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        King Lionel & Queen Damiya 

         

        Crown Princess Faelynn—married to Edmond 

        Marion 

        Raynetta (Rayna)—married to King Drake of Kelkona 

        Annora (Nora): triplet 

        Arianna (Aria): triplet 

        Amira (Mira): triplet 

        Lavinia 

        Julianne  

        Irene 

         Diana 

        Cassandra: twin 

        Cecilia: twin
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        Familiar: An animal that collects magic and forms a connection with a mage to enhance and direct the mage’s magic and do the mage’s bidding.

      

      

      

      
        
        Wand/Staff: Item used by mages, especially magoi, crafted to direct their magic.

      

      

      

      
        
        Enchantment: Magic placed upon an item that changes the item and remains in place.

      

      

      

      
        
        Enchanted item/Charm: An item enchanted to do something specific—and oftentimes magical. Can be used by anyone: fae, mage, or human.

      

      

      

      
        
        Spell/Curse: Powerful magic cast upon a person or thing that will last for a specified time period or until broken, often meant to harm. It can be set up in advance or cast in the moment.

      

      

      

      
        
        Rune: A magical symbol drawn upon an object or sometimes a person that allows the mage to have intensified influence over someone. The intended target must touch the rune, and the mage must be close to activate it.

      

      

      

      
        
        Dark Magic: Magic created or done using unnatural means or using things how they were not intended. Often involves an evil or twisted act.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MAGIC USERS
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        Mages: Humans born with magic

        Magoi: Lowest level mage, needs an object or a familiar in combination with words and gestures to direct magic 

        Seidr: Mid-level mage, needs both words and gestures to direct magic 

        Enchanter: Highest level mage, magic can be used with a mere gesture 

          

        Fae People 

        Fairies: Primarily use light magic 

        Nature Dryads: Primarily use plant magic 

        Wind Nymphs: Primarily use weather magic 

        Sirens: Primarily use water magic 

        Divgar: Primarily use earth magic
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      Lights twinkled and music drifted throughout the mystical ballroom as Princess Amira of Danzari twirled happily across the dance floor in the arms of the handsome Lord Rafe. Mira and her eleven sisters had been attending these midnight dances hosted by King Kelkona for eight months now. Since meeting Lord Rafe there three months prior, Mira had enjoyed them immensely, anxiously looking forward to the time when she could see him once again. They had quickly formed an attachment and began a courtship, making the past few months the most magical of Mira’s life.

      Rafe turned her under his arm, then pulled her close after she finished her walk-around. He leaned close, his lips brushing against her ear. “Would you like to join me for a stroll in the garden?”

      She smiled as her stomach fluttered. “Why? Do you have another song for me?”

      Rafe laughed. “Maybe.” His golden eyes twinkled while he wove them in a purposeful dance toward one of the many open archways leading into the garden. Twisting out of the dance position, Rafe grabbed Mira’s hand and they escaped into the seclusion of the gardens.

      Mira giggled as they darted down the garden path, through flowers and greenery, past trees and bushes, until they found a nice little alcove sufficiently hidden from the crowds. Rafe pulled her close and brushed his lips against hers in a tender kiss.

      Mira smiled as the kiss ended. “Are you going to serenade me now? You did promise.”

      “I don't recall any such promise,” he teased.

      Mira laughed again and swatted his chest. “Rafe! You said you would, which is as good as a promise. Perhaps if you kiss me again, I'll forgive you.” She stepped close once more, resting her arms on his chest.

      Rafe grinned, his eyes full of mischief. “Don't tempt me.” His breath tickled her lips before claiming them once more in a delicious kiss that was over all too soon. He groaned, breaking away from her. “Mira, love, I could kiss you all day.” Mira still felt a little thrill when he called her love. “But I should probably stop, otherwise I’ll never get through this.” He pulled back even farther, his smile fading as he glanced away, suddenly looking quite uncomfortable.

      “Get through what?” Mira whispered, feeling an unexpected twinge of worry.

      “Mira, I hate to ask you, but I was wondering… that is… it's really important…” He broke off and ran a hand through his blond hair.

      “What is it, Rafe? You know I'll do anything for you.”

      A heavy breath escaped his lips as he rubbed his neck. “Look, I know I shouldn't ask, but I really need your golden leaf.”

      Mira furrowed her brow. “My golden leaf?”

      “Yes.”

      She lifted the gold necklace that hung around her neck and looked down at the golden leaf attached to the end. Each of her sisters wore an identical leaf. Plucked from the metallic trees that made up the Forest of Abundance they passed through on their way to Kelkona Castle, it was her ticket out of the dances and back home. Without it, she would be stuck here. “I—I don’t understand. Why do you need my leaf?”

      His amber eyes met hers pleadingly. “I… it’s…” He pressed his lips together and looked away. “I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you. Please know that it is important to me. It… it will help protect my family. Perhaps—that is, I don’t think I’d need to keep it. If I could just borrow it, I’m sure I could return it before the end of the dance.”

      Mira chewed her lip and rubbed the golden leaf. She glanced back up to his handsome face now lined with worry, and she couldn’t resist wanting to do all she could for him. It was just a few hours; surely he would be back before the end of the dance. Besides, it was for his family. If he didn’t return promptly, how difficult would it be to get another? Decision made, she hurriedly unclasped her necklace and handed it to him. “All right. You may borrow it, but I really need it back before I leave tonight. It will be difficult to get back home without it.”

      He nodded, clasping his hand over hers as he took the leaf from her. “Thank you, Mira. You have no idea how much this means to me. I promise I’ll do my best to return it as soon as possible.” A look of relief stole over his features as he held the leaf in his hands.

      As he was turning away, Mira reached out and grasped his hand once more. “Rafe, please, whatever it is, be careful.”

      Gold sparked in his amber eyes. “Thank you,” he said. “Mira, you truly are a wonder. I don't know what I would do without you.” He reached out to run his fingers through her hair once more.

      Mira grasped his hand, stepped close, and stood on her toes pulling his lips to hers for a sweet parting kiss.

      Rafe drew back reluctantly. “I’m sorry, but I have to go now. Meet me by the refreshment table during the last dance. I’ll be back with your necklace.”

      

      Mira paced anxiously near the tables. Where was Rafe? The last song was nearly over, and there still wasn’t a single sign of him. She wrung her hands and paced back in the opposite direction. What would she do if he didn’t return with her necklace? She couldn’t cross the moat and return home without it.

      She chewed a fingernail, desperately glancing about the room once more. If he didn’t show up, she would be forced to seek out King Kelkona and beg him for another leaf. She shivered. He wasn’t called the Dark King for nothing. He was quite intimidating. Confessing to him that her golden leaf was missing was something she wished to avoid.

      Out of the sea of people, Mira’s older sister Rayna appeared. Perhaps she had seen something. Rayna was always rather observant. Mira rushed to her sister’s side. “Rayna, have you seen Lord Rafe?”

      Rayna shook her head. “Not since we danced at the beginning of the ball.”

      The final strains of music had since faded away. Mira blinked rapidly, trying to stanch the tears. This wasn’t like him. He couldn’t have abandoned her. He knew she needed that leaf. “Oh dear. He promised…” Had something happened to him? Her lips trembled, but she told herself to keep it together. He would return. It would all be okay.

      Rayna pulled her in for a comforting embrace. “What is it?”

      “I… I’m not sure what to do. Rafe—I mean, I’ve lost my golden leaf. Rafe promised… he was going to try to help me find it. But it’s gone. How am I going to get home?” Her voice broke, and she couldn’t stop a tear from leaking out. They would be leaving soon and Rafe still hadn’t arrived.

      “It’s okay. Everything will work out.” Then, without hesitation, Rayna unclasped her own necklace. “You can use mine.” 

      Mira blinked at her older sister in confusion. “What do you mean? I can't take yours, then you’d have the same problem. How would you get home?”

      Rayna sighed and rubbed Mira's arm comfortingly. “You see, the thing is, I’m worried about Faelynn. I’m afraid that she’s completely given up on Edmond.” 

      Mira gasped. “She cannot give up hope!” Faelynn and Edmond had been in love for months. However, Papa had promised King Kelkona marriage to one of his daughters—a promise that had been threatening to divide Faelynn and Edmond, ruining their chance at happiness, since the one the king had chosen was Faelynn. “But I don’t understand. What does this have to do with you giving me your leaf? I don't see how this helps anybody.” 

      Rayna looked around to be sure no one was listening. “I have a bit of a crazy idea, but it would require me to stay behind. So, you see, by taking my leaf, you’re giving me the perfect opportunity to do so.” 

      “Stay behind?” Mira gaped at her sister, completely dumbfounded. “With the Dark King? You couldn’t have thought this through clearly. He is the one who cursed us to come to these dances in the first place. No, I cannot allow you to do such a thing! We will just have to tell him that my leaf went missing and ask him for another. Or better yet, we can just ask Lord Kyron; he is much less intimidating.” 

      Rayna was shaking her head. “I don’t believe the rumors are true. From everything I’ve observed, he has been the perfect gentleman. Besides, if it weren’t for these cursed dances, as you call them, you wouldn’t have met Lord Rafe. I thought perhaps you would understand.” 

      Since the conclusion of the last dance, people had begun to depart. Arianna and Annora, Mira’s identical triplet sisters, were waving for Mira and Rayna to follow. There wasn’t any more time. They had to leave. Rafe wasn’t coming. Though a part of her had known this was a possibility, she had been unwilling to believe that it would come to this. What had happened to Rafe? Could she really take Rayna’s leaf and leave her here to suffer the wrath of the Dark King? 

      “Look,” Rayna pled, “even if you don’t agree, I have to do this. Please, if you could just cross the moat with the twins, or better yet, ask Nora to. Then cross with Aria and no one will suspect.” 

      Mira eyed her again, hesitant. “I don’t know if I can.” 

      “You don’t have to keep it from them. Just tell them I’m looking for my leaf and will catch up as soon as I’ve found it. Which is basically the truth.” 

      “Except you won’t find it.” 

      “Right. Please, Mira. Faelynn’s happiness is on the line. King Kelkona may be grumpy, but he isn’t dangerous. I’m going to be all right.” 

      Mira chewed her lip and nodded, hesitantly taking the leaf. She gave Rayna a quick hug, then dashed off to follow Aria and Nora. She told herself it was to help Faelynn and Rayna, but really, she knew that she also had to protect Rafe. She couldn’t allow anyone to find out just how her leaf had gone missing. She glanced one last time at the refreshment table. Why had he needed her leaf so badly, and why wasn’t he back as promised?
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      Rafe subconsciously checked for the leaf Mira had given him all those months ago, his fingers closing around its golden edges. Without the enchanted leaf, it would be impossible for him to cross into the grounds of Kelkona Castle. In the beginning, he had naively believed that he could simply replace the leaf Mira had given him with another from the forest. However, he quickly learned that Mira’s leaf held a special enchantment that had been placed upon only a select number of leaves.

      Assured that the leaf was indeed still around his neck, Rafe climbed into his boat, bobbing quietly in the moat surrounding the castle grounds. Soon he was slicing a silent oar across the murky water and crossing through King Kelkona’s magical boundary, confident that no one would hear him this time of night. In the four months since he had been coming, no one ever had. Which was both fortunate and unfortunate. Rafe had no desire to be caught; however, a part of him longed for this all to end. He hated what he had been coerced to do.

      One last time, he chanted to himself. He merely had to go one last time and then this whole horrible ordeal would finally be over. They are only leaves, he assured himself. Besides, I’m not causing that much harm, am I? Except now he knew he had been lying to himself. 

      His boat slapped against the shore, the water lapping loudly against its hull. Rafe winced. When no one appeared, rushing through the surrounding foliage to imprison him, he carefully climbed out of the boat and pulled it ashore, hiding it in its usual spot under some particularly tall, dense ground cover.

      He wound his way through the dark trees of the forest. The happy twittering of various animals ceased as he neared.

      He shivered. Were the animals giving him some kind of sign that he was killing the life of the neighboring forest by his actions? He shook his head, dispelling such thoughts. He couldn’t think this way.

      One last time, he reminded himself as he entered an entirely new forest, one made completely of metal—the Forest of Abundance. A forest that most people outside of Kelkona believed to be more myth than reality. 

      The first time he had seen the forest, he had paused to gape in wonder, mesmerized by the trees gleaming eerily in the moonlight. Even now, after all these months, he still took a moment to pause and admire the trees with their silver bark and golden leaves. Over the past several weeks, a rose-gold fruit had begun to grow from the trees, tempting him to pluck one and taste it for himself to see if it was even edible.

      However, he wasn’t here of his own volition, and he refused to lower himself by taking anything else from the enchanted forest. He was only doing this to placate the Wolf and protect his family. His heart clenched. He refused to allow the Wolf or anyone else to harm his family. If there had been any other way, he would have taken it. 

      As he reverently walked through the forest, he passed tree after tree that had begun to tarnish, the bark no longer gleaming silver as it once had. The golden leaves looked dull and somewhat shriveled.

      He had done this.

      By overharvesting the leaves from those trees nearest the path he had chosen, he had hurt them. He hadn’t realized that taking too many of the leaves and branches from the magical trees would do any harm—until it had been too late.

      He rested a palm against a particularly tarnished tree. Looking up into its branches, he silently apologized. 

      When he had first noticed the tarnishing, he had panicked, worrying for the trees, worrying for himself. Caught down a pathway he had never intended to traverse, he could suddenly see that the consequences affected more than just him. He had begged the Wolf to stop, telling him of the tarnishing leaves, afraid of what it could mean. The Wolf had reminded him of the family who had already paid for his disobedience, admonishing him to follow through or more families would meet the same fate along with his sister. The threat had hit its mark. He could not allow anyone, especially his sister, to meet the same fate, not if he could stop it.

      Heartbroken, he had tried to broaden the areas he harvested from, hoping to mitigate the problem. Taking a few leaves and branches from a wide range of trees hadn’t seemed to cause any harm. Except he now understood that taking from these magical trees had more of an impact than he’d ever imagined.

      As he gazed up at the tarnished tree, he noticed a spark of gold, bright and fresh, filling him with hope. The tree was beginning to heal. He patted the bark. “No more,” he quietly promised the tree. “This is the last time, and then I shall leave all of you to your healing.”

      He moved farther down the pathway, headed toward an area he hoped he hadn’t frequented. As he went, he collected several of the fallen leaves from the ground, adding them to his bag. If he could, he would fill his bag with just these leaves; however, the Wolf had stressed the importance of harvesting them directly from the trees. After the trees had tarnished, he had begun to slip several from the ground into his bag. The Wolf had made no comment about supplying him with the wrong leaves, and so Rafe had continued to do so in an act of rebellion. 

      Once he had filled his bag with gleaming golden leaves and clipped a few silver branches, he headed back toward his boat. He was soon crossing the moat, a feeling of relief coming over him. It was nearly done. Soon this would all be over. Rowena would be safe, and he would be released from this horrible ordeal. Never again would he have to deal with the Wolf.

      On the other side of the moat, he stashed the boat for the final time and uncovered his seven-league boots, which he had become far too accustomed to using.

      Last time, last time, he chanted to himself as he slipped them onto his feet and pointed himself back toward Valkovia. The end was so near he could taste it.

      Soon he would be rid of these tainted leaves, rid of these boots, and most importantly, rid of the Wolf. Free to finally follow his heart and court the princess who had been haunting his dreams.

      If she would still have him. 
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      Mira crept through the castle in the predawn light, careful to avoid those servants and guards who would report back to her father, the King of Danzari. She hurried down the open corridor and slipped into the kitchen, breathing in the delicious scent of freshly baked bread, cinnamon, and sugar. Papa hated it when she baked with the servants, but Mira couldn’t stop. Nothing was better than mixing up new creations and whipping up something delicious—except maybe dances, parties, and Ra⁠—

      She shook that last thought away. Thoughts of him wouldn’t do her any good. 

      Mrs. Maggie looked up from her mixing bowl, her kind face creasing with a smile. “Good morning, Princess Amira. Sneaking into the kitchen again?” 

      Mira grinned, pulling an apron off the hook and wrapping it around her waist. “Of course. I couldn’t let you have all the fun, now could I?” 

      Cook chuckled and waved her whisk in the air. “Come over here and get these tarts started. They won’t make themselves, you know.” 

      Mira laughed lightly, feeling content for the first time in days as she gathered the ingredients to start the dough. She expertly began mixing the flour, sugar, and a dash of salt together before kneading in the butter with her fingers, getting into the rhythm of baking. 

      She was just pressing the crust into the pan, when Mrs. Maggie spoke. “Now when are you going to tell me what you have been moping about for the past several months?” 

      Mira bumped the pan nearly pushing it off the counter. “What?” She moved the pan away from the edge and looked up, dusting her hands together. “I don’t know what you are talking about.” Without quite looking at Cook, she moved to the pantry, gathered up some apples and began furiously chopping them, trying to escape the truth. 

      “Come now, child, I know you better than that. You haven’t been quite the same since those magic dances ended this past spring. Since Crown Princess Faelynn and Queen Raynetta got married, everyone seems to be happy, except for you. You seem to have lost some of your usual vibrancy.” 

      “I’m not vibrant enough for you anymore?” Mira attempted a light, teasing voice, but it fell flat. She looked back down at her apples, pressing her lips together as she chopped with newfound vigor. She didn’t want to talk about Rafe and how he had broken her heart.  

      She had thought that they had something special, something that would continue once the dances ended. Another time she had baked apple pastries waltzed into her memories unbidden.

      Mira slid her apple pastries onto the refreshment table that evening at the midnight ball, studying them critically. She had been so excited when she had first baked them for Lord Rafe, then after chatting with her father, she doubted herself. Perhaps she shouldn't have wasted her time. After all, princesses don’t bake; they had servants to do that for them so they could use their time on more important things. Would Lord Rafe also think it had been a waste of time?

      She just wouldn't tell him she had baked them. She would have to get her validation through watching him enjoy them, and if he didn’t enjoy them, all the more reason not to confess her involvement in their creation.

      “Pastries are meant to be enjoyed, not looked at, especially when they smell that good.” Lord Rafe’s breath tickled her ear as he leaned close to whisper. 

      “Lord Rafe!” Mira drew in a sharp breath as she turned around to look at him. “What are you doing here?” The words popped out before she could censor them. She hadn’t meant to make it sound as if she didn’t want him there. She most definitely wanted him there. She had been caught by surprise and was feeling self-conscious. They had only known each other for a few weeks, but Mira had felt an instant connection. She yearned to continue investigating the feelings that were building up within her and wondered if he felt the same.

      Rafe backed up a pace. “I had hoped to procure another dance,” he said with a hint of uncertainty.

      Mira smiled and stepped toward him, hoping to cover her earlier blunder. “Yes, of course!”

      His posture relaxed to match her own. “But first, I’m pretty sure I smelled apple and cinnamon, a combination that must be sampled before venturing back out onto the dance floor. Apples are my favorite, you know.” He reached around her to snag one of the apple pastries she had created. His arm brushed against hers. She shivered, her heart beating in anticipation.

      “I know,” she said softly then blushed. She hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

      Rafe grinned at her right before biting into the pastry, his teeth sinking through the brown-sugar crumble on top of the gooey apple filling and through the flaky pie crust at the bottom. Mira held her breath, pressing her lips together as she watched his expression. He closed his eyes and moaned in delight, savoring each bite in a manner that made Mira’s stomach flip.

      “These apple pastries are absolutely divine! I’m definitely going to need another one.” When his eyes opened, Mira found herself mesmerized by the golden flecks within them. The space between them seemed to shrink. “Princess Amira, you’ve been holding out on me.” He tapped her nose lightly. “I saw you bring these in. I thought you said you dabbled in baking. You underestimate your abilities; this is amazing! Give them out like this and you’ll have endless requests for your superior skills.”

      “You really think so? You don’t think it is a frivolous pursuit for a princess?”

      His eyes widened in shock. “Absolutely not! These are brilliant. You’re brilliant. You have a gift.”

      She lowered her head to pick at her dress. Being brilliant didn’t change the fact that she was a princess, with a duty to her kingdom. If Lord Rafe knew she’d spent nearly the whole day baking in the kitchen, testing different recipes, then he might change his mind about her. Papa had been furious when he’d found out that she’d “wasted the entire day.” Mira had nearly left her pastries behind but changed her mind last minute. “Papa says it’s a waste of my time.”

      “Never.” Lord Rafe placed a hand against the small of her back and nudged her toward one of the archways at the edge of the room, away from the rest of the guests. He brushed a finger against her chin, tilting it up toward him. “Baking is among one of your many talents. Sharing it with others blesses and enriches their lives, just as my music does. If you love doing it, you should keep doing it. Sharing talents is always a worthy use of your time. Do you think I should stop singing because I have other concerns as Lord Lykos?”

      “No. You have such a lovely voice. It would be a shame for you to stop. You can easily do both.”

      He was close enough that she could feel the warmth he radiated while his hand remained splayed against the small of her back. “Exactly. You can do both too. The Great Creator blessed you with talents for a reason; it would be a shame to stifle them.”

      His words were like a balm to her heart. He truly saw her and accepted her exactly as she was. As she gazed into the golden flecks of his eyes, she was afraid she was losing her heart to this man. “You always know the perfect thing to say to me.” Her eyes flicked down to his lips, betraying her desire. What would it be like to be kissed by those perfectly shaped lips and held more fully in his strong arms. She had never been kissed before.

      The moment stretched, feelings of acceptance, appreciation, adoration and—dare she hope—love mingled in the space between them. Mira swayed toward him, tentatively reaching her hand up to rest against his broad chest.

      He swallowed. “Mira.”

      “Mmm.”

      “I think I’d like to kiss you now. Is that okay?”

      His question only made her want him more. Mira bit her bottom lip and nodded, unable to formulate any kind of words. He leaned down and brushed his lips against hers, soft and slow, tasting of cinnamon and sugar and making her feel treasured. His hand at the base of her back pulled her against him protectively.

      It wasn’t long before her heart was fully his, and she had believed that he felt the same. While he said little about the future, she’d never doubted his love for her. Once the dances ended, she hadn’t questioned what would happen. She had assumed he would come to her and they would continue on as they had, their relationship naturally progressing toward marriage. At the very least, she had supposed he’d write her some kind of letter if he couldn’t come to her.

      Instead she received nothing.

      No visit, no letter, not even a quick message to say that he was still alive. It was as if nothing had ever happened between them, as if he was nothing more than a dream—something she was unable to accept. She had been certain that he felt something for her too, so certain that she had begun to worry that something had happened to him. Except she didn’t know what to do about it. How could she possibly find him and make certain he was all right? It would take two weeks of hard travel just to arrive in Valkovia, and while she knew he was Lord of Lykos, she had no concept of where it was located. And what if he no longer wanted to see her? There would be no point in attempting a visit. 

      “Mira, dear, you know you can talk to me, right? If ever you need someone to talk to, I’m here for you. Ready to listen without judgment. Pulling away from the world, away from living and hiding out in the kitchen won’t solve the problem.” 

      She blinked hard. “I’m not hiding. I like baking. It helps me escape.” 

      “Mm-hmm.” Mrs. Maggie nodded. “Just so.” 

      Mira narrowed her eyes at the older woman. “You’re rather impertinent for a cook.” 

      “Perhaps. Impertinence is one of the perks of getting older. I’ve earned the right to tell it like I see it. Hiding out in the kitchen might help for a time, but it won’t get anything solved. Neither will burying your emotions.” She paused, eyeing Mira. “Is it a man?”  

      Mira sighed and slowed her forceful chopping. “Yes, you are correct. It is a man, but he obviously doesn’t want me, unless something horrible has happened to him. He hasn’t tried to contact me since the dances. It has been four months! Surely someone would have told me something, but I must have been imagining things. It was obviously nothing.” Her knife began macerating the apples once more, chopping them into little bits. 

      Mrs. Maggie put her bowl down with a hard thud, startling Mira into stopping. “Now listen here, young lady.” Mrs. Maggie put her hands on her hips. “This is most definitely not nothing. And don’t you dare go blaming yourself. If that fool of a boy hasn’t had the decency to contact you in four months then that’s his loss. He is definitely a boy, all right. When you find yourself a good man, he won’t go toying with your emotions, then ignoring you for months on end.”

      Mira wiped her tears, probably smudging her cheeks with flour and sugar. “Thank you, Mrs. Maggie.” She sniffed as more tears dripped down her cheeks. 

      “Oh, come here, you.” Mrs. Maggie was by her side pulling her into a warm hug. Mira always relished Cook’s hugs. Mrs. Maggie gave her one last squeeze before pulling back slightly and dusting the flour off Mira’s cheeks. “There now. Let’s get your apple turnovers finished so you can start experimenting with those tarts like you have been threatening to do for the past several weeks.”  

      Mira sniffed and nodded, a small smile on her lips as she wiped the tears away and began mixing up the sauce for the apples.

      

      “Mira,” Aria called, her voice sounding nearly identical to Mira’s. Mira looked up from mixing a batch of lemon tarts to see Aria striding toward her, untamed locks escaping her hairdo, loose blonde strands flowing behind her as she darted around busy kitchen maids. “I thought I’d find you here. You’re lucky that Papa’s away on business because you missed breakfast.” 

      “I lost track of time.” 

      “Well, it is time to be done. Apparently, everyone has been looking for you for a while. You’d better hurry and get yourself cleaned up and looking presentable.” 

      Aria took the wooden spoon out of Mira’s hand and placed it on the counter. “One of the maids can put this away for you. You’re needed in the drawing room.” Aria was untying Mira’s apron and hastily brushing her dress off. 

      “I don’t understand. Why has everyone been looking for me? What is happening?” 

      Aria’s green eyes twinkled. “You have a visitor, and just in time for our birthday.” 

      Mira’s heart leapt, thoughts of Rafe still fresh—but no, it couldn’t be him. He hadn’t come in all this time. Why would he come now? “I’m sure you or Nora could entertain the visitor just as well as me,” she panted, as Aria rushed them down the hallway toward the drawing room. “Few people can tell the difference between us anyway.”

      “Oh no. Apparently, this visitor wants you and has been waiting for the last hour or so. I would have gotten you earlier, but I didn’t know that anyone was looking for you until a little while ago when Cassandra found me. Mother is beside herself. You have never had this particular type of visitor before.” Aria waggled her eyebrows. 

      They had finally reached the drawing room and paused just outside the door to further adjust Mira’s attire. “What do you mean?” she asked, self-consciously fixing her hair. She looked down at her slightly messed hem and wrinkled skirt; short of changing, there was nothing else to be done. “What type of visitor?” Her stomach clenched. 

      Aria grinned. “A man.” Then with a stifled giggle, Aria propelled Mira into the drawing room.
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      Rafe wiped his hands against his trousers. His palms were sweating. He hadn’t known palms could sweat so much until now. It wasn’t that he was dressed overly warmly either; he had divested himself of his fur shoulder mantle at the door and his linen tunic was short-sleeved. Apparently, his anxiety was enough to cause sweaty palms.

      He longed to release his excess energy by pacing around the room. He settled for tapping his fingers against his leg. He had been waiting for over an hour, but he would not pace in front of the queen.

      Queen Damiya had offered him both pastries and lemonade. His stomach has been too tense at the time and he had refused. He was seriously regretting such a decision now. Having something for his hands to do may have helped with the sweating.  

      “I was unaware you had been acquainted with my daughter.” Queen Damiya finally broached the topic they had been dancing around for the last hour.

      Rafe clenched his teeth at her somewhat accusatory tone. “Yes. I was fortunate enough to meet Princess Amira at a ball.”

      “A ball?” The queen’s sharp eyes met his, making him feel most uncomfortable. “The last time my daughter was at a ball would have been for the wedding of one of her sisters, either Crown Princess Faelynn or Queen Raynetta. In which case I cannot imagine why we were not properly introduced.”

      Rafe’s mouth felt dry. Why had he thought this was a good idea? “I did not have the pleasure of attending either wedding,” he managed to get out.

      She arched her dark-blonde brows. “I see. The only other balls Princess Amira has had the pleasure of attending were Kelkona’s, which were quite some time ago, but I cannot imagine you would wait so long to make yourself known.”

      Rafe coughed and shifted uncomfortably, avoiding her hard eyes. He dearly wished he hadn’t had to wait such a long time. Unfortunately, there had been no avoiding it—something he had no intention of telling Her Majesty the Queen. It was far better to endure her scathing glare that still somehow maintained decorum. He clasped and unclasped his hands. “Yes, Your Majesty. I did indeed meet Princess Amira during King Kelkona’s midnight balls.”

      “I see,” she repeated, imbuing her words with meaning. “I don’t suppose that you could explain to me⁠—” 

      The door to the drawing room flung open. Mira stumbled haphazardly into the room, saving Rafe from having to explain anything. Upon seeing Mira, he practically leapt to his feet, wishing he had the right to rush to her and sweep her into his arms.

      “Mira,” he breathed, taking her in. Bright-blonde curls escaped her updo, falling to loosely frame her jawline. Her turquoise dress with little flowers across the skirt made the green of her eyes stand out. A spot of something white dusted the corner of her mouth drawing his eyes to her small pink lips. The sweet scent of lemon, sugar, and bread emanated off her. Never had anyone been so beautiful. 

      Those jade eyes brightened when she first saw him, making his heart leap. However, they quickly dulled and she looked away from him, casting her eyes down as she curtsied prettily. “Lord Rafe, I see you have met my mother.” 

      He bowed, shifting uneasily as he straightened. Mira seemed to have inherited her mother’s quiet steel.

      “Ah yes. We were just becoming acquainted.” He opened and closed his hands at his sides before Mira indicated that they should sit. He perched tensely on the edge of the flowered cushion. “I had hoped to speak with your father; however, it would seem that he is away taking care of affairs of the kingdom just now.” 

      “Yes, he has gone to oversee the land in several areas, checking that it is healing from the land blight that plagued us earlier this year,” Queen Damiya commented primly. She then turned to Mira. “Lord Rafe was just about to explain to us why he deemed now, after what appears to be several months of silence, the appropriate time to come visit you.”

      Rafe paled.

      The queen turned toward him. “I don’t imagine that you wish to speak to my husband, the king, about certain things after so long an absence.” She smiled demurely, her veiled meaning clear. 

      Rafe cleared his throat, looking from the queen’s regal appearance to Mira’s stiff posture and folded arms. How could he respond to that? Tell them that he had felt it unsafe to maintain their relationship while he had been under the influence of the Wolf? Explain that even after four months apart, he had found Mira impossible to forget, and was prepared to do nearly anything to make things right?

      He looked down at his hands, twisting them together nervously. “I, uh…” He wet his unusually dry mouth before continuing. “I had wished to see you sooner.” He glanced up, his eyes briefly meeting Mira’s. “But I…” He shook his head and looked uncomfortably away. “There really is no excuse. I apologize for any hurt I have caused.” He glanced to Mira once more, holding her gaze as he spoke from the heart. “These last four months have been excruciating without you. However, circumstances beyond my control made it un—” He was suddenly reminded of the queen sitting nearby. “Unwise,” he amended, “for us to be together, until now.” It would be foolish for him to mention the possibility of Mira being unsafe. Thankfully, they would all be safe from the Wolf now.

      Mira’s lips turned down in a frown. “And you couldn’t have sent a letter or something explaining this to me?”

      He ran a large hand across the side of his face. “I know I don’t deserve it, but you're going to have to trust that it would have been unwise to do so.”

      Her nose wrinkled as she pondered his words for several moments. “Is this similar to the situation with the leaf?” 

      “Yes,” Rafe said on a sigh, his stomach unknotting at the evidence of her understanding. There were some things he could not say for fear of what might happen. He needed her to trust him. Feeling emboldened, he turned back to Queen Damiya. “I know that this is long overdue, but if it is acceptable, Your Majesty, and if she finds it agreeable, I would like your permission to court Princess Amira, as I should have done four months ago.” 

      Was it too soon to hope that he had gained that trust? Perhaps he had been too hasty in asking to court her. 

      The queen continued to glower at him, her look telling him that this trip was indeed ill-advised, and yet regardless of her feelings, he could not be sorry. He would do nearly anything to be with Mira, now that he was free of the Wolf. His heart thundered as the silence stretched out. Am I to be tossed out after only a short visit with Mira? The prospect of being thrown out was unfathomable. 

      After an interminable amount of time, Queen Damiya said, more to Mira than to him, “If Princess Amira wishes to see you…” Rafe’s muscles tensed; would she allow him time to plead his case and properly court Mira? He longed to explain what he could, without her mother looking on. 

      Mira inclined her head almost imperceptibly. “Then,” the queen continued, “I see no reason why you cannot spend some time properly getting to know my daughter.” 

      Rafe released a breath, his shoulders relaxing as his lips turned up into a smile. He was allowed to stay, for now. 

      "But,” the queen added, “know this.” Her voice took on a hard edge. “If you ever do anything to hurt any of my daughters or break Mira’s trust again, I will not hesitate to have you thrown from the kingdom.” 

      Rafe swallowed and nodded. He couldn’t imagine such a thing occurring. “I would never wish to harm any of your children, Your Majesty.” 

      Remarkably, the queen actually smiled at him, looking pointedly from him to Mira. 

      It took Rafe a moment to catch her meaning. “Oh.” He turned to Mira, stood, and bowed. “Princess Amira, would you do me the honor of accompanying me to…” He paused, suddenly realizing that he was unfamiliar with this home and he had no means of taking her on a drive. “That is, would you honor me with a tour of your gardens, perhaps?”

      Amazingly, Mira’s sweet lips pulled up into an enchanting smile. “Of course.” 

      Rafe felt like puffing his chest out and could already feel himself grinning like an idiot, but he couldn’t care less as her slender fingers grasped his elbow. Perhaps all wasn’t lost after all. 
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      Mira dragged her feet as they neared the middle of the gardens. “I don’t understand what circumstances kept you from me. Why, if you care so much, could you not find a way to send me a letter or message or let me know that you hadn’t forgotten me, that I meant more to you than a passing fancy?” She looked away, frustrated at the buildup of liquid in her eyes, not wanting him to see.

      Her emotions were all in a tangle. Months of suppressed pain and worry clawed at her, and yet she found her body humming with delight at seeing Rafe once more.

      “Mira, my love,” he said, gently tilting her chin up, “you mean so much more to me than some passing fancy. What I feel for you is not going to pass. You have become my everything. That’s why I had to return.” 

      “Then why?” Her voice broke. 

      He hung his head in shame. “I… I’m afraid that I got myself mixed up in something I’m not proud of. Something rather dangerous. I did not wish to concern your mother, but I feared that my connection to you would also put you at risk. A letter or message would only connect you to me.” His hand dropped from her face and he stepped backward. “I’m ashamed of what I’ve done. I’m no longer worthy of you.”

      She stepped into his space and reached up to place her hand against the side of his face. “Oh, Rafe, I doubt that’s possible.” Warmth filled her chest even as worry knotted her stomach. He had stayed away to protect her, not to avoid her. She should have known. He was always trying to protect others. “Why don’t you tell me about it?” She held her breath. What exactly had he gotten mixed up in, and what did he mean by dangerous?

      He shook his head, leaning into her hand. “I’m afraid I cannot.”

      “I see.” Though she really didn’t. However, she could accept his need to protect her. Perhaps with time, he would confide in her. “Did your actions harm anyone?”

      “No, nothing like that.”

      “Good. See, I knew it couldn’t be that bad. You are not retracting your agreement to court me, are you?” She ran her thumb down his bristled jaw, maintaining her calm demeanor even while her insides roiled. Now that he had returned to her, she couldn’t bear for them to be separated again. She wanted to recapture that dream of their future together even as she understood that it would have to change, just as time had changed them.

      He swallowed, his eyes searching hers. “No. Does that make me a horrible person? I want to be with you. I want to be worthy of you.” 

      The tension within Mira released on a sigh. He was here to stay, to court her. He wasn’t leaving her. Together they would sort everything out. Her heart lifted like a fairy dancing on the clouds of Arindia. “Then perhaps you ought to properly apologize.” 

      He pressed her hand against his face, keeping it there. “Forgive me.”

      “I did say properly apologize. I was hoping for some kind of apology song.”

      He laughed, his breath tickling her face. “I might be able to manage something. If you are certain you can stand to hear my voice again.” 

      “I think I can handle it. It has been several months since I last heard your enchanting Valkovian accent crooning me a song.” 

      Unclipping a small instrument from his belt, he chuckled. “Ah no. You are the one with an enchanting accent.” He pressed a button on the bottom of his instrument, causing it to magically expand into a full-sized lyre. He propped the oblong instrument against his leg and plucked the strings to tune it. After several moments he began to play a tender tune and sing in his soft tenor. 

      
        
        
        I was afraid after all I had done 

        That you’d never want unsuitable me. 

        I was a fool to think of leaving you. 

        I cannot forget remarkable you. 

      

      

      

      His clear voice caressed the word remarkable in an ascending scale, holding out “you” before strumming a chord. The song picked up pace, the words becoming more staccato. 

      
        
        
        Mira, I’ll never be whole without you. 

        Mira, I’m drifting alone without you. 

        Mira, my life is so bleak without you. 

         

        No more the fool, I’m chasing after you,

        Pleading for your irresistible love.

      

      

      

      His amber eyes caught hers as he drew out “irresistible love.” Affection mingled with regret filled his eyes.

      
        
        
        Mira, I know I was wrong, forgive me.

        Mira, I promise I’ve learned, forgive me.

        Mira, I’m down on my knees, forgive me.

      

      

      

      Mira shook her head, smiling as he actually got onto one knee, his fingers still dancing across his lyre.

      
        
        
        Now I’m afraid I’ll never let you go,

        For you are my incredible dream.

      

        

      
        Mira, you’ve changed my life forever.

        Mira, you’re holding my heart forever.

        Mira, please say you’ll be mine forever,

        My unforgettable love.

      

      

      

      He drew out the last note, strumming a final chord, an echo of Mira’s name lingering upon the air. His sweet voice warmed her clear through, filling her with love for this man.

      Putting his lyre aside, he reached out and grasped Mira’s hand, he pulled her onto the knee he still had propped up, and gently encircled her waist.

      Mira laughed softly and placed a hand against his chest. “You’ve convinced me. I forgive you.” Their eyes met. She felt herself leaning toward him as she glanced at his lips. He touched her face, his breath warm against her skin. She blinked and jumped up, tugging his hand. “Let’s get you off the ground. You must be most uncomfortable.” Much as she longed to fall right back into the familiarity of their relationship, she wasn’t sure she could, not when everything had changed.

      He looked down and picked up his lyre, shrinking it back to its formerly small size. He clipped it to his belt as he climbed to his feet. Standing, he looked back at her and brushed a stray hair behind her ear. “I really am sorry, Mira. Sometimes I wish I would have followed my heart instead of doing the responsible thing and staying away.” 

      “Of course you should have followed your heart and stayed with me.” Mira gently pushed against his shoulder, trying to lighten the moment, except she couldn’t silence her doubts. “Am I really your unforgettable love?” she whispered, peering up at him through her lashes, her fingers splayed against his arm. She had always been assured of his feelings before, but after leaving her for several months, she was no longer certain he still wanted her. His song had gone a long way in soothing her fears, but they weren’t entirely gone. 

      “Always,” he breathed. Placing a hand against her back, he pulled her close. 

      Her heart fluttered, his words soothing her in ways she didn’t know she needed. The air between them was charged with emotion. Her lips parted and Rafe swayed toward her. Mira sucked in a breath, then pulled back. Her heart wasn’t quite ready to jump. 
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      The weeks leading up to Mira’s birthday passed in a flurry of long walks, picnics, and impromptu dancing, all to the sound of Rafe’s lilting voice and his lyre. Rafe was sweet and patient with her. It was almost as if they had never been separated. Their relationship picked up right where they left off, deepening as they were able to spend nearly every moment together. Mira’s fears were soon assuaged and she was happier than ever before. She loved sharing a birthday with her sisters; however, never before had her birthday felt so personal. 

      Three days before their big birthday ball, Mira flitted into the kitchen, humming a song Rafe had sung to her the night before. She was so lost in her own happiness that she hardly noticed all the bustle happening around her in the kitchen until she nearly ran into a stressed kitchen maid. “Oh. Excuse me,” Mira said, moving out of the way. 

      The maid turned positively pink. “F—Forgive me, Highness.” 

      “It's forgotten.” She smiled.

      “Princess Amira, is that you?” a familiar voice called from the pantry.

      “Yes, Mrs. Maggie,” Mira called. “Things seem to be in a bit of an uproar. It is a good thing I came.” 

      Mrs. Maggie hurried toward Mira. “Don’t be ridiculous, Princess Amira. It is your birthday week. You needn’t trouble yourself with kitchen matters. Go mingle with that handsome man of yours.” 

      Mira just laughed and wrapped an apron around her waist. “You know how I love baking. Everyone looks to be quite busy getting ready for the big dinner with King Kelkona. Put me to work. Lord Rafe has already made this the best birthday ever just by being here. The only thing that could make it any better would be baking.” 

      Clara, one of the kitchen maids, sighed, clasping a hand to her chest. “Oh, isn’t that romantic? I got a good look at Lord Rafe the other day through the window while you were in the vegetable garden. He is indeed handsome, with those strong shoulders and piercing eyes. Do you think he will propose? I know I’d marry him if I were you.” 

      “Clara!” Mrs. Maggie gasped, swatting the girl with a rag. “It is inappropriate for you to say such things, especially to the princess.”

      Mira shook her head, smiling, and muttered, “Perhaps,” as she passed Clara. “Do you want me to get started on some dessert, Mrs. Maggie?” she asked, already beginning to collect ingredients.

      Cook sighed, a smile wrinkling the corners of her lips. “Well, I cannot turn down help, but if anyone asks, it wasn’t my idea. However, King Kelkona and Prin—that is, Queen Raynetta will be here this afternoon, and you’ll be wanting to leave in time to see them.”

      Mira nodded. “I promise to stop in time to get ready for their arrival. It seems an age since I’ve seen Rayna, even though it was only last month.”

      “I cannot believe she married the elusive Dark King,” Clara whispered loudly from where she kneaded dough. “Do you suppose they are happy? I do worry for her. I certainly wouldn’t want to be married to him.” She shivered.

      Mira laughed lightly. “Oh, yes, they are indeed happy. He is not at all bad. You didn’t see them when they were courting. Anyone can see that they adore each other. So much so that Cassandra declared them completely nauseating.”

      Clara giggled. “She would say something like that. That is good to hear. You think they will approve of Lord Rafe, then?” 

      Mira could see past Clara’s act; she was clearly digging for details about her and Rafe. “They have met him already. I’ve no doubt they approve.” 

      “Especially if he makes you as blissfully happy as King Kelkona makes Queen Raynetta,” Clara replied cheekily. 

      Mira just laughed. She couldn’t imagine anyone disapproving of Lord Rafe. He was the dream.
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      Since King Kelkona’s arrival, Rafe had done his best to avoid him, not wanting to face the man he had stolen from.

      Unfortunately, Rafe’s plans to elude the king were quickly obliterated.

      “Lord Rafe.” Kelkona swept into the room, his booming voice interrupting Rafe mid-practice, causing him to strike a sour chord.

      Resisting the urge to dart from the music room and hide, Rafe clutched his lyre and stood, bowing appropriately. “Your Majesty.”

      “I thought I might find you here.”

      Rafe swallowed. Why exactly was the king looking for him? Sweat trailed down his brow. Had he somehow figured out what Rafe had done?

      “How dare you,” The king advanced on him, his words clipped and dangerously low.

      Rafe paled and fumbled backwards. How had he found out? Visions of dungeons and horrible curses flashed through his mind as he considered what was going to happen to him.

      He was in too deep.

      When the blackmail had first begun, the Wolf had only asked for information about the mysterious trees that produced golden leaves. The Wolf had suggested Rafe start in Kelkona, where the rumors seemed to have originated, advising him to get to know Lord Kyron, the Dark King’s right-hand man.

      Lord Kyron had soon discovered Rafe’s talent with the lyre, and before long, Rafe found himself invited to perform at a secret, enchanted ball where fae and humans mingled among twinkling lights. There he had met Princess Amira and his world had been changed forever.

      He had implored Lord Kyron to allow him to return to the dances as a guest rather than a performer so he could see her again. When he had received a second magical invitation, he had been elated. The information he passed along to the Wolf had seemed meaningless, until the Wolf had demanded he collect leaves—leaves the Wolf had an insatiable appetite for, continually asking for more and more.

      “The way you toyed with Princess Amira’s emotions is unacceptable.” King Kelkona’s words broke Rafe from his racing thoughts and back to the music room. Rafe felt a modicum of relief when he realized that Kelkona was here to reprimand him for leaving Mira.

      He hadn’t discovered Rafe’s larger crime.

      “And now you dare show up and court her!” The king looked him up and down. “She has agreed to this courtship?”

      “Yes. Amazingly, she has agreed to allow me to court her. I did apologize profusely, but even still, I am honored that she would take another chance on me.” His shoulders slumped. Mira truly was more than he deserved. Would she really want to marry someone like him? Especially if she knew what he had done?

      “Hmm,” Kelkona grunted. “I don’t much deserve Rayna either, but for some reason she chose to believe in me.” His expression softened a moment before he narrowed his eyes and leaned toward Rafe. “Don’t you dare break her heart. I consider her my sister and will personally come after you if you do.” 

      He swallowed. “I wouldn’t dream of hurting her. I love her.” His cheeks flushed again. He couldn’t quite believe he had told Kelkona that.

      “Good. That is what I wanted to hear.” Kelkona turned to quit the room. At the door, he paused and looked back toward Rafe. “Oh, and Lord Rafe, do you happen to remember hearing anything about the golden leaf that went missing during one of my dances several months back?”  

      Chills swept over Rafe. With those few words, all the confidence he’d thought he had gained fled. “I—I can’t say that I’ve heard anything about any missing leaves.” His mouth felt dry and his breath shallow. He held the king’s eyes for what seemed an eternal moment in hopes that nothing about his posture would give him away. Clearly, the tarnishing of the trees had not gone unnoticed by the king. He had known it was only a matter of time before the king would notice and begin investigating.

      Before he could respond, Queen Raynetta swept into the room. “Drake! I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Papa has returned with Grandmama. It seems that she was heading this way for the party and he escorted her back. We ought to go greet them.”

      “Your father?” Rafe asked, feeling anxious for a whole new reason. Though he had just survived his conversation with the Dark King, he wasn’t certain he was prepared to meet with Mira's father, King Danzari.

      “Oh, Lord Rafe!” Queen Raynetta smiled. “You needn’t look so worried. I’m sure he will approve of you. I’ve never seen Mira so happy as when she is with you. Besides, you are from Valkovia like my mother and grandmother. Perhaps you could collect Mira. I believe she is in the kitchen.” 

      He nodded tightly. “You can count on me.” He bowed and left the room as quickly as etiquette would allow, happy to leave behind Kelkona and any talk about golden leaves. He couldn’t risk being discovered. The lives of his family were at stake, not to mention his own happiness.

      Though Mira seemed to accept what he was unable to tell her, Rafe was afraid of what she would think if she knew the truth. Guilt ate at him once more. He longed to tell Mira the truth while simultaneously fearing what would happen if the Wolf found out he had told.  Was he destined to always be trapped within the shadow of the Wolf?
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      Mira practically dragged Rafe down the hallway toward the drawing room where Papa and Grandmama were waiting. She was eager to finally introduce them to Rafe, not to mention see them both. It had been a while since she had seen her grandmother, and Papa had taken so long on his errand that Mira had begun to worry that he wouldn’t make it to the birthday celebration for her and her sisters, even though she knew that he would do everything he could to be there for her big day. He had promised.

      “Hurry, Rafe. Papa isn’t one to be kept waiting.” 

      “I don’t mind waiting. It might help settle my nerves. It isn’t every day I meet the father of the woman I love.” 

      Mira laughed, squeezing his hand. “No need to stress. You’ll be fine. I’ll be there the whole time. Besides, he will love you because I love you.” They rounded the last corner. Mira came to a halt just outside the drawing room and turned to look at Rafe. He looked so adorably anxious. She rested her hands on his shoulders. “You’ll be fine,” she repeated. “Unless you’ve changed your mind about me.” 

      “No,” he said emphatically, wrapping his arms around her back. “My love for you is never going to change.” 

      Mira’s heart twittered in delight as she gazed up at him. She was suddenly less excited to go into the drawing room. The prospect of staying in the comfort of Rafe’s arms was much too appealing. But Papa and Grandmama mustn’t be kept waiting.

      Trembling, she moved her hand to pat Rafe’s chest, hoping to establish a bit of distance before she lost her will altogether. “That’s a relief.” She laughed nervously. “See, nothing to be afraid of. I mean, it's not like my father is some big bad wolf
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