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        When the impulsive and impetuous Beatrice Wolfe sets her sights on escaping the palace to protect the people, she doesn’t expect the biggest obstacle to be herself.

      

      

      

      
        
        Trying to heal Eflorencia after she accidentally destroyed its only hope of survival means that Bea won’t be going back to her tree climbing life anytime soon. With the crops withering and the water drying up, the people have no other choice but to give up the last of their magic to the king, even though they know he will keep most of it for himself.

      

      

      

      
        
        With the palace on their heels and a past that puts her recognizable family in fame’s spotlight, Bea knows it is only a matter of time before they are found. They have to decide if they should cut their losses and flee Eflorencia, or if perhaps the world they once left is worth trying to save.

      

      

      

      
        
        Bea needs her protector to stay close, but when good intentions aren’t clear, and Nic’s hidden past comes back to haunt the handsome yet secretive guard’s present, Bea doesn’t know if there is a safe place left for her in all of Eflorencia.

      

      

      

      
        
        "Impulsive Princess" is book three in the Tales of Eflorencia. This coming-of-age story is for fantasy readers who devour first kiss butterflies only when accompanied by scandalous secrets. Enjoy the entire series, written by USA Today bestselling paranormal romance author Mary E. Twomey.
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            SNEAKING WITH SPIDER

          

        

      

    

    
      Walking isn’t supposed to be this hard. Sure, I’ve been bitten by a couple softball-sized hairy spiders beasts with bat wings. Sure, their venom paralyzes their victim by killing necessary muscles. But Aunt Tessa, Uncle Rafe, and Nic sucked the poison out of me as best they could, and that was more than an hour ago.

      Which at this point, feels like weeks.

      As Papa Spider, my new cousin Vamessa, and I slip through the shadowy hallways of what has to be a legit castle, I can mostly keep myself upright through the shock of everything I’ve endured in the past day.

      Abduction.

      Crash course introduction to a magical world.

      Meeting my new crush. Cuddling with my new crush. Then being ripped away from any chance of making good on the butterflies in my belly. Then being told of the looming possibility that Nic is actually some sort of villain.

      A villain who flirts with me and looks at me like I matter.

      Learning that my family are shifters with original magic in them, and that I am…

      No. I can’t think about it all right now. We have to get out of here. Escape first, freakout later.

      That’s the hope, anyway.

      The palace is made entirely of white marble with streaks of gold sluicing through like waves on a beach. The intimidatingly tall ceilings are pure gold, hammered with swirls and designs that are too distracting not to catch my eye, even though they are two stories above me. It’s beautiful in a museum sort of way, where you want to look around, but you can’t imagine it being a cozy home.

      My legs are quaking, letting me know that they do not approve of being put to use in the slightest. I want to lie down and give them the rest they require. But if I want to live, I need to get out of here without anyone finding me, or discovering the horrible things I’ve done.

      Murder. I murdered a man. An old man. A mage. The last mage in all of Eflorencia, in fact. Granted, he kidnapped me and sent metrebugs to bite and incapacitate us, but murder is a leap I never dreamed I would make.

      I can’t think about that now. One foot in front of the other. That’s how the cool kids do it.

      Actually, I don’t know what the cool kids do in Eflorencia. I’m from the regular world. Earth. Or Lifeless, as they call it here. The belief widely accepted in Eflorencia is that I died as a baby in a fire that also killed my mother, Queen Vera. Which would make me a… princess.

      The Dead Princess is what they call me.

      If I hadn’t just come face to face with my brother, who looks very much like me but with slight alterations, I might not have believed my role in it all.

      An image of Prince Leron, all bloodied from the head injury I gave him, flashes in my mind. I wince and nearly topple from the force of the memory. I didn’t mean to hurt him that badly. He wanted me locked away in a prison that sucks the magic out of a person. Apparently, I’ve got buckets of original magic stuffed inside of me from the elusive Rence—the creator of Eflorencia. I don’t know how to access it, but hiding me away in a jail and draining magic from me over and over as it regenerates was the “welcome home to Eflorencia, Sis. Glad you’re not dead,” gift my brother had in store for me. Prince Leron spent his life banking on me being dead as a baby, which put him next to inherit King Barune’s crown. Now that my brother knows I am alive, Leron decided my role would be no more than cattle corralled in a cage to be milked for magic without my consent.

      It wasn’t exactly the family reunion I’d been hoping for.

      “Careful,” Vamessa says, raising her fist to stop us before we cross the corridor. She glances over her shoulder at me, her coffee-brown hair swishing to the side. The corner of her lips twitch. “You’re looking pretty pale, little cousin.”

      Oh, and I have a cousin now too. Learn something new every day.

      Or in the case of tonight, it’s about a thousand new things that nobody thought I should know about until an entire other world came crashing into mine.

      I shoot Vamessa a wan smile, hoping to communicate that I am totally good at walking. Good at escaping.

      Good at having a cousin—another concept that is completely new to me.

      Normally I’m good at climbing, jumping, running, and all sorts of things that involve me moving around as much as possible. ADHD is funny like that. It’s sitting still that’s the hard part.

      Yet another reason a cage wouldn’t suit me.

      Vamessa holds her hand up when a cluster of women pass by at the other end of the hallway. The three of us cling to the shadows, plastering our bodies to the wall, but thankfully none of the women bother to glance our way. Their quiet back and forths muffle the sound of my banging heartbeat.

      “Harem,” Vamessa informs us. “Servants by day, unwilling members of the king’s harem by night. Great people, bad situation.”

      I blanch, hoping I heard her wrong. “What?”

      Vamessa doesn’t repeat herself. “They don’t want to be here. If we can keep them from seeing us, then no one will have to carry the worry of keeping your identity secret.” She casts me a woebegone look. “One glance at you and anyone will be able to tell you’re related to the king. Spitting image. Ginger hair is rare here. It’s the signature look of the royals.”

      Papa reaches into the pocket of his black leather vest. He pulls out the greasy bandana he uses to mop his sweat when he’s working outside on his motorcycle. “Here, Little Red. Put this over your hair. It’s not a perfect disguise, but it’ll help.”

      I comply with shaking fingers, folding the oil-stained red square into a triangle, looping it over my frizzy ginger hair, and tying it at my nape. It hides the bulk of the family trait that immediately gives me away. The smells brings about a thousand images of Papa when he’s out front, working on his bike.

      Papa Spider’s hairy arachnid leg remains coiled around my hips, keeping my gait straight. When the coast clears, we move quickly from one end of the hallway to the other. Hopefully we’ll locate an exit before anyone else discovers us here. I’m not sure how long the palace will go about their normal routine without the prince showing up to whatever middle of the night functions he has. They’ll notice if he doesn’t turn in for bed.

      One giant impossible thing at a time.

      My precious, bedraggled grandfather is also not from my normal world. From the bottom of his leather vest and unwashed white t-shirt on down, a horrific spider body supports the human upper half of him. I try not to be horrified at the eight black, hairy legs. They are long and spindly, with coarse hair sticking out all over. From the waist up, it’s Papa Spider—the man who helped Rafe, Tessa, and Crowly raise me. The sweetie pie who always keeps candy in his pocket for me, even though I am nineteen and well past the age of being wooed by sweets.

      I mean, that’s not entirely true. I hope I never outgrow the rapture of sugar. Just last week, Papa gave me a butterscotch candy when I was helping clear out the cupboard from Granny’s medications after she died.

      I’d thought Papa Spider was just a cool nickname you get when you’re in a biker gang. Turns out, it was more literal than poetic. The people in power in Eflorencia, I’m learning, are manipulative jerks who want to trap me so my magic can be drained, since I’ve got lucky blood or something stupid like that.

      I’m just hoping that’s the bulk of the crazy that’s going to be thrown at me for the rest of the night. I crossed my limit hours ago.

      “Keep up, Little Red,” Papa Spider warns me. “If I’m caught in here, they’ll have one of my legs, for sure. Barune never liked that I didn’t give him my blessing when he took my daughter and married her.”

      Being that when Papa lived in normal life with us, he only had two bow-legged human legs, it’s hard for me to truly comprehend what is the level of true danger, and what is passed off as his weird sense of humor that usually has the flavor of a dad joke to it. Hopefully the possibility of Papa losing a leg as retribution is an exaggeration.

      I worry it is not.

      The gilded sconces along the hallway are shaped like flowers, the base flush to the wall and the petals spread out with the tips curled. They would be pretty if they didn’t also sort of look like octopi squirming out of the walls, attempting to attack anyone trying to escape the king’s reach. The lantern lights flicker, making it seem as if the petals (or tentacles) are moving, reaching out to tangle in the hidden knots of my frizzy red hair.

      I imagine the ornate sconces want to tether me to this palace, serving their unholy master by grabbing onto anyone harboring a secret from the king.

      My grip on reality is sometimes boring, so I like to loosen the hold and go off into my own land of pretend.

      Right now, we’re spies, trying to sneak away from the evil king in the dead of night before he finds out we’ve sabotaged the throne and the people.

      In reality, that’s not far off.

      But I don’t want to think about that right now. Or ever.

      I want to pretend that I am an actual princess in a castle that’s filled with things I can climb. Like how Rapunzel has that long hair she can whoosh over things and use as a pulley or a swing.

      I want a hair swing. It would be the one time I wouldn’t loathe my ginger tangles.

      The marble staircase ahead of us winds both up and downward several stories in each direction. I could swing my Rapunzel hair over the giant chandelier in the center of the towering ceiling overlooking the two staircases on either end of the main atrium area spread across the bottom floor. Then I could slide down it as fast as I like, getting a rush every time I slip downstairs for breakfast in what I’m sure is a super sweet kitchen.

      I’ll bet they have fancy teacups that are so delicate; I would only use them sitting at a table with fine linens.

      But as it stands, my copper curls only stretch to my shoulders. Not as cool.

      Not that I’ll be doing much dining at elegantly set tables. That is definitely not what spies do when they’re trying to escape the clutches of the evil royals.

      My imagination doesn’t help me do much by way of actual practicality, but at least now I have hair goals. If I’m going to be a princess, I want Rapunzel hair so I can swing all over the palace.

      Except that I’m not going to live here. My dad is apparently an evil dictator who doesn’t give a crap about protecting his people. He cares about looking impressive and accumulating the resources of the people, rather than being a reliable ruler. Though I’ve never so much as seen a picture of the guy, somehow I don’t think he’d be the type to allow me to swing around the palace like a monkey.

      My fingers itch to grip the banister and hurl one leg over. I long to slide all the way to ground level. That would be cool.

      But again, that is not what secret spies do.

      A small, insecure voice inside of me points out that perhaps my father is a stick in the mud dictator because he didn’t have me hanging around the place. If I’d had a baby who died before their first birthday, who knows what sort of need I would have to exact control over every single area of my life.

      Of course, my father was already a pinhole prick before I was ruled dead. My father’s ruthless behavior was the reason Uncle Rafe got me out of Eflorencia, instead of rescuing me from the fire that killed my mother and returning me to the king.

      Some part of me wants to believe that my smile is magic. Not the kind of half-spider half-man magic that Papa Spider is, or the kind that Meriff had when he created a mage prison to capture Nic, Uncle Rafe, Uncle Crowly, Aunt Tessa, and me. I want to believe that one solid joke shared between my father and me would set loose the displeasure that’s wrought deep inside him. I want to be the unfathomable key that unlocks his good side.

      I want my father to have a good side, despite what I’ve learned of the king so far.

      I want to believe that whatever kindness life hasn’t managed to stamp out of me is somehow important, kinetic in its ability to change the world around me for the better.

      Maybe if my dad met me now, he wouldn’t be so awful to his people. Maybe I really am that magical.

      Part of me wants to stick around and find out. Test my goofiness against his need for more power.

      My goofiness is decently strong. It’s survived an unfair share of bullying, more than a few fistfights, and it’s gotten me through life without a pair of conventional birth parents.

      Perhaps now is not the time for a family reunion though, being that I just beat my father’s only son with the one relic that houses essential original magic. Not the best first impression to make.

      I’m trusting my newfound cousin to get us out. Although, Vamessa is a woman who didn’t show a hint of sadness at her other cousin’s unconscious body when she saw him splayed out at my feet. Her taller, stronger body is taut beside me, the short sword still saddled in the sheath at her side. She looks important in her in chocolate brown leather pants and no-nonsense cream-colored tank top. Her dark hair drapes over half of her face, hiding whichever parts of her personality she chooses to keep from the public.

      I don’t know which way is up at this point, but I follow Vamessa all the same. We wait for her to give us the signal before we dart down one set of stairs. Then we hide in the entryway to the level just above the main floor, where I assume we will find a much-needed exit.

      The palace is quiet, but not eerily so, given that it is nighttime. No one suspects the prince was just beaten and the last mage murdered.

      Oh, and the hope for Eflorencia’s survival was crushed into a million pieces by yours truly.

      My stomach rumbles, and I grimace an apology to Vamessa. She takes the front position, shielding Papa and me in case any of the echoing footsteps in the nether parts of the palace venture nearer.

      We need to get out of here, before the sun rises on the horrible things I’ve done.
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            MY NEW BEST FRIEND

          

        

      

    

    
      I burn a lot of calories on a normal day, which this was not. The day included such highlights as running from hyena shifters, getting bit on the leg by a cheetah shifter and losing an uncomfortable amount of blood, climbing an unending tunnel, murdering a mage, and then ending the night fighting with my sibling minutes after meeting him.

      I could really go for a cheeseburger before it gets out that I doomed all of Eflorencia to an eternal famine.

      I would also like a sandwich.

      And a milkshake.

      And a bed.

      I bet they have beautiful beds here in the palace, bedecked with canopies, curtains, and gold tassels on the comforters. The whole place is so pretty. I have to remind myself that right now is not the time for musing at the ornate light fixtures that are entirely made of gold, nor is it appropriate to ask Vamessa how this structure retains any heat, given that it’s so open in the center of the palace. I’m thinking that would make it drafty.

      Escape time. Right.

      I still want a cheeseburger, though.

      Vamessa plasters her back to the wall just inside the second-floor hallway that connects to the stairwell. Papa and I do the same, following her lead. She doesn’t look at us but instead keeps her eyes on the comings and goings of the soldiers, who are milling in pairs or singles below. There are four of them now, whereas before there were none in the area.

      “Evening rounds,” she explains in a whisper. “Once they sweep the first floor, they’ll come this way. We’ll have a small window to get down the steps and out the front door. Like, miniscule. I can be seen here, but you two can’t. Not sure how we’re going to get past the ground’s guards, but once this palace locks down, there will be no getting you two out of here tonight. We need you out before the prince and the broken lotus favor are discovered.”

      I don’t bother pointing out that this plan is half-baked, but honestly, that’s usually how mine go, so I can’t complain. I normally figure out the first bit and assume the rest will fall into place. When I do that, I don’t mind it so much. Relying on someone else who does that? I have new respect for my family, who no doubt gave up on achieving Zen years ago, due to my antics that are never fully formed, only to be figured out on the fly.

      It becomes clear to me that Vamessa is risking her reputation as a trustworthy member of the royal family so she can get us out.

      She doesn’t even know me. We haven’t had a real conversation or even a proper introduction. My brother took one look at me and knew I needed to be locked away. Leron is the reason I found out about Eflorencia in the first place, given that he’s the one who commissioned Meriff to bring him more and more magic, even if he needed to scour Lifeless for it. My brother wasted so much wicked intent and effort on securing his legacy on the throne that he ended up bringing me closer to the crown. I didn’t even know about it before his interference.

      Life is funny like that sometimes.

      Every time I told myself I was not going out and getting a milkshake, that ended up being the first thing I did when I had the opportunity. Not wanting it somehow drew it closer.

      Because let’s be honest, any time is a good time for a milkshake.

      Leron wanted a secure crown for himself, but he accidentally orchestrated bringing the only person who might be able to take it from him right to his doorstep.

      He should have gone out for a milkshake instead.

      Or a cheeseburger.

      My stomach rumbles again, forcing a mouthed apology to surface. Any noise is bad noise, so I do what I can to keep myself in the moment, which is certainly not filled with milkshakes.

      Another stomach rumble.

      Vamessa reaches back and grips my hand, squeezing once with a brief smile. She doesn’t have to reassure me, but she’s thoughtful enough to take the time to do so anyway. I study her expression, not expecting softness from someone so sure of the path ahead, even if it proves
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