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    for those who wander through these pages, listen well to the tales of ages… for deep within one’s heart will find, their past and present, intertwined.
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Description 1





For Dustin—who somehow makes the real world feel a little bit like a fairytale.

To Mom—for all the frogs, all the editing, and those evenings in our brown chair watching Disney.

For everyone chasing their own ever after—May your story be a little messy, a little magical, and entirely yours.






The way to read a fairy tale is to throw yourself in.

-W. H. Auden
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Prologue

I was certain I could not tolerate another insufferable evening in these damned confining clothes. Tugging at the collar of my tunic, I silently let out a curse into the cool night air. The music from the festivities below, a gentle, enchanting melody of the celebration, drifted up to where I stood on the balcony of my chamber. I’d done my best in avoiding the gossiping members of the court who still could not cease bringing up Josephine’s name around me.

This was a night of grand celebration. My brother was finally engaged, and there was once again a promise of stability—a guarantee of a prosperous future now that he was to be wed. My brother, the epitome of regal charm, and his beautiful future bride-to-be, were at the center of everyone’s attention. I was grateful for the distraction from myself.

Sliding a hand through my hair, I let out a deep sigh. It had been apparent from the ballroom floor just how much of a stark contrast I was to the idyllic scene. The years I’d spent as a cursed amphibian had only isolated me from the kingdom, and worse, my family. Sitting at the dining table night after night, left me quiet and disconnected, while my family went on as I imagined they had for years without me. The courtiers had much to say about their theories of my previous life. I couldn’t stand to hear their remarks. Memories of the long nights, being confined in a body that had never truly been mine, feeling so far away from home…from my family. My manservant Henry had tried to tend to my every whim, except for the one I’d truly wanted the most—the freedom to be a man again. In the quiet evenings, when only the sounds of grasshoppers kept me company, I had imagined myself as I once had been, and it had filled me with a sadness I’d never known how to describe. I had dreamed of my return home, to the welcoming arms of my father and mother. But the reality of my return was not one of excitement, but uncertainty and fear.

I overheard the whispers about “the mysterious woman,” who had vanished as suddenly as she had appeared. Her presence had unwittingly brought danger by luring the very man who had cursed me into the heart of the palace. Despite it being me who had bargained with the man called Rumpelstiltskin again, Josephine’s disappearance had left unanswered questions and an uneasy tension that permeated the palace walls.

The festivities below were a cruel reminder of the life I could have had but had lost.

I slid my hands over the cool stone of the balcony railing and closed my eyes. For so long, my life had been consumed by one purpose—breaking the curse with a true love’s kiss. I had never allowed myself to imagine what came after. I supposed that I would slip back into the role I had left as a young man. I would be welcomed back with open arms and take my place beside my father as his heir—his true heir. However, as that path had changed, I was forced to forge a new one—a life in which I would stand beside my brother as a symbol of unity. It was my duty to assist him in his new role, and it was an honor to do so—or so I was told. Even as I stood beside him in the glowing ballroom, I saw the hope in his eyes as he looked at me, and the quiet joy as his gaze shifted to his bride-to-be. The way he held her hand to his lips, the love that passed between them—it was clear. Charming would be a noble and worthy king, and I would serve him with unwavering loyalty.

Loosening my necktie, I tilted my chin up toward the sky, gazing at the sparkling stars above. “Josephine…” I whispered.

In all honesty, despite my impeccable ability to keep track of the hours of a day as a frog, I had lost track of how many weeks had slipped by since the last time I had seen her. Had it been a fortnight? Longer? Or perhaps even shorter?

The memory of our last night was etched vividly in my mind. The gentle touch of her hand in mine, the sparkle of mischief in her dark brown eyes, and the softness of her laughter as I held her in my arms while we danced. I had been a fool not to kiss her then. Maybe if I had, she would have been able to stay by my side. I had ignored the silent plea in her eyes, ignored the gnawing in my stomach. I’d been so determined to fulfill the foolish bargain I’d made with Rumpelstiltskin, and it had made me so willingly blind.

I had known Josephine had been the one for me ever since seeing her with that irritating woodland man, Arch, with his untamed beard and wise eyes. For as insufferable as I found him to be, I knew it was because he was her friend. I had yearned for the warmth of her friendship, to be on the receiving end of her charms, her smiles.

I had also been a fool to deny the truth for so long until it was too late. It was maddening how deeply Josephine had worked her way into my heart—only to be torn away before I could fully grasp the realization.

As the clock in the grand hall struck twelve, she had dissolved before my very eyes. Her form faded like mist in the morning sun, leaving behind nothing but the pair of glass slippers my mother had lent her. Instantly, my heart had been filled with longing. I had remained alone on the dance floor for several minutes until my brother pulled me away.

In my manic desperation, I pleaded with my parents to allow me to search for her—to search for “the mysterious woman.” They inevitably gave in to the request. Hours bled into days, and there was no trace of Josephine.

It was as though she had never existed in my world.

Perhaps she hadn’t.

Since that moment, I had been haunted by the memory of her disappearance, by the ache of her absence that grew with each passing day. I missed her with a depth of longing that threatened to consume me. A yearning that gnawed at my soul and left me restless in the quiet hours of the night.

I knew I would never find her again. She’d claimed to come from another world that existed outside of my own. Many days, I found myself longing to retreat to my chambers and escape the routine of long meetings with my brother and silent dinners with my parents. I preferred to sit in the quiet darkness and bury my sorrows in a decanter of mead by my bedside. I hoped that if I stayed there long enough, the world outside would fade away, and with it, the ache in my heart.

Maybe then, the enchantress—the cruel and cunning one who had spirited Josephine from me—would decide to grace me with her presence again. Many nights, I pictured her slipping into the room, her voice as dangerous as a snake’s whisper. She would look upon my pitiful state and offer to curse me back into the amphibious form I once loathed, but now yearned for.

I knew I couldn’t let myself remain lost in those thoughts forever. As much as I wanted to linger in the past, I had a role to fulfill, just as I always had. It was time to reintegrate myself into my family, to reclaim my place—it sounded more noble than it felt. I had to come to terms with my brother’s ascension to the throne, and by the night’s end, I wanted to offer my congratulations to him and his soon-to-be bride convincingly.

After all, who wouldn’t want to celebrate the fact that my dear brother would someday be the ruler I’d been trained to become? Duty demanded I play my part, and so I arrived, prepared—armed with charm and wit to navigate a room teeming with courtiers, who were more interested in gossip than actual conversation. I preferred the company of the men in the forest that Josephine and I had encountered to the people of my family’s kingdom.

I danced with many of the eligible women, aware that my participation would help pacify their gossip-hungry mothers. I moved through circles of small talk, offering pleasant smiles and well-rehearsed banter. With every conversation, I maintained an air of composure, masking my lingering thoughts of Josephine. It took considerable effort to hide my discomfort behind a polished facade, to act as though her absence didn’t linger like a shadow at the edge of my mind. I had learned to hide so much when I’d only been a few inches tall.

Opening my eyes, I stared out into the darkness and released a slow breath, letting the night air wash over me. I’d been gone long enough and didn’t want to give anyone a moment to question why I’d been gone for so long. I only had an hour more, and then it would be midnight, and I’d be able to depart from the festivities for good. I peered back up at the night sky, gazing at the brightest star above me. I hoped that wherever Josephine was, she too could see this star and think of me.

Perhaps it wasn’t very reasonable to hold on to that hope…to entertain such wishes. “Find me then,” were her last words to me, and yet here I was, unable to do even that.

“A drink would do me good,” I muttered to myself. I just needed a goblet of mead before I returned to the festivities. As I turned on my heel, something stirred in the shadows beside the velvet-curtained door, barely visible from the corner of my eye. I froze, my body tensing as I waited, my breath catching in my throat.

A faint rustling reached my ears as I watched the curtain sway on its own.

“Gerrit?” I asked, calling out the name of my valet. But there was nothing but silence. “I’m in no mood for games,” I continued. “Show yourself.”

Taking a step forward, I reached for the curtain. Almost on cue, a shadowed figure slowly emerged from behind. To my surprise, the figure was much smaller than I had expected, barely reaching half my height. There was a pause before the figure stepped into the faint light, illuminated by the moonlight. What I saw took me by surprise—a fairy! Her delicate wings shimmered like iridescent pearls as they caught the faint glow from above. She hovered before me, her wide violet eyes determined as she drifted closer.

“Who are you?” I asked, taking a step back. In truth, despite all the stories I had heard as a young boy, stories about witches and enchantresses, mermaids and trolls, I had never quite believed in fairies. The woman’s gown, a deep blue that sparkled under the moonlight, glistened as if woven from the very stars. Her hair, short and white, was pinned back with tiny glass baubles that gleamed faintly in the night. She looked ethereal, otherworldly—like something pulled from a dream.

“Your Highness,” she said, her voice trembling slightly, “I must speak with you.” Her words hung in the air as she paused in front of me. The timing of her sudden appearance couldn’t be a coincidence, could it? Did she come bearing news of Josephine? My thoughts raced between hope and dread.

“I am Lunelle,” she murmured. “A fairy of the stars.”

“The stars?” I echoed, disbelief mingling with curiosity. I had never imagined fairies could exist beyond the skies, let alone among the stars themselves. Was this how wishes were granted?

“My sisters and I observe from above,” Lunelle continued, her gaze centered on me. “We hear the wishes whispered from those down below. And we see everything.” Her eyes grew wide, and she gestured at the sky. “And I have seen something perilous, Your Highness. Something you must know.” Her final words fell to a whisper, delicate yet heavy with forewarning.

I forced myself to remain calm, though frustration flared beneath my skin. “If you could elaborate,” I said, my tone clipped but measured. Mystical proclamations were of little use without answers.

“Your brother, sire…” She continued. Her delicate features were etched with genuine concern. “Your brother is in grave danger.”

My heart skipped in my chest as I peered at her with wide eyes. My brother? I looked over my shoulder, listening to the soft melody of the ball taking place below. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary.

“If he’s in danger, I must go to him,” I said firmly, attempting to move past her. If there were something to be done, I wouldn’t waste a moment standing idle. But before I could take another step, Lunelle’s small hand darted out, her fingers clutching the sleeve of my white tunic. Her grip, impossibly firm for her slight frame, held me fast. I pulled against her, but my feet felt rooted to the stone, as if the ground itself had conspired to keep me still.

“It is far too dangerous,” she murmured. “Neither you nor your brother is safe—at least not yet.”

My patience waned under the weight of her cryptic warnings. “You’d best explain yourself,” I snapped, my voice sharp with frustration. I leaned closer, my eyes narrowing. “Now.”

Lunelle released a shaky breath before replying, “There is an evil witch who has set her sights on you and your brother. She seeks to undermine you both, to plant herself in a seat of irrefutable power.”

“A witch?” I repeated incredulously.

“One of the most powerful in all the land,” she continued, ignoring my question. “Her magic is dark, ancient, and fueled by envy.”

I narrowed my eyes, determination flaring in my chest. “If you release me, I can go directly to my father. Surely, he can do something about this.”

A bitter smile twisted her lips, and for the first time, a flicker of something almost human crossed her delicate features. “If it were that simple,” she said quietly, “do you not think I would have already alerted him?”

I gritted my teeth, frustration mounting. “Is this not exactly the sort of thing you’re supposed to handle? Instead of trapping me here, shouldn’t you be doing something about this witch?” If an enchantress had the power to send Josephine away with just a flick of her fingers, surely this fairy could deal with a rogue witch.

“You honor me with your compliment, Your Highness—”

“It was no compliment,” I interjected, scowling.

“But even my magic has limits.”

I let out a slow, exasperated sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Then what am I supposed to do?”

“There is…one person who can help you,” Lunelle said quietly, her voice barely above a whisper. “One person who can save your brother from making a grave mistake.”

“A mistake?” My mind reeled at her words. What in God’s teeth had Charming done now?

“The woman he intends to marry,” she continued, her tone somber, her words deliberate. “She is not who she seems. The maiden he met a fortnight ago is no longer the one with whom he plans to exchange vows.”

I stared at her in disbelief. “What are you saying?”

“You must find the one who can break the witch’s hold.”

“God’s teeth, not this again,” I muttered, frustration boiling over. Another vague warning, another puzzle without a key.

“You must find her,” the fairy pressed, her tone sharp now, cutting through my doubts.

“Her?” I repeated, the word hanging in the air like a storm cloud. “Who? Who am I supposed to find?”

Lunelle leaned closer, her luminous eyes locking onto mine as she pulled her wand free from the waistband of her gown. With a simple touch against the sleeve of my tunic, I watched as my white royal finery was transformed into a simple blue tunic with a leather satchel on my side.

“What is the meaning of this?” I asked, tugging at the simple fabric now dressing my body.

“Remember, Prince Aneurin,” she said, “The face you seek is not the face you see.”

“Speaking in riddles does nothing to aid this situation, fairy,” I retorted, frustrated with the lack of answers.

Before I could demand more from her, the fairy pulled out her wand. It gleamed in the moonlight as she pointed it toward me.

“Forgive me, Your Highness,” Lunelle said softly, almost regretfully. “But you will soon understand.”

In an instant, a blinding light erupted from the wand, enveloping me completely. I tried to shield my eyes, but the brightness was overwhelming. The ground vanished beneath me, and I felt weightless, as if flung through the air by an invisible force. The rush of wind roared in my ears, and my heart pounded in a frantic rhythm. When the light finally ebbed away, I gasped for air, disoriented and breathless. My feet landed unsteadily, and I stumbled, blinking rapidly as my surroundings came into focus.

The world around me had changed entirely.





Josephine

“So, Prince Charming is marrying a witch?” I repeated as I closed the door of my room behind me. I was trying to make sense of Aneurin’s story of how he’d come to appear on my doorstep.

“As the fairy from the stars informed me,” Aneurin replied as his gaze wandered around my room.

I wondered what he thought of my room. I felt my cheeks warm at the slight embarrassment of it all. Having him here in a space that was mine felt…weird. It was even weirder to see him dressed like he’d emerged from a Renaissance Faire, standing in the middle of my very modern bedroom.

“From the stars?” I echoed curiously. “Do fairies come from different worlds, then?”

“I am less informed on the social standings of the fairy world, to be honest, Josephine,” Aneurin said, glancing at me with a slight smirk. “I would leave it to you to be more knowledgeable about such things.” He placed the small, leather satchel by my nightstand.

“Why me?”

“Do you not have books explaining such things?”

“I suppose there might be,” I said with a shrug. “But I don’t know anything off the top of my head.” The only thing that came to mind was the story of Peter Pan, with the sassy pixie, Tinker Bell, which only went to show just how limited my knowledge was.

Aneurin turned his attention back to my room. His gaze moved around the space. I still couldn’t believe he was here, in my house—in my world. For all the time that had passed since I last saw him, for every hour I’d spent trying to find a way back to him, I never thought this moment would come.

The weight of that realization hit me harder now, seeing him in front of me. He was no longer just a memory, or a figment from what felt like a forgotten dream. Aneurin was here, and real. He still looked at me with the same intensity as he had at the ball. Small lines still met his eyes as he smiled. He was exactly as I remembered, yet more.

Even with all the questions I still had for him, I couldn’t bring myself to ask them out loud. I was too afraid of the answers. Too scared that if I spoke too much, he’d disappear. I’d rehearsed this moment in my mind—reuniting and telling him how I truly felt. But now that we’d spoken of our feelings, I wasn’t sure what to do next.

With my ex-fiancé, Nico, I never really had to worry about what was next. We’d started as friends, went on a date, and it just never stopped feeling like I was hanging out with my friend. It had been easy. Maybe a little too easy.

Easing back against the door of my room, all I could do was stand there and watch Aneurin. Aneurin didn’t say anything either. Instead, his gaze focused on the few photo frames that adorned a shelf near my bed. His eyes scanned over the moments frozen in time, memories of my parents and me captured during random road trips. He paused on a particular photo of my dad and me standing in front of the Big Duck Museum and Gift Shop. The enormous building shaped like a duck had been such a strange novelty that we couldn’t resist stopping for a picture. My dad had been grinning, and I—wide-eyed, blown away by the absurdity of the structure—stood next to him, my hand on his shoulder.

Aneurin lifted his hand to graze over the edge of one of the larger frames, a picture of me during my college graduation. My black graduation cap had been perched just perfectly on my head as I’d lifted my diploma toward the camera with the biggest smile I’d been able to muster. Just behind me was Nico, flashing one of his charming smiles as he watched me. I could still remember that day, the feeling of pride and accomplishment, mingled with the bittersweet knowledge that life would soon change. It used to be one of my favorite photos.

“Is this your family?” Aneurin asked, his voice soft, thoughtful.

“Yes,” I managed to say, stepping a little closer to where he stood.

“There is quite a likeness in these portraits.” His tone was curious, though his expression remained unreadable. “The artist has an eye.”

“They aren’t portraits,” I explained gently, watching him. “They’re called photos.”

He didn’t respond immediately, but I noticed a slight furrow in his brow. Of course, he didn’t know the difference between a portrait and a photograph. I could see the wheels turning in his mind, trying to make sense of what I’d just said. But before I could explain further, his attention shifted again, this time landing on the small stack of books beside my bed. The air in the room felt heavy with the weight of his presence, as if this simple exploration of my world was somehow more significant than words could convey.

I followed his gaze as he lifted one of the books, his fingers brushing the cover thoughtfully. “It’s different here,” he murmured, almost to himself.

“I suppose it is,” I replied with a slight nod. “It’s very different from your world.”

Aneurin began to thumb through the pages of one of my books, his expression distant yet focused. There was a quiet intensity to him, like he was wrestling with thoughts he couldn’t quite voice. The silence stretched between us, heavy and thick, until I couldn’t take it anymore.

“How did you know to knock on my door?”

Aneurin wrinkled his nose as he peered at me curiously. “Is it not what one does at a door? Knock?”

“So, you didn’t know it was my door you were knocking at?”

Aneurin paused before slowly shaking his head. “No, to be honest, I knew not where I was.”

“Oh,” I said, before nodding.

“But I was relieved to see your face,” he added, taking a step toward me. His hand reached for mine. I watched as his fingers slowly interlaced mine, and he drew me closer. “As soon as I saw you, I understood why the fairy had sent me to you.”

“And why was that?”

“You traveled into our world before.”

I felt my stomach twist and sink. “About that, Aneurin…” I tried, biting my lip.

“When I saw you, I knew this was also my chance to make things right. I meant it when I asked you to come back with me.”

“Do you really think I can just…get you back in?” I gestured in the air helplessly.

“You got yourself into the book. Surely, you can help us both this time.”

The words hit me hard. He wanted me to go back to the world of fairytales, a world I thought I’d left behind for good.

When I didn’t respond, Aneurin studied me. “You did it once,” he said, his voice firm. “You can do it again.”

I hesitated, doubt creeping in. “I know I said I had a plan, but …what if it doesn’t work out?”

Aneurin’s expression softened, though the desperation lingered in his eyes. “Jo, we’ve faced greater odds. I know you can do this.”

The weight of his words sank in, and I struggled to reconcile the life I’d built here with the part of me that still ached for the adventure we shared. I’d just landed my first job since moving from the city. This was my new chapter.

“And you want me to go back with you,” I said, more a statement than a question.

He nodded slowly. “It might sound rather ignoble of me, but I do need you.”

I took a deep breath, trying to gather my thoughts. “If I do this…What’s the plan? We can’t just wing everything like last time.”

Aneurin’s gaze didn’t waver. “We stop the wedding, expose the witch, and we save my brother.”

I took a shaky breath, my mind spinning. I’d wanted to hear the same words he’d just expressed at the front door. “I love you, Josephine. I knew that for a while but was too cowardly to confess it to you when I had the chance. I regret that.”

“But how do we expose the witch?”

Aneurin shrugged for a moment before lifting his gaze to mine. “The fairy said to me, ‘The face you seek is not the face you see.’ ”

The face you seek is not the face you see. It felt strange, and oddly vague. Who could this witch be?

Aneurin stepped closer, his eyes holding mine. “You’re the only one I trust, Josephine.”

The way he said my name sent a ripple through me, a reminder of everything we’d gone through together—the adventure, the danger, the connection we’d shared. And now he was here, asking me for my help. Again.

I took a deep breath, the decision settling in my chest. “Of course, I’ll help you, Aneurin.”

His green eyes softened with relief, and for a fleeting moment, the tension between us melted into something warmer, something familiar. “Thank you,” he murmured, his voice carrying a vulnerability I wasn’t used to hearing from him.

But even as I agreed, I knew there was no turning back. I had just committed myself to diving headfirst into the unknown again, ready to face whatever dangers and mysteries lay waiting in that unpredictable world. Though fear simmered beneath the surface, there was something else, too—a flicker of excitement that I couldn’t quite suppress.

Aneurin was here, standing before me once again. And maybe—just maybe—this was exactly where I was meant to be all along.

He lifted my hand to his lips, and he pressed a soft kiss against the tops of my fingers.

“I put the book under my bed,” I murmured, and took a step away from him. I moved across the room to my bed, where I knelt on the floor. Lifting a corner of my coverlet, I reached for the old, worn-covered book of fairytales. While it had only been a month or so since I’d last glanced at the empty pages, the strange sense of sadness suddenly enveloped me. I’d stared at this book with so much longing for so long that it was hard for me to separate from it now. I sat down on the floor and pulled the book into my lap—my fingers traced over the gold etchings.

“I spent hours…wishing for you,” I confessed, my voice barely above a whisper. The weight of the admission warmed my cheeks.

As I lifted my gaze to meet Aneurin, I saw his expression shift instantly, softening, and before I could gather my thoughts, he crossed the room with his long, confident stride. Slowly, he knelt beside me.

“It feels ridiculous to say that now,” I continued, shaking my head. “It’s not like I ever expected to see you again.”

Aneurin studied me before he replied, “I wished for you as well, Josephine.”

I didn’t know why his confession shocked me, but it did. I’d wondered if he’d thought of me as much as I had of him. I guess I really didn’t understand just how much time had transpired for him. Had it been two months for him, too?

“I’m sorry,” I said. I felt even more foolish for blurting out an apology. Aneurin furrowed his brow before flashing a small smile at me.

“There’s nothing to forgive. There is nothing wrong with wishing for each other.”

Then, with a wry tilt of his head and that familiar gleam of mischief in his eyes, he added,

“I must say, it’s an improvement from my previous wishes, as when I was a frog. I recall when the majority of my wishes were centered on not being chased around by witches who fancied frog legs for supper. So, you could say my priorities shifted.”

The absurdity of his comment caught me off guard, and I blinked, the tension in my chest evaporating as I burst into laughter.

“I don’t even know what to do with that,” I said, shaking my head in disbelief.

“Laugh, preferably,” he replied, his grin widening as if he lived to pull that sound from me. His gaze flicked to the book of fairytales in my lap. His smile softened into something quieter, more tender. “There now,” he murmured, his voice softer now as his hand brushed over mine. “You’re smiling.”

Tucking a strand of my hair behind my ear, I diverted my gaze away, shifting my focus back onto the book between us. Feeling this nervous around him felt odd. It hadn’t felt this way before.

“You know,” I began. “When I last saw this book, all the stories were gone.”

“Gone?”

“After I returned…everything disappeared. No matter how many times I opened the book and flipped through the pages or said the written inscription…nothing worked.”

“And so, your plan is…” Aneurin prompted. “…to see if there’s something inside now?”

“Wouldn’t it make sense for the stories to reappear with you?”

“I cannot say that any of this makes sense, Josephine,” Aneurin replied. “But it is certainly worth a try, is it not?”

It was, at least, worth a shot. Releasing a heavy sigh, I opened the tanned leather cover, still adorned with the fading gold leaf details. Just inside, the written inscription remained.


For those who wander through these pages,

    listen well to the tales of ages…

for deep within one’s heart will find

their past and present, intertwined.



Opening to where the story of The Frog King had once been, revealed nothing but an empty page. I leafed through the other pages quickly, passing them by my thumb until the end. All the stories were still missing.

“See?” I said, leaving the book open to the empty page. His green gaze held mine for a moment before it flickered back to the book.

“There must be a way…” he murmured.

“If there is, I certainly am out of ideas,” I mumbled. Which I guess is why I had tucked the book under my bed a few weeks ago. Without the stories, I assumed the magic of the book was gone. All those nights of lying in bed, opening and closing the book, and whispering the written spell only proved that.

Aneurin’s brow creased with what looked like confusion.

“What occurred the last time?”

I flipped to the other side of the book, revealing the words written at the top of the first page. “I just read these out loud. And then, suddenly I was…sucked into this bright light, and bam!”

“And you nearly squashed me,” he said with a smirk.

“That was an accident, and you know it,” I explained. We smiled at each other for a moment before he lifted the book from my hands.

“The fairy would not have sent me here if it meant I were unable to return to my kingdom, to my brother. This I know.”

I shook my head and shrugged. “I don’t see how I can help you, Aneurin. I only know one way into the book. Without the stories…”

“Josephine!” I heard Mom’s voice echoing through the house. “I had to come back home. I forgot my wallet!”

My heart stopped, and so did Aneurin’s movement. He froze mid-pace, his sharp green eyes darting toward the door, where the sound of her voice lingered just beyond.

“Who is that?” he asked, his voice low.

“My mom,” I whispered harshly, lunging forward to clamp my hand over his mouth.

His lips were warm against my palm, and I could feel the shape of his grin forming again. Of course, he’d find this amusing.

“You have to be quiet,” I hissed, leaning closer.

I hadn’t even thought of how to manage an encounter between my parents and Aneurin. “I can’t let her know you’re here…”

Aneurin pulled my hand away with surprising gentleness, his smirk intact. “And why not? Would she not be charmed by a dashing prince in her house?”

“She might be, if ‘charming prince’ wasn’t code for ‘random stranger I can’t explain.’ ”

I hadn’t thought this out at all. How was I going to explain Aneurin’s presence in the house?

“Jo? Are you still home?” Mom called again, her voice closer now.

I scrambled to my feet, shooting Aneurin a warning look that screamed, ‘Don’t move.’

“Yeah, Mom, I’m home!” I shouted back, trying to sound as normal as possible while my pulse pounded in my ears.

My mom’s footsteps grew louder, a steady beat against the hardwood floor that seemed to echo my rising panic. Aneurin, to his credit, remained motionless, though he raised an eyebrow at me, clearly unimpressed with my attempts at subterfuge.

“What’s the plan, Josephine?” he murmured, crossing his arms. “Do you mean to tuck me under the bed and hope I go unnoticed? I’m not the perfect size for such things any longer.”

I glared at him and whispered furiously, “Don’t tempt me.” My eyes darted around the room, searching for a solution as I pulled Aneurin to his feet.

“Jo?” Mom’s voice was right outside my door now.

With no other options, I shoved Aneurin behind the door just as the handle turned.

He stumbled slightly, catching himself against the wall, and shot me a look of pure disbelief.

“Coming!” I said as I cracked the door open just enough to avoid squishing Aneurin behind the door.

She frowned at me as her brows furrowed slightly with concern. “Are you alright?”

“Yeah, of course! I was just deep in thought about that email.” I lied, brushing a strand of hair from my face. “Did I hear you say something about forgetting your wallet?”

“I did,” she said with a soft laugh. “And I thought I’d just check to see if you’d changed your mind about running errands with me.”

“Oh!” I replied, shaking my head. “I still need to send my response to the library.”

While she flashed a slight grin in reply, I could tell by the way she looked at me that she was disappointed by my response.

“I’m sorry, Mom. I need to send my response.”

“Oh, I know, Jo! It’s okay,” Mom replied. “I’ll get my wallet and get out of your hair.”

As she turned, I slightly opened my door more. “Mom. Maybe we can go celebrate later?”

She nodded again. This time, the smile met her eyes. “I think we could run for two strawberry acai drinks later.”

“Great,” I said. “Good luck with your errands!”

I watched her walk down the hallway, disappearing around the corner toward the kitchen. Taking a step back into my room, I closed the door and released a deep breath. From the corner where I’d pushed him, Aneurin stepped out, his arms crossed, and an eyebrow arched.

“Well, that was cozy,” he said dryly, brushing invisible dust from his sleeve.

Ignoring his remark, I moved to the bed where the book lay forgotten. He followed, his tone softening. “It’s clear we just need some time to think of a plan,” he murmured.

“I think I had better think of a way to explain you to my parents,” I muttered, crossing my arms. “I don’t think we’re going to figure out how to get the book to work before my mom gets back.”

“Well,” he said with a nod, “Introductions shouldn’t be too difficult. I do have experience charming courtiers, dignitaries, and the occasional royal family. I’m sure your parents will be no different.”

I stared at him, deadpan. “They’re not courtiers. They’re suburban parents.”

He waved me off with a flourish. “Even better. I was a delight at royal banquets. If nothing else, I can make a toast or compliment the table settings.”

I groaned, sinking onto the edge of the bed and rubbing my temples. “This isn’t a joke, Aneurin. My parents are going to ask a million questions. Especially given how I left the city and Nico and everything.” I’d done my best to avoid their questions when I’d first come back home.

“And I’ll answer each one with impeccable grace,” he replied with smooth confidence.

“And when they ask you why you’re dressed like that?”

“Like what?” He asked, glancing down, confused.

“Like someone who walked out of a Renaissance Faire.” I waved at him, exasperated. “We need to find you something modern before they get back.”

A slow, teasing smirk spread across his face. “A critique from the woman whose attire led me to believe she was originally from the Southern lands.”

I groaned at his words and grabbed his hand. “Come on, I’m sure I can find something in my dad’s closet for you.”

He let me pull him along, but not without adding one final remark. “I hope your father has exquisite taste. I wouldn’t want to disappoint.”

I rolled my eyes as I opened the door of my room. Now, I just needed to figure out how to explain who Aneurin was and why he was here in my parents’ home.

Even more importantly, I somehow needed to convince Aneurin that a T-shirt and jeans wouldn’t be the end of the world.
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“Don’t you like the pizza, Aneurin?”

I pulled my gaze away from Dad, who was sneaking glances at Aneurin between bites of his pizza and barbecue chips. His curiosity was written all over his face, but thankfully, he hadn’t asked the dozens of questions I knew were brewing in his head. Yet.

This whole situation was uncomfortable. I would have preferred being chased by the cannibal witch again than staying for ten more minutes at this table.

Mom, ever the observer, was watching Aneurin closely as he picked at the pepperoni peculiarly, lifting each slice with the tips of his fingers as if it might bite him back, before carefully placing them on the edge of his plate. Her lips pursed; her expression unreadable.

Aneurin, of course, was unbothered. He didn’t seem even to notice that all eyes were on him. I could almost hear his snarky response to being used to such things. I didn’t doubt that. Lifting his green gaze from his food, he flashed my mother a dazzling smile. It was a smile that I knew would easily win her over.

“I confess,” he began, holding up a piece of pepperoni delicately. “I have never been privy to the experience of something quite as delectable as this…pizza.” He said the word as if it were completely foreign to him.

I guessed it was. I tried to think of something to say, some way of explaining his lack of experience with normal food without sounding too much.

“It’s just frozen pizza,” Dad interjected, chewing the last bite of his crust. His tone was casual, but the subtle crease in his brow and the quick flick of his eyes toward me said it all—he thought Aneurin was a weirdo. I eased back in my chair, fighting the feeling of frustration building in my chest. Before, this had been so easy with Nico. He’d charmed my parents with his politeness and jokes. It probably helped that he’d brought dessert every time he visited them. But with Aneurin, this was awkward.

It had been awkward since Mom had arrived back home, finding both Aneurin and me in the living room. She’d noticed Dad’s clothes on Aneurin, despite my very minimal choices.

I’d found a long-sleeved black T-shirt and an old pair of jeans in a drawer, seemingly forgotten, and I figured it was fair game.

Thankfully, she didn’t say anything and welcomed Aneurin with warmth without question.

I knew her slew of questions would come later, and they had. She’d called me into the kitchen, where I provided her with the story that both Aneurin and I had agreed to say I’d met Aneurin when I’d lived in the city. We had started talking shortly after I left, and he was in for the weekend. We’d agreed to leave it vague. It just seemed it would be easier that way. It felt terrible lying to my parents, but I couldn’t imagine what their reaction would be to hearing that Aneurin had once been a cursed frog that I had nearly squashed upon first meeting. And despite all our clashing and arguing, I’d fallen in love with him.

It certainly didn’t seem like the sort of love story even a dating app would highlight.

Aneurin tilted his head and looked at me, his curiosity as plain as day.

“Frozen?” He repeated my dad’s words, his voice laced with intrigue, as though my father had revealed some great culinary secret. I opened my mouth, but before I could speak, Aneurin gave a slow, thoughtful nod.

“Ah, I see…” he said, wrinkling his nose slightly. “But wondrously, it does not feel frozen to me.”

It took everything in me not to groan. I bit the inside of my cheek, clamping down on the urge.

“It’s just pre-made, Aneurin,” I said quickly, trying to steer the conversation back on track. “I guess you’ve been so spoiled by city life that you’ve forgotten what frozen pizza is,” I tried to joke. That was the worst cover-up ever. I don’t even think I would have believed that bologna.

“Right,” he said before shifting his attention back to the pepperoni, giving it one final, disapproving glance before setting it down. Mom studied him and then the pepperoni.

“You’re not a vegetarian, are you? Jo didn’t mention—”

“He’s not a vegetarian, Mom,” I interjected.

“I’m quite unfamiliar with what a veget—” Aneurin began to repeat before I shot him a look.

It was Dad who peered at all of us before taking another slice of pizza from the pie in front of us, on the dining table. “So, Aneurin,” Dad started, his voice had that dangerous edge that I always dreaded. “What brings you to Oaks Corner, then?”

I froze mid-bite, my heart pounding wildly in my chest. I was almost sure my parents could hear my panic.

Aneurin, to his credit, didn’t even flinch. “To see Josephine,” he said smoothly, leaning back in his chair.

I envied how at ease he seemed to be in front of them. How at ease he’d been this entire time. His first encounter with my mom had gone well, but I’d held my breath when Dad had gotten home from running errands.

Dad seemed surprised to see Aneurin, and even more so, so soon after Nico.

“Jo didn’t mention where you were from,” Mom chimed in. “You have a slight accent if I’m not mistaken. Where are you from?”

Shoot. I hadn’t even thought about his accent. I’d never been able to place it, but that was even more so because he was from a fictional world.

“Oh, I do hail from quite a distance,” he agreed. “It’s a rather small province. But I’m here now. And even more delighted to have this chance to meet you both.”

With the way Mom smiled, I knew she’d fallen for his charm.

“I am curious, Aneurin,” Dad began. “I understand that you and Josephine met in the city. But how did you two meet? No one has explained much to me since I got home.”

Of course, Dad’s interrogation was going to happen whether I liked it or not. Aneurin, however, didn’t miss a beat. Aneurin smiled, only looking at me for a moment.

“Ah, through a shared interest,” he said, gesturing vaguely toward me. “Books. We met at a literary event of sorts. One of those gatherings where people share poetry, read excerpts—very spirited.” He smiled warmly. “Josephine was a highlight of the evening for me. Her insights on the pieces were…refreshingly unique.”

I nearly choked on my drink, barely managing to cover it with a cough. This hadn’t been part of the agreed-upon story.

Mom’s eyebrows lifted in faint surprise as she looked at me. “I didn’t know you went to those kinds of events, Josephine.”

“Oh,” Aneurin said, his smile unwavering, “She had mentioned the same sentiment to me when we first met. But apparently, she was trying something new.” He turned to me with a perfectly executed look of fondness. “And what a fortunate decision it was, wouldn’t you agree?”

Mom’s skeptical gaze shifted to me, and I forced a tight smile, feeling my face heat.

“Right, yeah. I mean, I do…like books.”

“Indeed,” Aneurin added, his voice full of mock sincerity. “A woman of culture.”

“So, when you heard about Josephine moving back home—” Mom began, but I cut her off.

“Mom, Aneurin is just a friend. He came for a visit and had a mix-up with his bag. Which is why he’s borrowing Dad’s clothes.” I figured I had better just lay it all out on the table, within reason. Dad didn’t seem to mind—at least, not too much—about finding Aneurin in his clothes. His reaction seemed almost too calm. But I didn’t want to question it. “He’s just a friend,” I murmured again.

But he wasn’t at all, not by a long shot.

Mom stared at me for a moment before turning to glance at him.

I caught his gaze before he flashed a charming smile at Mom again. “A title I cherish, I assure you,” he chimed in.

Silence fell across the table, and I never wanted to kick Aneurin so badly in my life. I bit into my slice of pizza and shook my head silently. He was going to hear it when we were alone again.

Mom broke the silence after a moment more. “Did you tell your father your news?”

My news? When I stared blankly, she continued, “The library?”

“News?” Dad asked as he wiped his hand with a napkin.

“Oh,” I said with a nod while I tried to feign a smile. “I got
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