightmares of people chasing me in my dreams, but last night I dreamed that a hunter came for me as well. I have seen this with such clarity of thought and mind that I became frightened. I would not let my Bebe be taken and dragged back to England. I would not.

      In my dream, I stood on a prairie with land stretching as far as I could see. Such glorious long grass that blew in the wind, and then instead of a woman, in last night’s dream someone new came for me. The blue sky looked to be a painting with such beautiful sunlight that peeked through puffy clouds that I became filled with such great joy. Bebe and Renée slept still in the wagon. The horses tethered and resting. The grass swayed and he appeared before me, parting the grass and walking out of the air. He appeared rugged, wearing animal skins, had a strong European face, and a jaw set with purpose. Long curly hair, yet clean shaven, he walked toward me.

      “I have come for you.” He stepped lightly through the grass, holding his arms out to me, showing his lack of weapons.

      I backed away and reached for my gun. “Who are you?”

      “Jeremiah.” He glanced at my rifle and remained still. “The queen has asked me to bring you back with me to England.”

      I cocked the rifle and took aim. “No, I will not return.”

      “She has asked for your help on an important matter.” He held his hands up and waited a moment and then said, “Please.”

      “No.” I fired and the shot blew past him as he faded away. I suspected the recurring nightmares of people chasing me were a warning that I had to keep running. I would not allow them to bring us back to England. I loved the country of my birth and might visit again on my own, but I would not be pulled back into the political machinations of court. Not after all this time and all that we had struggled. I relieved myself and then climbed back into the wagon to see Bebe curled up and asleep in the far corner, wrapped in her blankets as there was a chill in the air. Renée, with her long red hair streaked with gray, slept in the front.

      The nightmare still hung with me and yet I heard only the call of insects and the wind. I trusted my instincts enough to know that I had become the hunted and I feared to know why. These past near ten years we have had peace. The road had been hard, but onward we would go, away from the queen’s long reach. I would not go back to England for her.

      The next day passed uneventful and after our dinner, I put Bebe to sleep and sat by the fire. I watched her as she slept, seeing her blonde hair fallen around her. I wish I could give her more. The lack of children to friend and play with was a concern of mine. I watched my daughter sleep and asked Renée, “I had the dream again, but this time instead of a woman chasing after me it was a man. What do you think we should do?”

      Renée finished cleaning our pot and placed it beside her. She thought before speaking, ever more pensive the more years she earned. “We will go onward.”

      She picked up a long stick and poked at the logs in the fire and a few embers floated up toward the sky. The timber we bought at the last outpost was running low and soon we would have no fire. I hoped the warmth of the approaching season would ease my worries. Looking out beyond our campfire, the moon hung high overhead, casting its light out across the plains. We were alone in a sea of prairie. “I know not who the woman is, but I suspect the man is a witch hunter. Your magic is warning you that he is coming.”

      “I will not go back to England with him.” I glanced again over at Bebe as she slept. “For ten years we have been free, and I will not be drawn back to court life.”

      Renée reached for her pouch of weed and packed some in her pipe. She put a piece of straw in the fire and then lit her pipe and puffed a few times. The smoke blew away from me and she stared up at the sky, watching the stars. “We may not have a choice if the hunter is good. We might wish to talk with him before a decision is made.”

      Tonight I would not hear reason. “I would rather not and be left alone.”

      “We cannot run forever as our past will catch up with us.” Renée smoked and said no more.

      I had many witty replies to retort with yet the night held such beauty and the sky too clear for petty words. I remained quiet, thinking of what I would do. We had not stayed long at any one place, living with others in the winter and then moving onward. Up North, down South and now to the West. The news of Lewis and Clark’s journey to the West several years ago had sparked our curiosity. The land we lived was filled with such great wonder and vast amounts of land. I longed to travel across it and see the other ocean, knowing that a continent of land would be between me and England. The wounds were still tender of those times and I had struggled hard to raise Bebe and heal my own spirit.

      Days passed and during the time we had together I showed Bebe how to sew buttons onto her clothes and with great pride she followed all my instructions with the utmost care. Such a thoughtful child filled with curiosity yet respectful and watchful. She heeded me well and often did not resist me or cause trouble. Finishing the sewing, she handed the needle and thread to me and asked, “When will I meet my father?”

      Renée had walked to the stream to collect water and I had no words to say. But Bebe would not be denied. She faced me and said, “I would like to.”

      Bebe often surprised me with her clarity of thought. I often forgot her to be a child. I wished that I would not have to answer her question. I took her hand in mine. “What caused you to think of this?”

      “I heard you talking with Aunt Renée about your dreams.”

      I kept silent, putting away the sewing materials and then replied, “I doubt you will see your father as he is far away in England.”

      “Why can you not use your magic so we can talk with him? I have seen the Indians speak to their dead. Can we not do the same with people who are at a great distance?”

      I focused on her fixed blouse in my hands. “I am not certain that talking to your father from afar would be of help to you. It is best that you leave him alone.”

      She thought a moment. “Do you still love him and is that why you wish to stay away?”

      She started to say more, but I interrupted. “Let’s focus on our chores at hand, as Auntie Renée always says.”

      “What do I say?” Renée called over, returning from the stream with a heavy bucket filled with fresh water. She gently placed the bucket by the back of the wagon and then joined us.

      “Bebe wants to go back to England to meet her father.” I kept my voice level and then changed the subject. “Did you meet any natives coming back from the stream?”

      Renée nodded and said, “No, I did not see any this time. We are alone.”

      I patted Bebe’s head and added, “Run and get the salted meats and set some out for lunch.”

      Bebe thought to argue but I held up my hand and waved her off. “Go!”

      She picked herself up off the ground and walked over to the wagon. I feared Renée’s words and speech to me, but she held her tongue. I could see she wanted to talk with me. The rest of the day went well and we traveled far along the road, ever heading west. Westward bound toward the Pacific Ocean and toward the furthest place from the queen. Her reach was long and I often feared that if we stopped for too long that we would be found. That night, after dinner, I sat by the wagon and Renée came to sit by me. She took her time lowering herself to the ground and began to hum a little ditty.

      Renée was a good mentor to me and yet sometimes I wished she were not so perfect. I glanced over at and asked, “What do you want to talk about?”

      She stopped humming and shrugged. “I am only here to listen tonight.” She hummed a bit more and then stopped again and said, “Looks like I will just be listening to Mother Nature’s glorious evening.”

      I sighed and rolled my eyes up to the sky. “If I thought you would give up on this, I would ignore your not so subtle proposal.”

      Renée smiled. “Persistent, am I not?”

      I smiled back. “Though I would say stubborn and sometimes you pry too much.”

      “Fair enough.” She leaned back against the wagon wheel and we both listened to Bebe’s heavy breathing as she slept. I wondered what dreams flittered through her sweet mind.

      I folded my hands together and looked away out at the moonlit prairie, seeing no other people for as far as I could see. The isolation thrilled me, knowing that we were safe. And then the words just began to tumble out. “I do not know what to tell Bebe about her father each time she brings him up. So much time has passed and I do not wish to return to England at the queen’s calling.”

      “A child often wonders who her parents really are. Were you not any different?”

      Memories of my mother passed through my thoughts and I smiled, remembering her comforting me and making certain that I had all I needed. With my father often away, I thought less of him, but still, I did think of him. “No, you are right.”

      Renée picked at the grass by her and asked, “What would you like to tell Bebe about Henri?”

      Hearing her say his name caused my heart to ache still. What a fool I was to not have let this all go. “I have told her all that I thought she needs to know.”

      “But she is curious and wants to know more. She wants to meet him and visit England.”

      “Do I tell her that I loved her father like a fool and he left me for my friend?”

      Renée thought a moment and could see that she had hurt me. “It is said that often a child wants to look up to her parents and sees them as flawless. Maybe some truth might be good for her.”

      “I would rather not say anything, but I know she will only question more.” I flicked a piece of grass from my clothing and sighed. “No matter how hard I try, I will never outrun what happened, can I?”

      “Ten years have passed and you have not succeeded yet. I think you have your answer.” Renée pulled herself up and sniffed at the air. Her mood suddenly changed. “I sense him.”

      I jumped up and looked all around and opened my senses to the magic within me.

      “It is faint, but your dream man searches for you, reaching out far.” She turned to me. “Guard yourself tonight for you will dream of him.”

      I could detect nothing in the world around me. “What should I do?”

      Renée lowered her hands and listened, but heard nothing. “Go to sleep and dream. He is still far away and has not traveled on your dreamline yet.”

      “What do you speak of?” I walked away from the wagon and focused my energy. My left hand glowed with fierce power. If he were near me, I would call him out. But he was not.

      Renée took my hand and said, “You have come so far but there is much yet that we both have yet to learn.” She unclenched my left hand and I let the magic flow back to its source. “Do not tire yourself tonight for you will only waste your strength. Listen to me.”

      I pulled away from her. “I do not like to be hunted.”

      “I know, but you need to learn and now is all the time we have.” Renée pointed up at the sky. “Do you see what that is?” She pointed to a brilliant yellowish star that did not twinkle.

      “They are the stars.”

      “No, that is not right.” She ignored my beginning to question her and said, “It’s Saturn that circles the sun along with the other planets.”

      I was not schooled much in these matters so remained quiet.

      “The last planet was discovered by Sir William Herschel in 1781. That was before revolution plunged France into chaos. He named his discovery Uranus and we witches took what he learned and applied it to our magic.” She pointed up at Saturn. “As we stand here, the planets revolve around the sun, tethered at their distances. Like invisible strings, each world spins and moves around the sun. Can you envision this in your head?”

      “I can try.”

      She took my hand and spoke a word of power. We stood deathly still and time flowed over us, like running water, and days and nights flew by and I watched the stars streak across the sky. Always the same they were, in such beautiful arcs. Her magic showed us the truth and I sat back in awe.

      Pointing up at the star trails, Renée said, “Can the planets break from their paths? Not easily and most likely not for more years than we could ever imagine.”

      I stared up at the sky, the flickering of night and day, zipping by in a blink of an eye with the sun rising, setting, and the stars circling overhead. With determination and patience, I relaxed and let go, feeling Renée’s magic course over me and I could feel the Earth moving on its journey around the sun.

      “Good. Good.” Renée broke her spell and the star trails faded and Saturn slowed. Her magic left a yellowish path across the sky. “That is your dreamline.” She pointed at Saturn’s path. “Night after night you often dream but do not remember. The dreams cycle over the years, some grow new and others old, but that line of thought when made clear is your path through the world of sleep. All your hopes, fears, and aspirations are bundled up in the dream world, marking you on this planet and tying you to the spirit world. The witch hunter searches for your dreamline. He wishes to jump on that path of light and follow it back to you.”

      Her magic faded and the sky remained dark, filled with stars and lonely Saturn high up in the sky. “Can I stop him from finding my path of dreams?”

      “Depending on how skilled he is, you may not. I am grateful we did not leave any of your journals with the queen. This hunter could use them to get to know you.” She turned back toward the wagon and in the moonlight shadows stretched far. “He must have your letters to Clarissa and Henri to come so close to you.” She reached the wagon and fell silent.

      “Can I travel through this dreamline?” I wondered aloud.

      “You already have when you use your Chronicler’s powers. But you have focused on a linear journey going back and forth from one point in time and then returning. Traveling on the full dreamline allows you to journey through time and from one place to the next, covering great distances.”

      I pulled back and folded my arms across my chest. “Why have you not told me this before now? Have you not trusted me?”

      Renée sighed. “Because I have not mastered this skill yet and how can I truly teach you what I do not know?” She came to me and put her arm around my shoulder. “Only a few can travel the dreamline. You have come far in the last ten years, but there are spells and magic beyond what both of us could ever know. Though I wonder …”

      “What do you wonder?” I relaxed, feeling less defensive on hearing her words.

      “Why does this hunter come for you now? After all these years, why now?”

      We both fell silent and I thought it best to go to sleep. If the witch hunter would come to me tonight in my dreams, staying awake would not help. I would only be more tired and filled with agitated restlessness. I would need patience of which I often did not have.
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        * * *

      

      When the dream came to me, I sat back in my old room at the castle writing in my first diary. I heard a knock on the door, and though late, I was not startled. “Come in.”

      I waited for the door to open and it did slowly. For a moment, I wished it to be Henri so that I could see him again. I often thought of him and longed to see him even though my heart would ache at the seeing. And then I knew, understood beyond any doubt, that Henri and I would meet again in present times. The thought settled solidly in my heart and I felt a mixture of both excitement and trepidation. Yes, I would see him again, but not tonight.

      The witch hunter walked in dressed in his animal skins and fur. He had a rugged yet not unattractive look. If he but bathed, he might be presentable.

      He stood at the doorway’s threshold and asked, “May I come in?” He looked at me and added, “I see you have not a rifle this time, but I would rather not have a hole in me. I have all I need currently.”

      I smiled, liking his wit. I raised my hand and it glowed white with no color shift. His aura was clear. “Yes, you can come in.”

      He closed the door behind him and stood before me. He smelled of sandalwood and not of the rugged exterior he showed. “I bring you a message from the queen and, if you would agree, I could tell it to you.”

      With my powers of perception, I did not detect any harm from him. Still, I would be wary. “I will hear you speak.”

      He sat down in the chair across from me and before he spoke, a bauble caught his eye. He reached for it on the desk between us and then he held it in his hand. “Is this not from the orient?”

      “Yes, it is.” He held the piece with such care for fear that he might break it.

      “What a beautiful piece.”

      I watched him put it back down and said, “My father often traveled far when I was young and brought it back for me.”

      He nodded and then sat back in the chair, evaluating me. “You are as complex as the queen has told. I see that now.” He looked around the room, admiring my room. “An interesting choice to dream. You remember and hold dear your books and ink quills. They are your treasures. You are unlike most women.”

      “And I pride myself in that.” I relaxed a bit, took some courage and asked, “What is your message?”

      He held my gaze and his eyes were hazel with a speck of green in the candlelight. “The queen begs of you to reconsider and asks that you return to England.” He seemed to want to say more but held his tongue.

      “Why does she wish for me to return?”

      “You are being hunted by what has caused the king to fall ill with insanity. His blood boils and if his temperament continues to decline, then the prince will become regent.” He leaned forward and placed a folded letter on the table. I recognized the queen’s seal. “Before you ask any questions, the queen begs you to read this.”

      “The queen begs?” I held back and did not wish to touch the letter for fear of some magic. “A rather clever embellishment of yours, but the queen would never speak as such.”

      The witch hunter leaned further in and pushed the letter across the table to within easy reach. “She does now. They are her words. Not mine.” He crossed his arms and sat back in his chair, waiting.

      I had always been victim to succumbing to curiosity. Some might say it was a flaw of mine. When I picked up the letter, no spell of entrapment released itself on me. All was well. The seal broke easily as I opened the letter and only a few lines were scribbled in perfect penmanship:

      

      Sophia,

      

      I beg of you and Renée to return to England with much haste. La petite Reine of the fairies hunts for you. I write to warn you. Do not say her name for she will find you. There is great power in her name. We cannot contain her much longer. She burns through your once father-in-law, but we protect you still. Heed our call. Come back for when she defeats the king, you will be next. If you ever believed in us, I beg you to return now. Together we can defeat her.

      

      Queen Charlotte

      

      I closed the letter and slipped it into the folds of my dress. The witch hunter regarded me for a moment and then ran his hands through his curly, dark hair. “You do not believe her, do you? You believe it a trick.”

      “The thought does come to mind.” I kept quiet and listened to the crickets outside. “After all these years, the queen suddenly reaches out to me and needs my help? Would you not be incredulous as well?”

      “Yes, you are right. I understand, but I have not the luxury of time. The letter you have read was written months ago and I have only just found you. I only ask that you heed her advice. Do not use her true name. La petite Reine has great power. She comes for you.”

      “I have dealt with the trickery of faeries before. I am not frightened.” I crossed my arms and thought to leave soon. My patience with him had nearly ended.

      “You think the Silver Fox a greater challenge than the mother of all fairies? Why she searches for you, I do not know, but I ask of you to share this news with Renée. She will have been trained to know the power of la petite Reine and respect it.” He stood and bowed. “I take my leave of you if you will not listen to sense. A simple fox is not to be compared to the mother of all the tricksters. Heed the warning not, it is not of my concern. But you are in danger and it would be good of you to listen. Do not say her name. Never speak it. She will use your words to find you and then her full power will be on you and those you love.”

      He did not wait for me to respond and took his leave. I sat there in my dream and the night ended with me wondering what to believe. All faded into darkness and slumber as the dream was no more. When I awoke, clenched tightly in my hand, was the queen’s note.
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      I rose quickly and searched for Renée to tell her the news. Bebe had already risen and gone to fetch the water and my friend prepared a simple sustenance to break our fast. I rushed over to her and she asked, “He came to you last night?”

      “I have much to tell you.” I offered the note to her.

      She took the note and did not open it yet, turning it over and over in her hands. “He is powerful to be able to send this to you in your dream.” She sniffed the piece of paper and added, “Or he’s closer than we think.”

      “I know. We should pack up and leave soon. He could be within a few miles of us.”

      When Renée finished reading the note, she dropped it and she looked more afraid than I had ever seen her be before. “We must leave immediately.”

      “Surely, there is time to finish breakfast.”

      “The queen would never have spoken so freely to us unless in desperate circumstances. And la petite Reine,” she picked up the note and then handed the note back to me with haste as though it were hot to the touch. “Without help, I will not toy with the likes of her. We must leave now.”

      “But who is this la petite Reine? I do not understand.”

      Renée grabbed a stick and began writing in the dirt. “You must never say her name. She has more power when she hears it spoken and will come to find you.” She pointed down to the hastily written letters in the ground. “Q-U-E-E-N  M-A-B.”

      And like magic, her name crystalized in my memory and I remembered her from the dream. Some great magic had held back my remembering her and I became frightened. “I remember now. She’s been in my dreams. I’ve seen her. But isn’t she just a fantasy invented by children?”

      “No, she is as real as we. And if she has visited you in your dreams, her power grows.” Renée threw away the stick.

      “What would she want from me?”

      “We must not find out and leave before she finds us here in America.”

      “But go where? If la petite Reine is searching for us, where can we go that’s safe?”

      Renée pointed to the note in my hand. “To England. We have to return and I must speak with my sisters.”

      Without another thought, I tore the note in two. “Bebe and I are not returning to England. That is what they all want. I will not sacrifice our safety to go back home to become entangled with them.”

      Renée looked to retort my statement but then she smiled. “Home. See? Even you cannot deny that we are simply travelers here.” She pointed at the ripped letter I held. “That note is a sign that it is time for us to return. We cannot run any longer. It is time to turn back.”

      “Why? So that we can save the king and queen, become heroes and put Phoebe at risk? I will not do it.” I threw the note onto the ground.

      “You and your mother have such a stubborn side. My patience cannot take this. I have followed you for years around this country, but now it is time to return. I ask that, for once, you listen to me.”

      “Do not bring my mother into this. If you are not happy being on the road with Bebe and me, then perhaps we should separate. I do not have you chained here.” I turned my back on Renée and saw Bebe standing behind me. In my anger, I had not heard her come around the wagon.

      She had rested a pail of water on the ground and watched us arguing, not certain what to say. But in seeing me turn away in anger, she said, “Mama, I want to go to England. I have never been. And once we return, I can meet Father. We will have a good time!”

      “We will not be returning to England. I will have none of this folly.”

      I walked off and headed in a random direction away from the wagon. I could not think with clarity because of the anger that clouded my vision. I knew she was right, but needed time to settle my thoughts. Renée knew me well enough not to engage me any further and out of the corner of my eye I could see her calling Bebe back to her. I nearly lost my life and sanity all those years ago and I did not want to go back as a pawn in their games. Not looking back, I kept walking and needed to find the words to apologize for my bad behavior and to come to terms with my fears. But first, I needed time to deal with my anger.
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        * * *

      

      When I returned a while later, Renée had the wagon loaded with all our belongings. Two horses were hitched to the wagon and the third she had saddled for her. I walked up to the wagon and she came over to me. “I have taken a third of the king’s gold that is left. You and Phoebe will need it more than I will, but I will need my share to get back to England.”

      “I want us to go with you. I spoke too rashly and think it best for Bebe and me to go with you.” I kept my arms crossed and then looked down at the ground, worried that too much had been said to change her mind.

      “It is too late for that now. I have thought it through and you are right that I best go on my own. The danger is too great and there is darkness in my past that I have not yet shared with you.” Though her hair had much gray, she still had plenty of fiery red in it.

      I ignored her trap for I knew her well and asked, “If you’d not have us go with you, then tell me why.”

      She put her arms on her hips and glanced up at the blue sky and said, “La petite Reine killed my mother, my brother, and father, and tortured my sister long enough to drive her insane.” She dug in her pocket and handed me back the note that the witch hunter had given me in the dream. Miraculously it was no longer torn in two. “Do you want to know why she did all this to my family?”

      I turned the note over in my hand and could see no seam from where or how it had been made whole. “Yes.”

      “My sister told me that la petite Reine wanted an offering of milk from my father and he refused to give her part of his hard labor. So she destroyed my family in return.” Renée grabbed the note from my hand and ripped out the section that read “la petite Reine.” She then handed it back to me. “She is selfish, twisted, and capricious. I spent most of my youth chasing her down trying to inflict my revenge on her. And I failed. I tried for years until she tired of toying with me and moved on. Where I go is not safe for you and Phoebe.”

      I glanced down at the note and saw that it had already healed itself. The rip was no longer there. “But if we come with you, we can help. You will need us.”

      “I will need help, but not from either of you.” She came close to me and put her arm around me. “You two are all who remain left alive that I love. You are right that you should not go. I do not wish to lose you both as well. If la petite Reine wants you for something, then it is best that you run. And I will go back to England and help the queen defeat la petite Reine.”

      “I do not want to run away in fear. I can’t let you take this risk for me. You mean too much to us. Please, let us come with you.” I saw her preparing to walk away and added, “Will you not change your mind for me?”

      I could see that I had affected her greatly. Her face paled and drained of all color. Renée turned away from me to hide her tears, and caught Bebe peeking out of the wagon. “You must trust me that it is not your place to go with me. Do not ask this of me again. Please.”

      She walked over to Bebe and hugged her and then kissed her on the forehead. She murmured a few words of a protective spell and then offered me her hand. Startled that she would leave so, I did not accept and stood still with not knowing what to say.

      “After many years, I stopped chasing after la petite Reine because I had nearly lost my way in trying to find my revenge. It was your mother who taught me to let it go. I had searched for years but could never find her. Now, I have been given a sign. It is time for me to return and it is best that you not get involved.”

      I had to try one last time. “Renée, do not go like this. I know I’m a fool and often let my anger get the best of me, but we need you.”

      “There is much that you need to learn and maturity is one of those things. I cannot live your life for you and shield you any longer. It is enough that you have kept much from me of your nightly journeys back to him. What you try to do is not right.”

      I froze in place. The words cut me deep. I had not known that Renée knew of my secrets. I had never spoken or written of them to anyone. She picked up her hat from the back of the wagon and placed it on her head. I called after her, “How did you know?”

      “Do you think me a fool? I am a witch and know when magic is being used.” She waved and went to her horse. “My advice to you is as it always has been. Let him go before you truly make yourself a fool.”

      Bebe ran to me and pulled at my skirt. “Say something, Mama. Do not let her go!”

      “Go inside the wagon. We’re leaving.” My stupid pride spoke more than reason.

      Bebe began to cry and she ran to Renée who had finished tying down her saddle bags and her water skins. Renée held her tight and kissed her again and then pulled herself up onto the horse. She waved to me and then turned away, urging her horse to head east.

      In my head, I yelled for her to stop, but I never spoke the words. Bebe chased after Renée but she quickened the pace of her horse and Bebe stopped running. I went to my daughter and put my arms around her to comfort her. The two of us walked to the wagon and headed off west. I kept waiting to hear Renée turn back around having changed her mind, but she did not. She had made her decision and I had made mine many times late at night over the last ten years. That Renée knew of my secret life shamed me. I cast off my thoughts and fears and focused on riding onward. Our journey stretched long that day and I did not stop until after the sun had set. Bebe and I had a simple meal of dried meat and some stale bread, but neither of us complained. We were tired and both had not much hunger. After Bebe went to sleep, which took longer than normal, as I needed to comfort her much in her sorrow, I sat on the ground and closed my eyes.

      My hand glowed brilliant white and with thought and purpose I focused my power and reached out to the sky above, following the trail of stars until I could find Renée. I had known her for many years and could find her easily with my magic. I kept my eyes closed and in minutes I had found her. I had expected her to be somewhat close to us still, but she had journeyed much farther than I had thought possible. I knew not how she had done this, but some great magic had been used. When I opened my eyes, I could see her talking with someone. I took a deep breath, held a moment, and let my mind relax. I gathered the threads of light from the sky and imagined I could be there and saw …

      Renée hugged another woman and said, “Thank you for taking me in. Months have passed since my last night in a bed. I will sleep well tonight.”

      “You are always welcome in our school.” The older woman hugged her back and beckoned her into her home. “What brings you to Philadelphia?”

      “In a few days, I head back to England. With being away so long, I could use your assistance in finding passage.” Renée sat down in the offered seat in the sitting room and accepted a glass of water.

      “I can have one of my teachers help you with that. Tomorrow morning I will introduce you to Eliana and she can act as your guide, helping you with your affairs. She is keen on learning so I suspect you both will get along nicely.” The old woman sat down on a sofa and added, “I wish I would have known of your coming. I would have prepared a better dinner for you. It is not often that my best pupil comes to visit.”

      Renée lowered her head in embarrassment and spoke low. “Thank you for the kind compliment. I have missed you.”

      “You last wrote me months ago. How does your own teaching go?”

      “Hannah, I fear that I have failed her. She does not listen to my advice and uses her magic to try and change the past and the present.” Renée placed her glass down and rubbed her temple. “I question whether I should have stayed to help her.”

      “I have known you for many years and, yes, you are headstrong, but I have never found your instincts to be selfish or unwise. Your message to me said little of why you return so quickly.”

      “There are matters that cannot be said in words.” Renée paused and listened for a moment, sensing for some presence and continued. “La petite Reine returns.”

      “Have you seen her?” Hannah lowered her voice in concern.

      “No, but the Queen of England sends her warning and asks for help.”

      “The news speaks much of growing tensions between the two countries. And Napoleon continues his reign over Europe, adding to the problems. Being French, you will have difficulties entering England undisguised.” Hannah stood up and lit a small lantern to combat the encroaching darkness.

      “I have not much experience with the politics of the day, but I can tell you much about buffalo and how to make a good cooking fire.” Renée smiled and then fell silent.

      Hannah leaned forward and took her friend’s hand. “You fear for her, but she will walk her own path.”

      “Even if you know that it is not the right one? Magic should not be used to alter time and break people’s lives.”

      “For you, her path is wrong, but she will need to find her own way. Remember when you ran away that time, hoping to find a better way to learn your magic? Have you forgotten that?”

      Renée shook her head and laughed. “No, I have not forgotten. I did not listen to you and learned my lesson well.” She pointed to a mark on her arm. “I still have the scar to prove it.”

      “Exactly.” Hannah patted Renée’s hand and said, “Cinderella must find her own path as we all must. She will not listen to being told about how to best use her powers. No witch wants to be told what to do. If I had tried to force you not to use your magic for revenge, would you have listened?”

      “No, I would have run away faster.”

      “So would Cinderella. Let her be. She will learn and, if not, then she will be lost.” Hannah stood up and said, “Come now. Settle into your room and I will help prepare dinner. Get some rest tonight and tomorrow you start anew.”

      The vision faded and I gasped when I re-entered my body. For a few moments, I felt unsure of my skin and needed to focus. Bebe’s soft snoring from the wagon brought me fully back. The stars still shone brightly and the quiet of the prairie caused me to think. In such a short time, Renée had traveled so far. I knew not that she had such power. For years, we walked across this great country and in one day she traveled as quickly as the speediest bird. It seemed I had a lot to learn and did not know her as well as I had thought.

      Fatigue came over me and I knew that I needed to sleep. I had set my protective spells to protect and disguise us from harm, but I felt certain that I would dream of him again tonight. I pulled myself up off the ground and checked the four corners of the layered charms I had set. All were firm and set tight to keep out unwanted visitors. I had done my best. Now I needed sleep. Perchance to dream? I would see.
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      Once asleep, my body rested for hours, yet in the deepest part of slumber he came to me. I again sat at my writing desk in my old room back at the castle. Outside my window a light rain fell. The fire in the corner burned low and I lost myself in the comfort of its warmth. A knock at my door startled me, yet I had expected it.

      “Who is it?” I pretended that I did not know.

      “Jeremiah.” He sounded tired and weak.

      “You may enter.” I stood to greet him and he entered the room and bowed. “There is no need to honor me so. I am no longer a princess.”

      He waited a moment and then pointed at my desk and chairs, “Might we?”

      “Yes, of course.” I walked to the table and took a seat at the chair nearest the fire and again he sat across from me. “You come again to visit me.”

      He fidgeted with his leg and I could not place his demeanor. “I would have rather not have come.” His voice was thick with emotion.

      “What is it?” I watched him carefully and wondered if he tried to trick me. “What disturbs you so?”

      “She has come for them back in England.” He lowered his head in shame. “I was not there to protect them. I saw it all in a vision.”

      “What did you see? I do not understand.” With
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