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I'll never forget the exact moment I started to
die.

The day the world fell apart.

The day my world fell apart.

The morning of the earthquake began as a
morning like any other. The air was cool and crisp, blowing through
the slightly ajar carriage window and stinging my nose. Only seven
years old, I tried to act more mature and sat beside my father with
my fingers folded perfectly on my lap, hands encased in delicate
lace gloves. The dainty gold crown marking my station was pinned
neatly into my hair, nothing compared to the brilliant,
jewel-adorned one atop my father's tanned brow. I crossed my
ankles, trying my best not to kick my feet, though they dangled a
foot above the carriage floor. And my gaze was glued out the
window, transfixed by the snow-capped mountains cutting through the
horizon like a sharp blade.

The mountains of the beasts.

A place of legend and myth.

The night before, I'd overheard my father's
guards telling stories about the bear king and wolf queen who
roamed those jagged peaks, rulers made of flesh and fur. They
thought I'd been sleeping, as a proper princess would've been. But
though I was a princess, I loathed being proper.

"Omorose?" my father asked, pulling me from
the view that was beginning to make my heart thud in my chest.

"Yes, Papa?" I murmured.

"I'm not used to such silence from you. Are
you nervous?"

I bit my lip, trying to ignore the flurry of
butterflies that suddenly zipped across my chest. Was I nervous?
Yes. Would I admit it? No.

I shook my head demurely. "No, Papa."

"The prince will still be the same boy you
met before."

I nodded, swallowing. The prince was Prince
Asher. My friend. A boy I'd met a handful of times. But now I'd be
meeting him in a new light—as my betrothed. The contract was
signed. And even as a young girl, I knew the gravity of that
decision.

Prince Asher was the son of the Ice Queen,
the woman without feeling, the woman whose magic was to steal the
emotions of everyone around her, the woman who ruled a desolate,
heartless kingdom. My mother's magic was beautiful, filled with
light and life. The magic I'd inherit was beautiful. But the magic
Asher would inherit was cold and scary and unfeeling, and it made
me shiver just thinking about being married to a man with such
power. I remembered him in my thoughts as a kind, lonely boy who
liked to dream and play as much as I did. But would he always be
like that?

"Omorose?" my father prodded, reading my
heavy thoughts—far heavier than a girl of my age's should've been.
Being royal left little room for a normal childhood.

"I just miss Mama and sissy," I mumbled,
lips wobbling, not needing to use too much energy to convince him
of the truth of my words.

"Your baby sister is still too young to
travel, but you'll see them both soon."

He patted my hands gently, a loving, worried
touch.

And then our world shattered.

The ground shook, and we toppled, flipping
end over end as the carriage rolled from the dirt road, smashing
against the ground. I screamed as my body floated in the air for an
instant before slamming against the hood of the carriage, which was
somehow now the floor. My vision went black as my head hit the
heavy, gilded wood.

Everything faded.

"Omorose," my father was pleading.
"Omorose!"

His hands caressed my cheeks, a light kiss
pressed against my temple, and then my eyes flickered open. The
dull ache in my head grew as soon as the light hit my pupils,
blinding me.

"Omorose," my father cried and clutched me
to his chest.

I glanced over his shoulder, trying to
understand what had happened. The snow-covered fields were a mess
of dirt and ice, as though shaken apart by godly hands. Rings of
flurries and dust haloed the mountains in the distance. The
carriage by our side was broken into pieces. One of the guards was
covered in blood, his body deathly still against the ground. Two
more were looking beyond me, behind me. Their expressions quivered
between awe and alarm.

"Pa…"

I trailed off as I spun, my father still
holding me tight.

I gasped, unable to breathe as a fear I'd
never known washed over me.

Gone was the dirt road.

Gone was the snow-kissed field.

Gone was everything I'd ever known.

A city in chaos rested a few feet away from
my frozen body. I didn't know what anything was at the
time—everything was foreign and loud and unfamiliar. The only
things I recognized were the sounds of human screams and the sight
of human tears. But everything else was impossible. I know now that
what I saw were cars and cell phones and office buildings. I know
now that the clothing I was startled by were jeans and sweatshirts
and down jackets. I know now that the sounds blaring in my ears
were car alarms and fire trucks. But at the time, I was overcome by
panic and confusion, overcome by the otherworldliness of it
all.

Then the very thing I feared most
happened.

I felt a tingle in my heart.

A warm, powerful tingle.

It moved across my chest, down my arms, over
my stomach, around my legs, spreading heat and strength across my
entire body.

"Papa!" I cried.

No.

I didn't want it.

Not yet.

He met my eyes and instantly he knew that
the shriek in my voice wasn't because of the unknown scene before
us. It was the panic of my inheritance coming all too soon.

Pain flashed over his umber eyes.

Pain and hurt and a longing I'll never
forget.

Before I could say anything, before I could
apologize for taking any ounce of hope he had left, the trickling
heat exploded as the magic washed over me.

My mother's magic.

And the fact that it was now becoming mine
could only mean one thing.

She was dead.

I tried to cry, to scream, to do anything to
express the despair breaking my tiny heart apart. But I was lost in
the burn of the magic as it funneled into me from some invisible
place, pushing and pulling against my body, burying itself deep
inside.

I distantly remember hearing a low voice
shout foreign words. Through eyes that felt not my own, I remember
seeing two blurry figures in blue pointing weapons at us, yelling
at the two royal guards behind us, forcing them to drop their
swords. They ordered my father the king around in a way no one
dared before, shouting, using hand gestures when he didn't
understand. My father listened, standing when they told him to,
holding my limp body in his arms, refusing to let go. He walked and
walked and walked, holding me silently. He only said three words
the entire time the foreign men led us deeper into their unknown
world.

"Don't use it."

I knew what he meant.

Don't use the magic. Don't show them what we
are. But more than that. Something deeper. Something only the
members of my family knew, a secret we held close to our hearts.
Because that moment, still as death in my father's arms as my
mother's magic raged through me, that was the exact moment I
started to die.

I felt it as the torrent of heat and
strength and power finished devouring my young body. The fire
ebbed. Delightful coolness sprang to my toes, then spread, covering
me in a blanket of much-needed ice as the magic settled into its
new home. The last place the warmth lingered was down in the center
of my chest.

One moment, I was a happy, healthy
child.

And the next, I was slowly beginning my
descent toward death.

Because my magic came with a price. A curse
my family had kept secret for generations. We had the power to give
nature life, but only at the cost of our own. And as the heat
finally disappeared, I felt the bloom blossom in the very core of
my soul, a rose just like my name—a ticking clock hidden behind a
façade of beauty.

From that moment on, my life would become a
countdown, and all I could do was wait and watch as the petals of
time slowly started to fall.
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Ten years have passed since the day that changed
everything. Ten years of pretending to be something I'm not. Meek.
Powerless. Just like everyone else. I've grown so tired of
pretending.

But as I walk through the concrete halls of
the underground base, I keep my head down. I try to remain
invisible. I hug my books close to my chest, keep my gaze on the
floor, and try to be as small as I can be, as unnoticed as I can
be. Still, there are always eyes that watch me nervously, tinged
with a bright spark of accusation I've done nothing to deserve. In
these halls, being born in the magic world is all it takes to be
considered other, different, strange.

Ten years ago, on the day of the earthquake,
my father, myself and our two guards were thrown into a foreign
world we've been unable to escape. Earth. A place with no magic. A
place where magic is considered the most evil thing of all. At
first, the people of this world weren't sure what to do with us.
Our clothes placed us as otherworldly. We didn't speak their
language. So they locked us away, giving us just enough food to get
by, speaking to us each day as though we understood. Eventually,
their language became more familiar to me than my own. And after a
year in captivity in a broken city I could only see through the
bars on our window, when my father could finally explain himself
and offer a truce, they moved us here.

They call it the Midwest Command Center, a
freedom-fighter base where the people of Earth fight with all they
can to rid this new world of magic, to make it more like the world
they remember. My father became their biggest source of information
about our old world and the magic that lived there. He gave them
our secrets to keep me safe. He pretended to hate the magic of our
world. He devoted himself to helping them fight it, all so they'd
never guess what I was or what I could do. At first, I thought it
was our salvation. They allowed us to live in a house together. I
saw the sun each day, felt the wind on my cheeks. I had more
freedom than ever before, even in the old world. No maids. Only two
guards. No responsibilities except to be a child.

Then it all changed.

Magic isn't docile. It doesn't do well
waiting in the background.

Every day became more of an internal
struggle to keep my power contained. Every breeze carried the scent
of the flowers I could grow with the twitch of my finger. Every
weed breaking through stone whispered to turn it into something
beautiful. The sun on my cheeks was a warm reminder that its light
was not the only thing that could give plants life. I could give
life. I could make things grow.

The magic swelled, pressing painfully
against my chest, my fingertips, my toes, aching to be released,
aching to be used. The power was a foreign presence inside of me
with its own needs and desires, its own demands. Every time I took
a breath, the magic came alive, fighting against my futile efforts
to keep it contained.

My father commanded me to keep it
inside.

But I lost control.

One night while I slept, the magic seeped
out against my will. It had become too big for my little body to
contain any longer. When I woke in the morning, gasping as I felt
the first petal in my soul fall away, the first reminder that using
my magic cost me some of my own life, I still couldn't help but
smile as the view of flowers filled my vision. A hundred different
kinds, a hundred different shades. My inheritance. My birthright.
The one little piece of my mother I could hold on to, that no one
could take away. I laughed as I danced in the meadow my bedroom had
become. My magic was beautiful. And having been used, it was
satiated and calm, no longer fighting against me. The magic and I
were both at peace for the first time since coming to this foreign
world.

Then my ears caught the distant drum of an
alarm ringing ugly against my wondrous morning. The pound of feet
tearing up the staircase yanked me from my reverie. My father
ripped open the door.

"I didn't mean it, Papa," I whispered.

"We have to get rid of it," he said harshly.
Not angry with me, I knew, but still, the words hurt. "They have
machines, Omorose. Machines that track the magic, that know when
and where it comes from. They sensed the surge of your power
overnight. They're on their way here right now."

Together we ripped the flowers off the
walls, tugged the roots from the floor, and stuffed the broken
petals into my closet. Tears started to fall. I didn't have the
strength to wipe them away.

When the freedom fighters came, the room was
clean. My father told them it was the beast from the mountains, the
one whose magic these freedom fighters were constantly tracking. He
said the beast had come to kidnap me in the night, that he knew we
were from his world, and he wanted to kill us for fighting against
him.

The general and his men believed my father.
They trusted him.

It saved my life.

And it destroyed it.

That day, my father moved us from our house.
He packed our belongings and brought me to the underground section
of the Midwest Command Center, a place no sunlight and no life
could touch. A concrete box hidden in the dark. And I've been here
ever since. Hiding. Pretending.

I can't remember the last time I truly saw
the sun.

But each day I learn more about my new
universe. The scientists who work here say my world ran parallel to
Earth, similar yet different. They say that long before the
earthquake, something happened to throw one of our worlds off
course and send it crashing into the other. Ten years ago, our
worlds merged, becoming a patchwork planet. I've seen the map at
the center of the base, blinking lights outlining the land and sea,
outlining a new world that was unnaturally created from two
different ones. In some places, the difference is so stark—a
mountain range that suddenly cuts off to flat plains, a gently
curving beach that abruptly turns into a wide stretch of hilly
lands. Old rivers have dried up. New ones have formed, cutting
through towns that survived the earthquake only to be flooded and
destroyed. The weather is still adjusting to the new world,
unpredictable as the tides and winds change each year.

There's one thing on the map that consumes
everyone's attention, one feature that silently demands to be seen.
Dozens of misty circles pulse haphazardly across the globe,
obscuring the shorelines and the terrains—spots that are masked and
void. It's the magic. Their machines work on electricity, and I've
come to learn that magic and electricity weren't made to mix. The
electric currents can't penetrate the magic, so all that's left in
these areas is a hazy abyss signaling the unknown.

That's why I must continue to hide, why I
must be very careful about when and where I release my power. The
magic can't be contained forever. Once in a while, it demands to be
let out, to be released. It's an animal caged inside of me, ripping
me apart for freedom. Sometimes, fighting it is too hard. So I wait
for ferocious storms, and when the lights in my room flicker, I
know it's safe. In the dark of the night, I sneak to the surface
where rain and wind whip around me, and I use it. When my magic
forces the electricity in the base to shut off, silencing their
blinking machines and winking out the lights, the people of Earth
think it's no more than the storm. Those few moments are precious
and short, not long enough for anyone to raise questions. And after
the brief respite, I sneak back down into my prison to continue the
pretense.

It's been this way for years.

I can't see the end.

Which is why I walk now with my head down,
clutching my books and ignoring the sideways stares that follow my
every movement. I've traversed these gray, lifeless hallways more
times than I care to count, and I don't need to watch where I'm
going. My feet remember the path to my classroom just as easily as
my mind does. I don't stop until I reach the open door, pausing for
a moment to scan for an empty seat before rushing to fill it. After
I sit, I finally notice the vase of lilies on my teacher's
desk.

I gasp.

Immediately, the magic surges, washing over
me and demanding to be used.

I close my eyes, trying to steady my
breathing.

Even from ten feet away, I sense every
slowly decaying cell of those gorgeous flowers which were cut at
the end and plucked from nature just to sit in a glass container
and look pretty for a few days, all the while slowly dying inside.
I understand them. The magic within me wants to fix them. All it
would take is a single thought, one second of wishing it were so,
and roots would sprout at the base of the stems, sinking to the
floor, searching for dirt. I could give those lilies life.

I could.

But I can't. It would cost me too much.

After a few moments of steady breathing, I'm
able to pull my thoughts from controlling the magic. A few more
moments later, I finally register my name being called.

"Omorose?"

Snickers.

Laughter.

The sounds grate against my ears. I open my
eyes, and flick my gaze around the room. The girls at the front
bite their lips, looking back and forth between one another,
giggling not so quietly.

I wish I could say I was used to it, that
after so many years it didn't hurt.

But it stings. It always has.

"Yes?" I ask, voice quiet. In the old world,
I was a princess, a ruler, a leader. Here, I'm a wallflower, always
shrinking away. It's hard to make friends when I'm always
pretending. It's hard to make friends when I know anyone in this
room would kill me if they found out what I truly was.

"Have you heard anything we've been
discussing or were you just asleep in your seat?" my teacher, Mrs.
Nelson, asks.

I sink lower. "No," I murmur. "I didn't
hear."

More teasing.

More laughter.

"We're discussing everyone's plans for after
graduation," Mrs. Nelson urges, bringing her tone to a gentler
place. "The year is half over, and this week's focus will be on
compiling applications for jobs. The world needs more teachers,
doctors, soldiers, engineers, and physicists, especially out here
at the bases. But in some of the cities, there are different
opportunities, like journalists, broadcasters, politicians."

I shake my head.

I've never thought about what I want to do
after graduation. There is no after for me. I can't leave my
father, not after everything we've been through. All I have are
endless days of walking these halls until he's finally ready to
leave, a day I fear will never come.

"Speak up," Mrs. Nelson commands.

"I, I don't know," I respond, feeling my
cheeks heat as my peers continue to stare at me.

Mrs. Nelson holds my gaze a moment longer,
waiting with a flicker of hope for me to be normal for once. After
a moment, the flicker fades. Disappointment lines her irises, and
she turns to the next student.

"Dean?"

He's the general's son. It's no surprise
when he confidently says he wants to enlist and become a soldier in
the war against the magic. I try to focus on his answer, to make
myself present and pull myself away from my thoughts. But as I turn
in my seat to watch him speak, a word filters into my ear.

"Freak."

A painful spike of heat shoots down my
back.

I sit up straight. I don't turn around.

I know it's only worse when I give in.

"Freak." It comes again.

I can't help it. I snap, spinning to face
Amanda and her cronies. She watches me with a sneer, curling her
upper lip and daring me to respond.

So easy.

It would be so easy.

I wouldn't even have to open my mouth. One
thought is all it would take to curl vines of ivy around her
ankles, grip her tight, and throw her across the room. I've
imagined it a million times, daydreamed about the expression of
shock on her face, the fear that would line her eyes when she
realized I'm more powerful than she could ever hope to be.

It takes all my strength to curl my fingers
into my palm—to hold the magic in and turn away.

"Ooh, I'm so afraid," she whispers again,
voice triumphant. They snicker at my expense, proud of themselves
for besting me yet again.

I take a deep breath and swallow the clog in
my throat back down.

They're not worth it, I remind myself. Not
worth the disappointment I'd see in my father's eyes if I lost
control. Not worth my life if the soldiers here discovered what I
was. At least, that's what I repeat in the back of my mind for the
rest of class, not paying attention at all to the lesson Mrs.
Nelson planned, a lesson about a future I can never have.

At lunch, we're dismissed. The next half of
the day is spent in combat training, basic skills everyone our age
is expected to know—everyone except me. I come from the magic
world, so they don't trust me enough to train me. Oh, I'm allowed
to go to school and learn from books. Literature, biology, history,
all of that's fine. But they'll never willingly put a gun in my
hand and teach me how to shoot. Little do they know I don't need
one anyway.

"Hey!" A hand lands on my shoulder, stopping
me. I turn, unable to keep my jaw from dropping as I look into
Dean's bright blue eyes. "I'm sorry about before, with Amanda," he
says, smiling at me encouragingly. "She can be a bit of a,
well…"

He trails off.

But we both know what word was going to come
next.

I shrug, trying to ignore the way my heart
pounds in my chest. Is it the brilliant color of his eyes? The fact
that he's speaking to me? The fact that someone is being somewhat
nice to me for the first time in years? I don't know, but warmth
floods my cheeks, and I shake my head.

"Don't worry about it," I mumble.
Internally, I curse. What happened to the girl I used to be? She
was tough, wasn't she? She stood up for herself, didn't she? Is
this who my father wanted me to become?

"Are you okay?" he asks, peering closer.

The urge to run takes over. In that instant,
I realize I don't want his attention. I'm the girl I've become for
a reason. I don't want the general's son learning my secrets,
looking at me as if I'm not invisible, gazing at me like a mystery
to solve.

Before I can step away from his touch,
another voice calls. "Omorose!"

My father.

Dean jerks his hand away. I press my back
against the wall.

Did we look like two teenagers in love?

Is that why my father's voice came out
high-pitched with panic?

"I have to go," I whisper.

Dean looks at me for another moment. I don't
want to like the interest in his eyes, yet part of me, deep down,
does. "A few of us are going to the surface tonight if you want to
come. Just to hang out, party a little, get away from the adults."
He shrugs.

The surface.

I sigh, unable to stop the smile that
spreads across my cheeks at the thought of going to the surface, of
breathing in the fresh air, of shaking off the stale underground.
If I'm being honest, part of me is just happy to be included, happy
to think someone might miss me when I don't show up.

Dean smiles too.

I grasp the moment tightly, locking it away
in the corner of my mind.

Then I turn abruptly away without responding
because I know I can't go with him, not ever. And I know it would
only hurt me more to think for a second that I could. He's just
like everyone else in this world. He wouldn't like me if he saw the
real me. And I can play pretend with my life, but not with my
heart.

I'm better off being alone.

"Omorose," my father says urgently when I
reach him. "Follow me. Something's happened. Something we can't
discuss here."
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"What's happened, Papa?" I ask, ignoring his
unspoken request for obedience.

He glares at me. "Not here."

"But—"

I stop speaking as alarms blare, drowning
out the sound of my voice. My eyes go wide as I realize the panic
in my father's voice wasn't from finding me with Dean. Something's
happened. Something that must affect everyone on this base for the
alarms to sound.

"Is it the beast?" I ask softly as we race
down the halls in search of our underground apartment. That's our
name for the mysterious king who resides in the mountains, the one
whose magic the Midwest Command Center is responsible for tracking.
He's at the center of the hazy circle closest to us on the map, the
one we watch day and night for any changes. Some say his magic is
to take different animal forms, a wolf and a bear, or a monstrous
mix of the two. Some say he can hide in plain sight. Some say he
rules an entire kingdom of shapeshifters. And some say that we
still don't know what his power truly is, because even with all our
technology, we've never been able to get close enough to find
out.

In the old world, my people were afraid of
those mountains and the beasts who watched over them. In the new
world, I've found myself wondering which side of the fight I should
really be on. After all, wouldn't these people label me a beast
too?

My father strengthens his grip and pulls me
ahead, not bothering to answer. I'm still a princess and he's still
a king, so I bite my lip and stay silent, adhering to his
command.

But if the alarm isn't about the beast, then
what is it about?

The ringing quiets down, and a static
crinkle takes its place. Everyone who was moving stops. Trying to
blend in, we stop too, but I can feel my father's pulse thrumming
with nervous impatience. The voice of the general takes over.

"I hope that got your attention," he says
lightly. A deep chuckle reverberates through the speakers, and all
around us people release the breaths they didn't realize they'd
been holding. I scrunch my brows, glancing toward my father. The
general sounds happy, elated. So why is my father so afraid?

"Today is a glorious day," the general
continues. His smiling voice comes through loud and clear despite
the crackling of the microphone. My father grips my fingers so
tight his nail beds turn white. "Today, after a decade of fighting
the magic that turned our world upside down, the people of Earth
have finally been victorious."

Murmurs rise up around us, excited
chatter.

The general pauses for effect, as though he
can hear all the whispers spreading around the base, all the
hopeful theories about what that victory might be.

I, on the other hand, can feel the color
draining from my face. A knot forms in the pit of my stomach,
twisting tighter and tighter with each prolonged moment of
anticipation.

"We've just received a report that the
Northeast Command Center has taken down the queen they've been
fighting for ten years. The magic vanished from our radars late
last night, and it's been confirmed this afternoon that the queen
is dead, and that with her death, the magic plaguing New York City
has finally disappeared."

Cheers erupt from everywhere at once,
drowning out the general's voice. Some people are crying. Others
are shouting. More are hugging and laughing and beaming with
joy.

I meet my father's eyes.

New York City.

New York City.

Why does it sound familiar? Where have I
heard that name before?

The knot coils tighter.

My mind races.

I'm missing something. I know I am.

But I can't think straight. All I hear over
and over is, the queen is dead. The queen is dead. They
killed her. And everyone cheers for the sheer joy of that fact.

I clench my fists as the magic stirs deep
inside of me.

I know in that moment that they'd kill me
without hesitation. I've thought it before. I've told it to myself
a hundred times, in order to guard my heart and control my magic.
But I never believed it until now. Freak. That's what Amanda and
her friends have been calling me under their breath for years.
Freak. That's what everyone who watches my father and me out of the
corners of their eyes believes. I'm a freak to them. An outsider.
Someone who doesn't belong and never will.

The queen is dead.

But all I hear in my head is, Omorose is
dead. I'm dead. My magic and my legacy are dead. All I hear in
my head is their uproarious applause.

"Quiet down, quiet down," the general says
between laughs. He's partaking in the merriment. Why wouldn't he?
He's devoted his life to fighting magic, to fighting me.

No one is quieting down. In fact, they just
get louder.

Someone next to us grabs my father, pulling
him in for a hug. My father instantly stifles the panic on his
face, flipping his expression to a jubilant smile as he hugs the
man and joins in with the cheers. He glances at me, expression
pleading.

Blend in, his eyes are saying.

Pretend. Join in the revelry. Don't let them
notice you're different.

"Quiet down!" the general repeats, still
laughing.

Suddenly, his words sound as if they're
meant only for me. Quiet down. I've spent my entire life being
quiet, looking down, bowing my head to keep everyone from noticing
me. I can't do it anymore.

My father reaches for me, but I step back. I
shake my head. I can't meet his eyes, can't stand to see another
instant of his false happiness.

Instead, I flee.

Everyone is so consumed by their joy, they
hardly notice me as I swerve my way between them, walking quickly
but not running. The general keeps talking, but I'm not listening
anymore. Blood pounds in my ears, and it drowns out everything
else. Magic thrums through my veins.

When I finally reach my bedroom, I do the
only thing I can think of doing to release my anger, my hurt, my
frustration. I scream until I collapse on the floor. Then I scream
again. And when my throat is too raw to scream anymore, I finally
notice the salty tears dripping down my cheeks.

I crawl across my carpet, reach beneath my
bed, and use my shaking fingers to pull out the box I've hidden
there—the box I haven't opened in five years. My heart skips a
beat, and everything in the world turns peacefully quiet. As my
breath becomes uneven, my throat clogs, growing tight.

I open the lid and pull out the torn stuffed
bear I hid inside.

Mr. Winky.

A gift from my sister.

It's the only thing I still have from my old
world, my old life. The crown I was wearing on the day of the
earthquake was confiscated, as were my family ring and the necklace
my mother had given me—all jewels that could be sold for profit. My
dress was thrown out when I grew too big. The trunks my father and
I packed for our journey had either vanished during the earthquake
or were stolen. This little bear with a missing eye and patches on
its seams was the only thing deemed unworthy of seizing, a toy no
one had the heart to steal from a frightened child. I'm forever
grateful for that fact.

I hug the soft fabric to my chest, letting
Mr. Winky take my tears and my fears as my mind opens to a memory I
haven't allowed myself to think of in years. But no matter how much
time passes, I'll never forget the day my sister gave this to
me.

It was the last day I saw my mother and her
alive.

It was the last time I ever felt truly at
peace.

The last time I ever felt that I
belonged.

It was one week before the earthquake. I was
standing in the courtyard outside our home, a grand castle at the
very center of our kingdom. The carriage door was open behind me,
and my father had already climbed inside to settle in for the start
of our journey. But I was afraid. I was crying because I didn't
want to go. I didn't want to have a fiancé. I didn't want to leave
my mother and my sister for so long. I didn't want to grow up.

"Hush, darling," my mother whispered,
kneeling to my eye level as she wiped the tears from my cheeks.
"You'll be a queen someday, just like me. You'll have magic, just
like me. And Prince Asher will be your king, just as your father is
to me. You'll grow to love each other. And trust me, at this
moment, I'd bet he's just as afraid as you are."

I sniffled, lifting my chin to meet her
gaze. "Do you really think so?"

She smiled lovingly. "I know so."

"How?" I whined.

"Because I was just like you once—a little
girl afraid of what the future held. Then I learned how to be
brave, just like you will. I learned how to swallow my fears and
see each challenge as an opportunity for growth, as an opportunity
to be a leader for my people."

I shook my head. "I'm not brave."

She cupped my cheek in her warm palm and
rubbed the last tear away. Then she leaned forward to kiss my brow.
"My darling Omorose, you'll learn to be brave. And this journey
with your father is the first step."

"Ro Ro," a little squeaking voice said from
behind my mother.

I smiled at my little sister. She was barely
two and still wobbly on her feet as she walked closer to me.

"Ro Ro brave," she said confidently.

I laughed. "Thanks, sissy."

She shook her head as though she could sense
the defeat in my tone.

"Ro Ro brave!" she repeated adamantly, and
then she held out her stuffed bear as an offering to me. It was the
same bear I grew up playing with, though I doubted she remembered
that I was the one who gave it to her on the day she was born.

"You keep Mr. Winky until I get back," I
murmured, peeking at my mother. Her eyes shone proudly at us
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