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  Introduction
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I have my family to thank for these tales, particularly Elizabeth. I have eight siblings. Amazingly, seven of us had some level of interest in writing. My older sister Beki was always telling stories, and was a huge inspiration in my early desires to write. I don’t have her talent for verbal storytelling, instead being drawn entirely to the written word. I wanted some encouragement and accountability and wanted to inspire that in my siblings as well. The other sibling most serious about writing was my sister Elizabeth. Together, in October 2006, we decided to start The Wilcox Writers. We had regular meetings, wrote newsletters, and shared our work. We had an online forum for those out of state to join in. In our very first meeting, we decided to do a fairy tale project. I wanted to do a Sleeping Beauty story. In March 2007, I finished that story,  The Blazing Princess. I wrote the follow up, Mirror, in May that same year. I had notes for a third story, Zuleika (later to become The Princess Test). 
I tried submitting my stories to a few places, but they were too long for short stories and too short to be novels. I didn’t know what to do with them, so rather than continue with the series, they got pushed aside while I worked on my novels.
Fast forward to 2020. The Wilcox Writers had long fallen dormant, revived temporarily, then fallen to the wayside again. I had finished a novel, which went through many many revisions. I tried to get an agent or publisher, but the fantasy market is hard to get into it. So that got benched as well, and my other novels in progress suffered from my lack of self esteem. But a few things remained the same. My love for fairy tales and that sister/writer bond I had with Elizabeth. We wanted to collaborate again, so ended up starting Briarbook Lane—website, blog, and fairytale book club. Having our eye on all things fairytale, I suggested getting a workbook 1Spellcraft: Write Like a Witch, which is all about writing fairytales. Approaching one assignment, I remembered I already had the framework for an original fairytale in my Zuleika story, so I used the opportunity to finally plot out and write the tale. Elizabeth was very encouraging in my return to this world, and has been a wonderful supporter of it ever since.
Publishing had changed, self-publishing was no longer looked down upon and was easier than ever. So I decided to revisit and revise my tales and publish them as novellas myself. Thus Briarbook Lane Press was born, and The Tales of Tessagonia began.


1.
      Book by The Carterhaugh School of Folkore and the Fantastic. https://carterhaughschool.com/
    






  
  Timeline
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RM (Rule of Man) marked the beginning of Man’s rule in Tessagonia. This was followed by EU (Era of Unification). Here are the titles in chronological order. 
The Gloaming Realm (0 RM)
The Moon Prince (1 – 21 RM)
Venom and Shadow (70 EU)
The Blazing Princess (70 – 88 EU)
The Princess Test (82 EU)
Mirror (72 – 92 EU)






  
  Days of the Week
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The seven days of the week are named for the seven muses. 
Tinsday (Tesni)
Awnday (Anwen)
Kaladay (Kala)
Menerday (Meinir)
Gwynsday (Gwynaeth)
Enisday (Enid)
Crysday (Carys)
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The first rays of dawn burst through the window to shine directly upon her birth, illuminating hair the same red-gold as the rising sun. And so it was only natural that she was named after that which had blessed her: Aurelia.  
Augustus and Lorelei, King and Queen of Vernissia, planned the unveiling of their heiress to be held in one month's time. Invitations went out to the neighboring kingdoms, including the mystical realm of Lesenti, home of the seven muses. Custom decreed that all royal born receive blessings from the muses. 
The day before the grand event, the seven muses glided into the courtyard on their rainbow-hued pegasi. They were given a special wing of the guest manor. 
The next morning, servants overheard bickering from the muses' quarters. Anwen, Kala, and Enid debated over whose sphere of influence was most important. Gwynaeth distracted the sisters with her playfulness, but the question remained in their minds. 
At precisely the eighteenth hour, guests filed into the banquet hall. Tables lined the walls, filled with exotic fruits, succulent meats, shaped breads, and decadent desserts. 
A long table sat above the rest, with the king and queen seated at its center. Two round tables graced the floor directly below it. These three tables were covered in fine cloths and fresh flower centerpieces. Smaller tables were scattered throughout the hall. 
The hosting couple stood, and King Augustus raised his hands in greeting. Visiting royalty took their seats at the long table as they were introduced. The children of these visiting monarchs circled one of the round tables. 
King Augustus gestured toward the two empty thrones on his right. "These seats are reserved for the Sun God Bentos and the Moon Goddess Delwyn. May they continue to bless these allied lands of Tessagonia. Though they do not grace us with their presence today, I extend my appreciation to the attendance of their daughters, the Muses of Lesenti." 
The muses nodded and took their places at the remaining round table. The king clapped his hands and ordered the festivities to begin. Gwynaeth, Tesni, and Carys went to the buffet. The other four sisters remained at their table, preferring servers to bring their food. 
Meinir tipped her glass to her lips, wetting her mouth before addressing Anwen. "I overheard your argument this morning. Do you truly believe that beauty is greater than art?" 
Anwen plucked a pink dahlia the same shade as her dress from the centerpiece. "Beauty is a driving force in any world. One bases the first opinion on looks. The ugly, undeserving of life, cannot survive the ridicule of their peers. Beauty is most important for those royal-born," she said, gesturing with the flower toward the royal table, "as beauty breeds trust and worship. The common man cannot look up to those who rule if he cannot stand to look at them at all." 
Kala laughed. "You are besotted with yourself. Art is much greater than beauty, for art can create beauty where there is none, and reveal the flaws in that which is perceived to be perfect. Beauty eventually fades away, but art endures time. The only point I'll concede to Anwen is that both our spheres are better than Enid's. We make life worth living." 
Enid listened thoughtfully, running her fingers along the hem of her silver sleeve. Their food arrived and she nodded her thanks to the servers. "What of you, Meinir? Surely you can't agree that one of their influences is better than the rest of ours." 
The muse of elegance flipped back her long auburn curls. "They are right in that beauty and art enhance life, but those are not necessary for survival. The world is much safer for a person if she is not tripping over herself and klutzing into every object in sight." She arched an eyebrow at Anwen. "One cannot appreciate beauty if they are falling flat on their face." She looked up as a hand touched her shoulder. 
"One must have compassion for those with less elegance than thyself," Tesni admonished as she lowered herself into her chair with her own plate. "I cannot see how you argue thus. All of our spheres are equal." She nodded to Carys and Gwynaeth as they returned to the table. "What is a life devoid of happiness or love?" She looked pointedly at each of her sisters. "We are all equal in the eyes of Bentos and Delwyn. We were not asked to come here to bless a child as competing sisters, but as complementing muses. Now let us stop the arguing and enjoy this pleasant feast." 
Her sisters conceded and resumed their meal. Enid sawed a piece of venison. How can the spheres be equal, if without life then none else exists? I'll prove to them who has the greater influence, she thought. 
After the meal, everyone moved to the ballroom. King and queen stood in front of their thrones. An elaborate bassinet lined with silk rested on the dais before them. Lorelei received her daughter and presented her to the crowd. "A single year ago, I believed I could not bear a child. Thanks to the blessing of the Sun God himself, I introduce to you Princess Aurelia, my daughter, heiress to the throne of Vernissia." 
Applause filled the room. The queen kissed her daughter and laid her in the bassinet. 
The priest took her place. The holy man dipped his fingers in rose oil and pressed them to the babe's forehead, lips, and heart as he prayed to their gods. "We give thanks to Bentos for the gift of this child. He has marked her with his light. May Bentos watch over her during the day, and Delwyn keep her throughout the night." He rose, bowed to the royal couple, and departed. 
The king took his wife's hand, and they sat as one. A herald announced the proceedings of the evening. A harp ensemble would play, and between each dance a muse would come forth to bless the child. After the final muse gave her blessing, a song of farewell would play before the celebration came to an end. 
Tesni was the first to ascend the dais steps. She took a green ribbon and tied one end to the hood of the bassinet, the other end left dangling above the child. The baby swatted at the ribbon just out of reach. The muse smiled. "I, Tesni, daughter of Bentos and Delwyn, gift Aurelia of Vernissia with compassion. She shall lend understanding to those who come to her." With these words, she waved her hands above the princess, for a moment encompassing the cradle in a green light. After curtsying to the royal couple, Tesni returned to the dance floor and the music resumed. 
After Anwen gifted Aurelia with rosy beauty, Kala countered by blessing her with a passion for oil painting, to preserve that beauty around her. The night went on as Meinir and Gwynaeth gave their blessings of grace and optimism respectively. 
When Enid's turn came, she strode to the dais. Her own silver ribbon joined the other five, and she smirked at the baby's excitement. She wove her spell above the child, her voice carrying throughout the room. 
"I, Enid, daughter of Bentos and Delwyn, gift Aurelia of Vernissia with eighteen years of life. In her nineteenth year she shall die, poisoned by those very oil paints for which she has been gifted a passion." 
By the time King Augustus lurched forward in protest, the spell had been sealed with silver light. Queen Lorelei held back sobs with a trembling hand. 
Enid curtsied to the couple, a smug smile on her lips. As she turned to descend the steps, guards moved forward to stop her. 
The King signaled them to stop and addressed the muse. "I don't understand why you've cursed our only child. I dare not cause you harm, but this cannot go without consequence. You are never to enter the kingdom of Vernissia again. We would rather risk an early death than be cursed with the certainty of one. Be gone." 
Enid stopped once, in front of her shocked sisters. "I believe my point is proven. Life is the greatest sphere. If any of you had reversed your influence, the reaction would not be so severe. Good day, sisters." With those final words, she made her departure. 
No one moved. The musty smell of despair filled the room, and the only sound was the queen's muffled sobs. A happy giggle and wave came from the bassinet, the princess unaware of her fate. The room watched as Carys stepped forward and knelt before the royal parents. 
"I have not yet blessed the child. I have no way to reverse my sister’s curse. However, I do believe I can modify it to be less tragic." 
Tenderly, she tied her ruby red ribbon next to the silver one. "I, Carys, daughter of Bentos and Delwyn, gift Aurelia of Vernissia with the enduring power of love. Yes, she will be poisoned and enter the realm of the dead, but her body shall merely sleep. The gate will remain open for one to follow her into the spirit realm. True love can bring her back. But the way will remain open for only a short time. If she is not found, she shall die. Let love overcome death." 
Shoulders still drooped, so Gwynaeth came to join her sister on the dais. "All is not lost. The muse of love has given you hope this night. Do not let despair darken these eighteen years. Let them be filled with joy. Continue your celebration, for this beautiful princess before us deserves no less." 
The King nodded in agreement. "The muse of joy speaks wisdom. Let no one speak of the curse. Aurelia deserves a normal life, without undue burden or pity." 
Kala danced her fingers across her harp strings, and soon the rest of the ensemble picked up the tune. Smiles returned and steps grew lighter, and the curse slipped to the back of their minds. 
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During the summer after Aurelia's seventh birthday, Vernissia hosted the ten-year-old twin princes of Arania. The rulers of both kingdoms observed how well Aiden and Shane took to the little princess. The King of Arania proposed a betrothal between their children. King Augustus agreed, in the hopes that it would facilitate a future romance and secure a future for their daughter. Aurelia would marry Aiden, the younger prince by one hour. Shane, heir to the throne, was already betrothed to Hannah of Kether.  
Aurelia gave the princes a tour of the royal gardens. Two heads of ash brown followed the bouncy red-gold curls as they hopped across the stones in the creek, climbed a ginkgo tree, and played hide and seek in the rose maze. Repetitive squawking interrupted their play and drew them to the pond at the center of the maze. Shane arrived first to find a ruby-crested crane tangled in a net. Aurelia followed, tugging Aiden along behind her.  
"Oh! Poor thing. We have to help." With complete disregard for her shoes, she splashed into the water. 
Shane put his hand on her shoulder, holding her from going further. "Careful, Aurelia, that bird is as big as you are." 
Aiden plopped down on the green-veined marble bench a few feet away and flicked a pebble into the water, startling the crane to flutter its wings. One wing flapped free while the other entangled further in the rope weavings. "How'd it get caught up in a net? The royal pond should be protected from poachers." 
Shane slipped off his shoes and stockings and rolled up his silk pantaloons. "I don't think the net was meant for the bird. The tiles around that bench are wet and flaked with fish scale. Someone fishing left the net behind." He slowly waded toward the crane. 
Aurelia took Shane's movement as permission. She splashed past him to stop a foot away from the bird. She looked it in the eye as she reached a hand up to caress the bright red feathers along the top of its head. The crane shuddered but remained still. 
Shane released the breath he was holding and gently began untangling the net as the princess crooned soft melodies. As the last of the rope fell away, the young girl smoothed down wayward feathers and stood on her toes to kiss the bird on its crest. The ruby-crested crane rubbed its beak on Aurelia's cheek, then Shane's, before flying off. 
Aiden stood and stretched. "Another successful rescue, Auri. Add that to the rabbit caught in the hedge, the frog in the well, and the puppy with the injured foot. How many creatures will you have cared for by our next visit?" 
She giggled and sloshed over to climb on the bench, where she leaned over to give Aiden a wet kiss on his cheek. "Maybe next time I'll be rescuing you." Violet eyes sparkling, she leaped down to run off into the maze. The twins dutifully followed. 

      [image: image-placeholder]In Aurelia’s twelfth year, all the royal families of Tessagonia were invited to a grand ball in Senatin. Aurelia met with Hannah to rehearse for the ball that night. Hannah hustled her into the small dance hall, giggling as she updated her on the latest gossip. Shane and Aiden entered from the opposite side, the dance instructors behind them. 
Hannah twisted a lock of hair around her finger as she watched the brothers being ushered to their starting positions. "I still don't see the point in a rehearsal dance. All of us have been gifted with elegance. Why practice?" 
Aurelia grinned. "You're a year my senior and still don't understand? You can naturally dance with grace, but you must learn the steps. Now, don't keep Shane waiting." Her voice softened as she looked over at him. "He's danced this before. You'll get so caught up in his arms you'll forget all about the rehearsal and simply float across the floor." 
Hannah's eyes shone, and her skin flushed as she looked to him. "He is wonderful, isn't he? You're right; I shan't keep him waiting." 
Aurelia's smile faltered as she watched Hannah rush to Shane. 
Aiden gave a quick squeeze to Aurelia's hand as they took position. He whispered a joke in her ear and she laughed, letting him distract her. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Fifteen-year-old Aurelia slipped her arms into the large smock as her oils were prepared and placed at a hand table beside her. The attendants left the room, knowing she preferred to be alone as she worked. Aurelia began to add patches of color to the canvas. 
A knock interrupted her before she could make much progress. Sighing, she set the brush aside and called out for whomever it was to enter. 
Hannah rushed in and perched herself on a settee, glowing with excitement. 
Aurelia quickly closed her mouth. A princess should not be gaping and staring. "What brings you here?" 
"The date has been officially announced. The first day of spring, two years from now." 
Aurelia waited a moment before prodding further. "The date for what?" 
Hannah giggled. "My wedding, of course. It will take place in Arania, as that is where Shane will be crowned. Shane and I are visiting each kingdom to make the official announcement as a couple. I wanted to let you know first, before the banquet tonight." 
Aurelia turned away with the excuse of covering her paints, while she bit her lip and took a trembling breath through the tightness of her chest. She knew this day would come, but wondered why it had to hurt so awfully. Once composed, she moved to sit beside Hannah. They talked about the duties that would come with being named queen, and how it would be to live in Arania. The older girl continually brought the conversation back to her betrothed – how regal and handsome he was, and how she looked forward to being his wife. Hannah's sister had married the year before and told her all the secrets of marriage. Aurelia blushed at the forbidden images of Shane that filled her thoughts. Hannah's excitement blinded her to Aurelia's discomfort. 
Aurelia held back a sigh of relief as another knock came. Her breath caught when she saw her new visitor come through the door. Shane. His broad figure filled the doorway, but the light in his blue eyes filled her heart. He had grown in the seven months since she had last seen him. 
He came over to the girls and put a hand on Hannah's shoulder. "Your presence is required in your room. An issue has arisen with one of your maids." 
She nodded and hugged Aurelia, promising to speak more with her later, then left the room. Shane took her place on the settee. 
Aurelia squirmed and looked down at her clenched hands. "I hear the date is set." 
"Yes." His voice had deepened. "You know it's not my choice. This has been planned since we were children." He lightly pushed a lock of red-gold hair behind her ear. His fingers lingered to caress her cheek. 
Aurelia turned her face into his hand, but kept her eyes averted. "Do you love her?" 
"She is kind, sweet, and full of life. She brings joy to me." 
"But do you love her?" 
His hand withdrew. "I must take my leave, princess. There are matters to attend before dinner." 
She squeezed her eyes shut until she heard the door close again. Aurelia stripped her smock and called for a servant to put away her paints. She dashed to her room, throwing herself on the large soft bed. "He's really going to marry her. I had hoped…" She shook her head. "Silly me. I'm a princess, with many blessings, but cannot neglect my given duties." Aiden came to her thoughts, so like Shane in looks, but so different in personality.  She took a deep breath to compose herself. "I must be strong, like Shane, and accept my betrothal." 
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Hannah and her younger sister Natalia came to help Aurelia plan her big eighteenth birthday party. They had only six months to plan meals, choreograph her formal presentation, hire entertainment, and send out invitations. The girls sat on her bed, Natalia with a journal and charcoal to take notes as they talked, her chocolate brown hair already in twin braids, while Hannah worked on braiding Aurelia's hair for the night.  
"Hannah, thank you so much for leaving Shane for a few weeks. You and Natalia have been a great help." 
"I don't mind at all. A year from now we'll be sisters-in-law. I consider you a sister already, so I'm excited to be involved in your birthday plans." 
Natalia set down the book and turned toward them. "Aurelia. Why are you waiting six months after your birthday to wed Aiden? Hannah married Shane the week after she turned eighteen." 
"I don't mind waiting. It wasn't my plan, though; it was detailed in our betrothal agreement." She thought for a moment. "I've never thought about the reasoning behind it." 
They heard a knock on the door. Aurelia's mother poked her head in before the girls could respond. 
Natalia quickly stood and curtsied. "Greetings, Queen Lorelei." 
The queen smiled and nodded to the visiting princesses. "Greetings, Natalia, Hannah. There are tarts and tea in the library if you'd like to go down." 
The sisters acknowledged the dismissal and scampered out. Lorelei shut the door and sat next to her daughter on the bed. "I have something to ask of you. No, it's not a request; it's a command. You are to stop painting with oils." 
Aurelia frowned. "You want me to stop painting? But it's my favorite pastime, and I'm in the middle of a new piece." 
"Have you heard any talk from the townspeople or the servants?" 
"No. What are they saying? Someone doesn't like my work?" 
"It's not that. Everyone thinks your paintings are beautiful masterpieces. And I'm not saying that because I'm your mother. However, they are questioning why I ever let you learn to paint. They are worried about you." 
"Worried about me? Why? Painting isn't dangerous at all. I love painting. How could anyone expect me to give it up?" 
"I've wanted you to have a normal, happy life. I didn't want to shadow you with things out of your control. But it's time you know." Her mother took a deep breath and placed her hand on top of her daughter's. "At your unveiling, not all of your gifts from the muses were blessings. One was a curse. Enid only gifted you with eighteen years of life, prophesying that you would be poisoned by your own oil paints." 
The princess paled and clenched her mother's hand. "Are you saying I only have six more months to live? But why the betrothal then?" 
"Carys, muse of love, countered the curse. She said your body will not die, only sleep. Love would follow your spirit into the realm of death and bring you back. The betrothal to Aiden will ensure that. I don't know that we can prevent it, but we have to try. Which is why I need you to stop painting." Tears slipped unheeded as she cupped her daughter's cheek. "I don't want to risk losing you." 
Aurelia threw herself into her mother's arms and they held each other tight. The daughter took a shaky breath and whispered her consent. "I'll stay away from the oil paints." She pulled back and blinked past a film of tears. "May I still paint using other mediums?" 
"Of course, if that would make it easier for you." 
Aurelia said goodbye to her mother, then reflected by herself for a few minutes. She had heard tales of how beautiful and wondrous the muses were. She found it hard to believe one would do something so malicious. Why her, when all the other children had received only gifts? 
When she finally joined the others in the library, Hannah and Natalia greeted her as joyfully as always. Aurelia considered talking to them about the curse, unsure if they knew of it, but decided not to. If this birthday did end up being her last, it should be a momentous and joyous one. Resolved to make this her best birthday ever, she cheerfully threw herself into the party planning. 
Pleased with the plans made that week, Aurelia embraced the sisters before they went their separate ways. Natalia left for Kether, and Hannah prepared her carriage to return to her husband in Arania. Aurelia stopped Hannah before she climbed in, handing her a note to deliver once she arrived home. 
Dearest Aiden, 
We are to be married in one year's time, yet have not spent more than a week together since childhood.  I know you are scheduled to visit for my birthday in the summer, but I invite you to come to Vernissia and spend the rest of these winter months here. It would please me to see you again and spend time with you. 
Your Betrothed, 
Aurelia 
She began to fret as a month passed and he didn't come. She couldn't even soothe herself with painting, as party preparations kept her busy. Just as she sat to write him another letter, word came that he would arrive the following day. The east wing chambers were prepared for him. These weren't part of the guest manor, but in the palace itself – the same rooms he would share with Aurelia once they married. 
She waited for him at the foot of the stairs leading into the courtyard. Her fingers smoothed the lapels on her warm black cloak. The carriage stopped and a footman opened the door for the prince. Aiden leapt out. She barely glimpsed his loose shirt and casual pants before he was spinning her around in a hug. She had to steady herself when he put her down. 
"Ah, how I've missed you, Auri." 
"You do understand it's still winter? You look ready for a summer ride through the woods." 
He tossed back his shoulder-length ash brown hair and laughed. "I came to spend time with Aurelia. It is always summer where the princess of dawn resides." He gave a short bow and winked. 
She grinned. "Always a charmer. Let's go inside. I'm not immune to the cold, even if you are. Promise me you'll dress warmer tomorrow." 
A light dusting of snow covered the ground the next day, but the sky was clear and perfect for a walk after lunch. Aiden escorted Aurelia to the gardens. They sat at the mermaid fountain, walked under vined trellises, and talked of whatever came to mind. 
"There's a reason I came late,” Aiden said. “My mother is sick." 
Aurelia reached out and stroked his arm. "How bad is it?" 
"It's the wasting sickness. They say she only has a couple of years left to live." He sat on a bench, burying his face in his hands. 
Aurelia sat behind him and put an arm around his shoulder. "I'm so sorry. If I had known, I wouldn't have expected you to come." 
He dropped his hands. She could see him holding back tears. "I wanted to come. You are always surrounded by light and joy. I need that, especially now." Aiden stood, helped her up, and continued holding her hand as they walked. The path took them into the rose maze. Before long Aiden was joking and laughing as usual. "I remember the excitement of first exploring these mazes, so vast and mysterious. Now it appears so small. I yearn to see beyond Tessagonia. Once we're married I'd like to travel together, before we take the throne. The Outer Isles, perhaps even beyond, would be ours to experience." 
Aurelia nodded but did not answer. She didn't understand his need to leave. Everything she loved was on this continent. 
They entered the center of the maze and he grinned. "I remember the first time I came here. You rescued a crane." 
The princess smiled. "That's one of my earliest memories." Her incomplete painting depicted that very crane. "I got scolded for ruining my slippers." 
Aiden thought for a moment. "Do you remember what you said to me that day?" 
She frowned. "No, what did I say?" 
"You said, and I quote, 'Maybe next time I'll be rescuing you.' And you rescued me today, as I knew you would. Thank you… for comforting me, and for simply being here. I know I'm not Shane, but I want to be here for you as you have been for me." He embraced her and they headed back to the palace. 
As the winter grew colder, they spent more time inside. They played many games of Chess and Twin Stones, and watched performances of traveling entertainers. Aurelia enjoyed her time with Aiden. He always made her laugh. But it was mostly fun, with little seriousness. She wanted to love him, but couldn't stop comparing him to his brother. She missed her discussions of literature with Shane, as Aiden didn't understand reading for pleasure. He never once inquired about her lack of painting. And there was no ember of passion when she looked in his eyes, only the spark of laughter. 
The last of the snow melted on the day that Aiden departed. Aurelia kissed him on the cheek and wished him well. In return, he kissed her on both cheeks and reminded her he would be back in three months for her birthday. Watching his carriage drive off, Aurelia realized she had found a small place for him in her heart after all. 

      [image: image-placeholder]As Aurelia's eighteenth birthday neared, citizens from all throughout the kingdom came in anticipation of seeing their future queen. Tents were assembled outside the walls once lodgings became full. 
The formal celebrations began as trumpets announced dawn, the time of her birth. Though it would have been acceptable for her to sleep late, Aurelia didn't want to waste a moment of her special day. She surprised the staff by joining them in the kitchen for breakfast. She talked to each one of them, starting their day with a smile. A few days before, the princess had given the cooks instructions to make hundreds of sweets. Aurelia and two of her maids each grabbed two baskets filled with these candies. Without waiting for an escort, she led them out into the city. She knew her parents would be concerned, but she wanted one last day of freedom. 
For the outing she wore a simple blue dress with her hair braided into a ring atop her head. To those who hadn't seen her before, she fit right in with the handmaidens. They exited the city walls to enter the tent city. Aurelia stopped a little boy in rags and asked him to spread the word for all children to come near the gates. She gave him one of the treats and told him that every child who came to her would get one. His eyes lit up, and he ran to tell others. And they came. All morning, Aurelia and her ladies handed out candy and spoke to the young ones. They didn't know who she was, but their parents did. And as they grew older they would remember the kindness she showed that day. 
Lunch was a quiet contrast. Augustus and Lorelei joined their daughter in the garden for a private picnic. Augustus joked about how long it had been since he had sat on the grass. Lorelei leaned against him and whispered something in his ear. He stopped laughing, and his face went red. The queen giggled and kissed him on the lips. Aurelia observed their affection for each other and wondered if she would be as happy with Aiden. Of course, she thought, happiness is what you make it. Joy came easily to her, so surely she would continue to find pleasure once she married. 
That afternoon, King Augustus presented Aurelia to the people as their future
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